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PREFACE 

The Qal'at al-Jabal (Citadel of the Mountain) in Cairo is the only 
urban citadel in Egypt and the last in a series of citadels constructed 
throughout Anatolia, Syria, and the Jazira in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. It is also the most monumental and most important of them, 
primarily because it was the seat, first of the Ayyubid, then of the 
Mamluk sultanate which dominated the political scene in the region 
between the twelfth and fifteenth century. It was begun in 1176 by 
Salal;i al-Din (Saladin) as the stronghold in a grand and ambitious 
defensive project that would encircle two cities-al-Qahira, the 
Fatimid capital, and Mi~r al-Fustat, the economic hub of Egypt­
within a single wall. The entire project was never realized, but al­
Kamil Mul;iammad (r. 1200-38), Salal;i al-Din's nephew, finished the 
Citadel and moved the court there in 1207-8. In the early Mamluk 
period, it was significantly expanded and divided into northern and 
southern enclosures. Two sultans, al-Z,ahir Baybars (r. 1260-76) and 
al-Na~ir Mul;iammad (r. 1293-1341, with two interruptions), endowed 
it with an impressive number of palaces and other structures and were 
responsible for redefining its position in Cairo from the plan of Salal;i 
al-Din, which sought to distance it from the city, to one that coupled 
physical seclusion with urban connections. It remained the seat of 
government in Egypt until 1874, but after the time of al-Na~ir 
Mul;iammad very little construction took place in it until Mul;iammad 
'Ali Pasha (r. 1805-48) established himself as the semi-independent 
ruler of Egypt in 1811. He renovated it entirely, strengthened its for­
tifications, and replaced the older dilapidated structures with many 
monumental buildings. Today, it is a tourist attraction, where visitors 
marvel at the awesome mosque and palaces of Mul;iammad 'Ali, the 
mosque of al-Na~ir Mul;iammad, and a few scattered remains from 
earlier periods. 

Despite its significance as a royal center and as a major medieval 
military and palatial complex, to date the Citadel has attracted little 
scholarly interest. Aside from the pioneering study by Paul Casa­
nova, "Histoire et description de la citadelle du Caire," published in 
the Memoires publies par les Membres de la Mission Archeologique 
Franr;aise au Caire, between 1894 and 1897, no modern scholar has 
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added much to our understanding of its architectural history. K. A. C. 
Creswell meticulously reconstructed the fortifications of the northern 
enclosure, but showed little interest in the southern enclosure in his 
"Archaeological Researches in the Citadel of Cairo," published in the 
Bulletin de l'Institutfranr;ais d' archeologie orientate (1924). He later 
incorporated his findings into his magisterial study of Islamic archi­
tecture in Egypt, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, and appended a few 
remarks concerning sections of the walls that were inaccessible when 
he wrote his first study. He also noted that there was plenty still to be 
uncovered and reconstructed in the southern enclosure, but he himself 
produced only a short study on the location and form of al-Na~ir 
Mu~ammad's Ablaq Palace and his waterworks. 

Since 1959, when Creswell's book was published, our knowledge 
of the history and architecture of the Mamluks has greatly increased. 
Scores of relevant historical, legal, and archaeological documents 
have come to light. Several studies have been produced, the majority 
of them monographs on one monument or a group of structures and 
typological in method. A few analytical works dealing with various 
aspects of Mamluk architecture and urbanism have started to define 
the general characteristics of the period and to generate interest in 
theoretical and interpretive problems. But those who have written 
about the Citadel since Creswell and Casanova have only reiterated 
earlier interpretations. In the 1980s, renovations and limited excava­
tions in the southern enclosure conducted by the Egyptian Antiquities 
Organization (EAO) uncovered a number of Mamluk remains in the 
terrace facing the city and in the entrance area, but none of these find­
ings has been adequately published. 

The present study will incorporate both textual and archaeological 
data into a reconstruction of the architectural history of the Citadel 
from its foundation in 1176 under al-Na~ir ~ala~ al-Din until it 
reached its most monumental form in the first half of the fourteenth 
century under al-Na~ir Mu~ammad. We will examine the royal struc­
tures built within its walls and propose new definitions of the origin, 
development, and meaning of some of their most significant archi­
tectural and decorative elements. We will analyze the evolution of its 
functions within both the urban context of Cairo and the wider frame­
work of Ayyubid and Mamluk institutions, politics, society, technol­
ogy, and tastes. The topography of the Citadel and its plan of organi­
zation will be interpreted as the concrete manifestations of the new 
sociopolitical hierarchy imposed by the ruling Mamluks. The sultan 
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and his amirs resided in sumptuous palaces in or around it and held 
their ceremonies there. The army was stationed in the same enceinte, 
and the local population was restricted to the city at the foot of the 
hill. Large civic and charitable projects were established around it to 
function as buffer zones and as a way visually and spatially to 
emphasize the centrality of the sultan's abode in his capital. This con­
centric planning in which the Citadel acted as the physical and con­
ceptual center marked the urban development of Cairo until the dawn 
of the modern age. 

The study of the history of an architectural complex can be struc­
tured in various ways. One approach might be termed functional, that 
is, it groups the structures according to their uses. In the case of the 
Citadel, this would mean that structures would be separated into 
audience halls, mosques, palaces, courts, towers, gardens, and so on, 
and analyzed in light of the functions for which they were built and 
the changes these functions underwent over time. However, this clas­
sification would be imprecise historically, because most of the royal 
structures were not built for one particular function, and many of the 
buildings that would appear to have been meant for similar functions 
eventually were made to serve totally different ones. Another possi­
ble approach might be to classify buildings according to type: domed 
structures, vaulted halls, basilica! halls, and so on. They would then 
be studied in terms of their distinctive features and compared with 
their antecedents and parallels in the Mamluk sultanate and else­
where. Their origins and transformations in medieval Egypt and 
Syria would be determined, and their significance for the under­
standing of architectural development in that period evaluated. This 
approach requires a kind of evidence that is not available, and 
involves an abstraction of individual structures which would make it 
difficult to construct an overall conception of the Citadel as a whole. 
A more appropriate approach for our purposes is the chronological 
one, because it best describes the continuous building and rebuilding 
process that characterized the Citadel's development. In addition, 
although the available references do not provide specifics on the 
architecture or the spatial configuration of the Citadel's structures, 
they do help us reconstruct the functional and topographic relation­
ships between them as they changed over time. 

This study is the culmination of a pedagogical journey that was 
nurtured and encouraged by many people, some of whom will remain 
nameless, although their ideas quietly motivated my work. Others 
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have had more direct influence, and I would like to express my grat­
itude to them here. Laila 'Ali Ibrahim, mentor and friend, took me by 
the hand, literally and intellectually, and opened my eyes to the 
Islamic Cairo she knows better than anyone. Irene Bierman of UCLA 
has unfailingly been there for me, sometimes across continents, 
whenever I sought her advice and backing. Oleg Grabar, formerly of 
Harvard University and currently at the Institute for Advanced Study, 
and Stanford Anderson and Arthur Steinberg of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, have contributed their critical insights to the 
first version of this study which was my Ph.D. dissertation at M.I.T. 
(1991). By selecting the dissertation for the Humanities Award, the 
members of the 1991 Malcolm Ken- Dissertation Award committee 
encouraged me to broaden its scope and revise its content and prem­
ises. Over the last four years, Kristen Brustad, Shirine Hamadeh, 
Oleg Grabar, Nuha Khoury, Gtilru Necipoglu, and Yasser Tabbaa 
have each read and commented on a part of what was to become this 
study. Its shortcomings remain admittedly mine alone. 

Margaret Sevcenko, editor of the Aga Khan Program, generously 
gave of her time and expertise in editing the work. Without her clear 
mind and sharp pen the text would have reminded many a reader of 
a fourteenth-century /:lashia (commentary). Peri Bearman, E. J. 
Brill's editor of Islamic studies, has shown enough interest in my 
work to stimulate its recasting into a more intelligible form. In Cairo, 
Gloria Karnouk and Nahid ,Saliq of the Creswell Library at the 
American University in Cairo permitted me the unlimited use of the 
wonderful resources of the library. Fellowships for my research in 
Cairo were awarded by the Aga Khan Program for Islamic 
Architecture at Harvard University and M.I.T. (1987-88) and the 
American Research Center in Egypt (1989). A J. Paul Getty 
Postdoctoral Fellowship in the History of Art and Humanities (1993-
94) afforded me the time away from teaching to prepare this book. 
An Aga Khan Program grant generously subsidized its publication. It 
is a privilege and a delight to acknowledge the support of all. Finally, 
the loving presence of Randa Shedid brought a sense of sharing to 
what would otherwise have been a solitary exercise. 
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NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION AND DATES 

Clarity is the overriding concern in the use of Arabic names, terms, 
and phrases. The transcription system used follows that of the Inter­
national Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES). Arabic names of 
buildings and other structures are capitalized and their English equiv­
alents follow in parentheses at first use, e.g. the Burj al-Al:imar (Red 
Tower); subsequent references use the Arabic name. Architectural, 
topographical, or administrative terms can be found in the glossary at 
the end. A few terms appear both capitalized and in lower case. For 
example, the phrase dar al-'adl (lit. "house of justice") is used in 
Mamluk sources to designate both the administering of justice and 
the building in which this was performed. The term is italicized in 
lower case for the first, anglicized and capitalized for the second. To 
simplify the plural form of Arabic terms, the letter "s" is added, ex­
cept where the collective noun is the standard term (e.g., kha$­
$akiyya). Familiar geographical names such as Damascus, Aleppo, 
and Baghdad are used in their common English form. The name 
Cairo is used to refer to the whole capital city of Egypt, the names al­
Qahira and Mi~r al-Fustat are used to signify the two administrative 
entities-the Fatimid walled city and the old Islamic capital of Egypt. 

Dates are given in Common Era years; A.H. (Hijri) years are given 
only when required either by reference to an Islamic month, reference 
to an inscription date, or by citing an Arabic text which mentions a 
Hijri year. In all cases, A.H. is added after the Hijri date and the 
Common Era equivalent follows in parentheses. 

References used more than once are cited from the beginning in 
abbreviated form; the complete citation can be found in the list of 
short references. Books and articles cited only a few times are cited 
in full in the notes in which they first appear; they then appear in 
abbreviated form in subsequent citations. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

WHENCE THE CITADEL 

In the second half of the twelfth century, the Muslims finally formed 
a united front against the Crusader states that had existed for more 
than half a century in the Levant. Its uncontested leader and prime 
mover was Nur al-Din MaI:imud, the young prince who in 1146 had 
succeeded his father 'Imad al-Din Zangi ibn Aqsunqur as the king 
(malik) of Aleppo; his older brother Sayf al-Din Ghazi had inherited 
Mosul and its adjoining territories in the Jazira. Between 1146 and 
1151, Nur al-Din led a series of military campaigns against the 
Frankish territories in northern and middle Syria. He regained the 
city of Edessa, which had previously been taken by his father; he 
eventually seized the entire county of Edessa and wrested a number 
of fortresses from the principality of Antioch and the county of Tri­
poli. By 1154, he had managed to add Damascus to his possessions, 
thus ending the division that had existed between northern and 
central Islamic Syria for more than a century (fig. 1). Early on in his 
reign, Nur al-Din had announced his allegiance to the Abbasid 
caliphate in Baghdad and declared his intentions to further the Sunni 
cause and to wage jihad against the Crusaders until all Islamic lands 
had been recaptured. Now he had acquired the territorial, political, 
and financial means to pursue these two goals. Circumstances dic­
tated that Egypt be the stage for putting them both to the test. 1 

Egypt had been ruled since 969 by the Fatimids, a heterodox 
Isma'ili dynasty who had come from Ifriqiya (present-day Tunisia) 
and who traced their lineage to Fatima, daughter of the Prophet 
MuI:iammad and wife of his cousin 'Ali, the fourth Rashidi caliph and 

1 This historical account is based on Bundari, Sana, an abridgment of 'Imad al­
Din al-I~fahani, al-Barq al-Shami; Abu Shama, Rawqatayn; Ibn al-Athir, Kami/, 
vols. 11-12; idem, al-Tarlkh al-Bahir ft al-Daw/a al-Atabakiyya ft al-Mawsil; Ibn 
Shaddad, Nawadir; Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, vol. 2; Maqrizi, Itti'a?, vol. 3; Nikita Elis­
seeff, Nur al-Din: un grand prince musulman de Syrie au temps des croisades 
(511-569 A.H. 11118-1174 A.D.) (Damascus, 1967); R. Stephen Humphreys, From 
Saladin to the Mongols: The Ayyubids of Damascus 1193-1260 (Albany, N.Y., 
1977); Holt, Crusades; Andrew Ehrenkreutz, Saladin (Albany, N.Y., 1972); Mal­
colm Cameron Lyons and D. E. P. Jackson, Saladin (Cambridge, 1988). 
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first imam for the various Shi'ite sects. Their capital was the city of 
al-Qahira (the Victorious), which had been established by Jawhar al­
Siqilli, the commander of the invading Fatimid army, right after he 
conquered the country. It was situated two miles north of the older 
capital al-Fustii! along the way to Syria whence invaders came, and 
was surrounded by walls made of unbaked brick (libn).2 Originally a 
rectangular camp, it rapidly developed into a royal city where the 
caliph, who was the ultimate temporal and religious authority, his 
family, his guards, and a large, mixed retinue of military and civilian 
functionaries, the rijiil al-sayf (men of the sword, i.e., military men) 
and the rijiil al-qalam (men of the pen, i.e., administrators), all lived. 
A main artery traversed it from south to north, and two caliphal 
palace complexes, the Eastern Palace and the Western Palace, occu­
pied its center separated by a large open square, the Maydan Bayn al­
Qa~rayn (Square between the Two Palaces), which was used for 
official processions and army reviews. Two congregational mosques, 
al-Azhar (971-72) in the southeastern sector and al-I:Iakim 
(990-1010) near the northern wall, served its population. The rest of 
the city was parceled out to the tribal and ethnic groups that made up 
the Fatimid army for their residential quarters. For two centuries, the 
two cities grew side by side as separate entities: al-Qiihira as the po­
litical center of the caliphate, and al-Fustii! as the unwalled economic 
capital of the country, where the common people lived (fig. 2). 

The Fatimids at first presented a serious threat to the Abbasid cali­
phate of Baghdad, as they managed to extend their realm over much 
of Syria, the Hijaz, Yemen, and large parts of North Africa in addi­
tion to Egypt. But by the end of the eleventh century, they had lost 
most of their domains outside Egypt aside from parts of Palestine. 
Even their hold over what was left to them had been weakened, and, 
beginning with the vizierate of the Armenian general Badr al-Jamali 
(r. 1074-94), political power had fallen into the hands of their viziers. 
In 1153, the Fatimid state lost its last Palestinian foothold in Ascalon 
when it was captured by Baldwin III, the Frankish king of Jerusalem, 
and ceased to be an active player in the power struggles in the eastern 
Mediterranean. Egypt was also ravaged by internecine struggles 
between rival groups, each trying to install its leader in the vizierate, 
and each seeking outside support from either the Franks or the 
Syrians. This vulnerability attracted the attention of both Amalric, 

2 Maqrizi, Khirar, 1: 348, 359, 377. 
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king of Jerusalem, and Niir al-Din, who realized that Egypt held the 
key to military and political supremacy in the region because of its 
wealth and human resources. Niir al-Din, the champion of the Sunni 
revival in Syria (a movement begun by the Seljuqs to restore the 
dominance of Sunnism and to fight the various Shi'ite sects) and a 
partisan of the Abbasid caliphate, had the additional interest of 
wanting to eliminate the Fatimid caliphate and bring Egypt back into 
the orthodox fold. 

In the years between 1164 and 1169, the two rivals, Zangids and 
Franks--each allied with local powerbrokers in order to establish a 
foothold in the country-fought over Egypt. Two campaigns, in 1164 
and 1167, ended in stalemates. Niir al-Din sent a third army in 
October 1168 in response to a plea by the caliph al-'A<;lid to counter 
the incursion of Amalric. The Franks had swiftly occupied Bilbais, 
northeast of al-Qahira, massacred many of its inhabitants, and threat­
ened the capital itself. As a last defensive measure, the ruling Fatimid 
vizier Shawar ordered al-Fustat emptied of its inhabitants and burned 
to prevent the Franks from using it as a base for their attacks on al­
Qahira. Its evacuation and destruction turned out to have been 
unnecessary, for Niir al-Din's general Asad al-Din Shirkiih and his 
army reached the Fatimid capital and forced the Franks to retreat 
without a fight. 3 

Unlike the two previous campaigns, this time Shirkiih-probably 
following his master's orders-remained in the country, ostensibly to 
guard it from further Frankish invasions and to make sure that the 
third of Egypt's revenues promised Niir al-Din was sent to Syria 
promptly. Shawar, who had been cunningly switching allegiance 
from the Syrians to the Franks and back again for many years, 
realized Shirkiih's real aims and tried to persuade him to leave Egypt. 
But in January 1169, Shawar was killed and Shirkiih was invested by 
the Fatimid caliph al-'A<;lid as vizier in his place, which made him the 
virtual ruler of the country. He did not enjoy that position for long, 
however; he died two months after his appointment. ~alal:i al-Din 
Yusuf ibn Ayyiib, his young nephew who had distinguished himself 
during the second expedition of 1167, was put forward by the senior 

3 The extent of the damage the fire inflicted is unknown, but apparently it was less 
serious than Maqrizi implies in his description; see MacKenzie, Cairo, 17-18, 
45-50; Goitein, Daily Life, 12; Wladyslaw Kubiak, "The Burning of Mi~r al-Fustat 
in 1168: A Reconsideration of Historical Evidence," Africana Bulletin, 25 (1976): 
51-64. 



WHENCE THE CITADEL 5 

Syrian amirs in Egypt as the candidate to the vizierate in his place, 
though many of these same amirs coveted the position for 
themselves. The caliph al-'A<;lid appointed him vizier and conferred 
on him the two honorific titles, al-malik and al-na$ir (the helper in 
victory), following the custom observed in the Fatimid court since the 
vizierate of Badr al-Jamali.4 To the caliph and his advisers, Sala!). al­
Din was the best choice they could hope for in the circumstances, as 
they thought him to be young, unexperienced, and lacking the total 
support of the Syrian amirs, some of whom in fact left Cairo in 
discontent and went back to Syria.5 

Sala/:l al-Din in Egypt 

Sala!). al-Din's new post was precarious, for aside from having to 
manage a severely troubled, impoverished, and hostile country with 
a diminished military force, he was placed in the awkward position 
of owing allegiance to two opposing camps. He was both the highest 
official in the Isma'ili Fatimid state and a general in the army of a 
Sunni ruler, Nur al-Din, who was constantly pressuring him to 
overthrow the Fatimid caliph. For the time being, however, Sala!). al­
Din concentrated on consolidating his control over the country after 
having brutally crushed a revolt in Cairo led by the Sudanese troops 
in August 1169 and successfully repelled a joint Byzantine-Frankish 
attack on the Mediterranean port of Damietta in October. As a 
consequence.of the suppression of the Sudanese rebellion, he was 
able to restrict al-'A<;lid to his palace and to appoint Baba' al-Din 
Qaraqiish al-Asadi, his majordomo who had been a mamluk of his 
uncle, as supervisor of the caliphal household. Soon afterward, 
Sala!). al-Din was reinforced by the arrival of a number of his family 
members, including his father Ayyub ibn Shadhy who reached Cairo 
in early 1170. The father had been entrusted by Nur al-Din to im­
press again upon his son the need to abolish the Fatimid caliphate 
and pronounce the khutba in Egypt in the name of the Abbasid 
caliph al-Mustanjid. 

4 lbn Shaddiid, Nawadir, 36, explains that such honorific titles were conferred by 
the Fatimid caliph upon anyone who became the vizier in Egypt, even if by force. 

5 Bundiiri, Sana, 39-43; lbn Shaddiid, Nawadir, 36-41; lbn al-Athir, Kami/, 11: 
298-301, 324-27, 33-43; Elisseeff, Nur ad-Dfn, 627-40; Ehrenkreutz, Saladin, 50-
68; Lyons and Jackson, Saladin, 6-29. 
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Salal.i al-Din was as passionate a Sunni supporter as Nur al-Din 
was, and definitely shared his master's goal of reclaiming Egypt for 
the Sunnis, but he also had plans of his own.6 He was very careful to 
implement the anti-Fatimid measures, partly because he did not want 
further to weaken his already vulnerable position, especially because 
several groups of disgruntled Fatimid supporters still had some 
power in the palace and in the provinces, and partly because he was 
cautiously trying to assert some measure of independence from his 
Syrian overlord. He slowly introduced a series of changes into the 
structure of the state and its Isma'ili symbols, but, contrary to his 
overlord's wishes, he had stopped short of restoring the sovereignty 
of the Abbasid caliphate to Egypt. He ordered the names of the first 
three Rashidi caliphs, Abu Bakr, 'Umar, and 'Uthman-who were 
anathema to the Isma 'His-restored to their place before the name of 
'Ali in the khutba invocation, and he eliminated the Shi'ite phrase 
"}Jayy 'ala khayr al-'ama/" (praise to the good deeds) from the muez­
zin's call to prayer.7 He founded two madrasas, one in al-Qahira for 
the Malikites and one in Fusta! for the Shafi'ites, and abolished the 
Isma'ili teaching in al-Azhar Mosque. He dismissed the Isma'ili chief 
judge (qiiqi al-quc;liit) and appointed in his place a fellow Kurd and 
Shafi'ite qadi, who proceeded to replace all the other Isma'ili qadis 
with Shafi'ite ones, thus effectively undermining the Fatimid hold 
over the judiciary. In the winter of 1170-71, he organized two 
expeditions against the Franks in southern Palestine and captured the 
castle of Aylah which stood on the caravan route from Syria to Egypt. 

It is from this time that his first fortification work in Cairo dates. 
In the spring of 1171, Salal.i al-Din started repairing the walls around 
Fatimid al-Qahira, built by Badr al-Jamali a century earlier, "because 
the greater part of them had been destroyed, and it had become an 
open road stopping neither entries nor departures."8 He entrusted his 
lieutenant Qaraqush with the task of overseeing the project, and the 

6 Ehrenkreutz, Saladin, 84-88. 
7 Ibn Kathir, Bidaya, 12: 263. 
8 Abu Shiima, Raw<f,atayn, I, 2: 488, and Maqrizi, Itti'a~, 3: 321; both reports are 

on the authority of a contemporary Aleppine chronicler, lbn Abi-Tayy. Casanova, 
"Histoire," 535. The English text is quoted from Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 2. On page 
55, Creswell reports the discovery of an inscription slab during the demolition of the 
southwest wall of al-Qiihira in 1926 on which he read the title amlr in front of Salfil:i 
al-Din's name. This constitutes contemporary epigraphic proof that the fortifications 
were started before Salfil:i-al-Din became sultan. Creswell does not record the text of 
the inscription, nor does he say anything about its whereabouts. 
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building of fortifications seems to have become Qaraqiish' s specialty 
from then on. 9 The same concern for defense could be observed 
elsewhere in Egypt: Sala!:). al-Din, after his first visit to Alexandria in 
May 1171, ordered its fortifications strengthened. 10 Both these 
defense projects no doubt stemmed from his concern over the 
possibility that the Crusaders would renew their attacks following the 
Damietta debacle a year earlier. What was actually accomplished in 
either of them is not known, but as a vizier of a bankrupt state, his 
limited financial means would not have allowed for more than repairs 
of the existing walls; no new fortifications were undertaken. 

In the fall of 1171, just before al-'A<;lid died of a mysterious ail­
ment, Sala!:). al-Din was finally ready to deal the last blow to the Fati­
mid caliphate. On Friday September 17, 1171, he ordered al- 'A<;lid' s 
name and titles to be replaced by the Abbasid al-Musta<;li"s in the 
Friday khutba, thus publicly abolishing the Fatimid caliphate. He 
immediately followed this with several acts aimed at consolidating 
this momentous coup. He sent emissaries with the long-anticipated 
news to both Niir al-Din in Damascus and al-Musta<;li' in Baghdad, 
and ordered the decree announcing the demise of the Fatimids to be 
read in every town along the route to both cities. He confiscated the 
caliphal palaces and their contents, separated the men from the 
women of the late caliph's family, imprisoned them in isolated areas 
in the palace precinct so that they would die off, and expelled or sold 
their servants, slaves, and courtiers. He then distributed the spaces in 
the Eastern Palace where they had lived among his amirs, most of 
whom were also his kinsmen, gave the Man~arat al-Lii'lii'a (Lii'lii'a 
Pavilion) in the Western Palace complex to his father, and granted 
the rest of that palace to his brother al-'Adil Sayf al-Din Abu Bakr. 11 

Sala!:). al-Din himself continued to live in the Dar al-Wizara (Palace 
of the Vizierate), a large complex northeast of the Eastern Palace in 
al-Qahira, which had been the official residence of the viziers since 
the time of al-Af<;lal, the son of Badr al-Jamali (1094-1121), who had 
built it for that purpose. 12 The association between the Dar al-Wizara 

9 Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 3, 2: 88, Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 2: 253, and Maqrizi, Suluk, 
1: 126, mention that Qaraqush was put in charge of the repairs of the fortification of 
Acre after it was conquered in 1189; he came with his men, animals, and equipment 
from Cairo after he entrusted the work on the walls of Cairo to an unnamed assistant. 

10 Abu Shama, Raw<f,atayn, 1, 2: 486; Maqrizi, ltti'ii:;, 3: 320. 
11 Abu Shama, Raw<f,atayn, 1, 2: 506; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 1: 384; idem,Itti'a;, 3: 347. 
12 Maqrizi, Khitat, 1: 438-39. We know very little about this structure, which 

was later partly destroyed by the Mamluk sultan Baybars al-Jashankir in 1309 to 
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and the office of vizier allowed Salal). al-Din skillfully to convey a 
low-key image to the Egyptians and to his overlord in Syria, who was 
growing suspicious of his intentions: although he was practically the 
sole ruler of Egypt, he was still, at least officially, Niir al-Din's lieu­
tenant.13 Between 1171 and 1173, without the means necessary to 
challenge him openly, he continued to pursue a circumspect policy of 
apparent loyalty to his master in Damascus, having his name pro­
nounced in the khutba and struck on the coins he issued, and sending 
him the choice items from the confiscated Fatimid treasures along 
with moderate payments. All the while, he was consolidating his 
independent hold on Egypt, eagerly erasing all traces of Fatimid rule, 
and trying to extend his and his family's domain by sending armies 
against Nubia, Barqa, and Yemen. Moving out of the Dar al-Wiziira 
during that ambiguous interregnum would have deprived Saliil). al­
Din of the symbol of the legitimacy he had acquired independently 
from Niir al-Din as the vizier chosen by the last Fatimid caliph and 
would have sent the wrong signal to Niir al-Din about his general's 
true aims. 

In May 1174, before the hostility between them could deteriorate 
into an open clash, Niir al-Din died. With his usual shrewdness, Saliil). 
al-Din immediately claimed that he should be appointed the atabek 
(guardian and regent) of al-Salil). Isma'il, Niir al-Din's minor son and 
successor. Soon after sending this message, he led a campaign to 
Syria, ostensibly to enforce his claim, but actually to exploit the 
disputes that had erupted between the Niiri amirs over the regency 
and to seize Damascus and central Syria for himself, while al-Salil). 
and his supporters retreated to Aleppo, where they were hoping that 
the Zangids of Mosul and the Jazira would join forces with them and 
form a front to check his further advance. He spent the next two years 
in Syria where, by combining diplomacy with war, he succeeded in 
neutralizing or subduing many of his opponents and in acquiring 

clear the site for his khanqah. It seems to have been directly connected to Jamfiliyya 
Street, for al-'Aziz, ~alfil:i al-Din's son, was said to have been able to look down 
upon the street from its man;ara (belvedere); see Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 3: 38. 

13 A story repeated by many chroniclers, though clearly invented, illustrates the 
situation. In a council held among the Ayyubid family members to discuss the 
threat of Nur al-Din's attacking Egypt, everyone boasted of his strength and vowed 
to repel him in case he attacked. Ayyub shunned them all and warned his son that 
he would personally deliver him to Nur al-Din if ordered to do so. Then, in private, 
he assured him of his full support and asked him to hide his real intentions toward 
Nur al-Din in public; Maqrizi, Sulitk, 1: 70. 
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territories that extended his domain to the Euphrates river. But 
despite his efforts, Aleppo and the Isma'ili territory in central Syria 
defended by the castles known as qila' al-da'wa (the castles of the 
mission) remained out of his reach, and a standoff with the Franks in 
Palestine blocked his attempts at making any territorial gains on their 
account. 14 

By the summer of 1176, ,Salal.i al-Din decided to halt his campaign 
and to turn his attention to organizing his new acquisitions. He had 
become the suzerain of both southern Syria and Egypt, territorially a 
true sultan, although it is not sure that he ever actually used that title 
in his official protocol. 15 To crown his success, and possibly to give 
the impression of legitimacy and continuity, he married 'I~mat al-Din 
Khatfm, the widow of Niir al-Din, who had been living in her private 
quarters at the citadel of Damascus since the death of her first 
husband. 16 Two days after the wedding, he left Damascus to return to 
Egypt. He reached al-Qahira on 22 September 1176 and immediately 
set about putting order in its affairs and preparing a campaign to 
accomplish his ultimate objective of acquiring all of Islamic Syria 
and reconquering Jerusalem from the Franks. 

Building the Citadel 

Shortly after his entry into his capital, ,Salal.i al-Din began a grand 
and ambitious defense project. He ordered a wall to be built that 
would encircle the two cities of al-Qahira and al-Fustat and a citadel 
to be constructed on a spur (qurna) artificially cut out of the 
Muqagam hills that would be the strong point of the fortifications 
(fig. 3). 17 As he had done for the earlier and simpler fortification 

14 Lyons and Jackson, Saladin, 81-110. 
15 Taj al-Din al-Subki, Tabaqat al-Shafi'iyya al-Kubra, ed. Mal).miid al-Tanal).i 

and 'Abd al-Fattal). al-I:Iuluw (Cairo, 1966), 5: 315. Al-Subki, who lived in the 
fourteenth century, explains that the title sultan could only be given to someone who 
ruled two countries. The ruler of one country is a malik, and his allegiance to a sultan 
was determined by the power relation existing between them at the time. Al-Subki 
uses the example of Niir al-Din to prove his point. When Niir al-Din's name was 
proclaimed from the minbars of Egypt and Syria together, he became eligible for the 
title of sultan. For the Ayyubid concept of the sultanate, see Humphreys, Ayyubid 
Damascus, 365-69. For a discussion of Sala!). al-Din's titulature, see Gaston Wiet, 
"Les inscriptions de Saladin," Syria 3 (1922): 307-28. 

16 Bundilri, Sana, 113. 
17 Ibid., 119; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 85; idem, Khitat, 2: 233; lbn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 2: 

52; Abu Shama, Raw<}atayn, 1: 268; Qalqashandi, Sub~. 3: 354. 
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Fig. 3: Reconstructed plan of ~ala!) al-Din's original fortifications 
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project of 1171, he appointed Baha' al-Din Qaraqush to supervise 
the new project. 

The contemporary chroniclers give a logical if rather pat reason for 
enclosing the two cities in one enceinte. Salfil:i al-Din had said that 
"one enceinte is easier to defend than two, and it needs only one 
garrison."18 Obviously, the lesson of Amalric's invasion of 1169 and 
the burning of al-Fustat was still vivid in SalaQ al-Din's memory and 
was part of what lay behind the decision to fortify al-Fustat. None of 
them, however, notes the similarity between this new plan and an 
earlier one attributed to the vizier Shawar, who ordered a wall built 
around al-Fustat when he heard of Amalric's preparations for in­
vading Egypt in 1168.19 Maqrizi is the only chronicler to report this 
event, but it stands to reason that Shawar should think of building 
defenses for al-Fustat, especially after the military operations of 1167 
when Shirkuh circumvented al-Qahira and reached the south, proving 
that relying on its position on the road of invaders from the north was 
not adequate for securing its southern flanks. Shawar did not have 
enough time to complete his wall, and he had to resort to the more 
drastic solution of evacuating and burning al-Fustat when Amalric's 
army approached. But Maqrizi names and locates eight gates that he 
attributes to Shawar, three of which were demolished in the thirteenth 
century. Curiously, however, two of them, the Bab al-Safa (Gate of 
the Easterly Wind) and Bab al-Qantara (Gate of the Bridge), reappear 
in Maqrizi's list of gates built by Qaraqush after 1176.20 Whether this 
means that Qaraqush only refurbished earlier gates ,rather than 
building new ones is impossible to verify since Maqrizi is the only 
chronicler who mentions these names at all. It is clear, though, that 
whatever his dependence on older structures, Salfil:i al-Din's project 
was fundamentally different from his predecessor's-his would join 
the walls of the two cities together. This would result in the unifi­
cation of the two cities three centuries later, an outcome that must 
have been predictable from the beginning. 

After he had abolished the Fatimid caliphate and ascended the 

18 Quoted in Bundiiri, Sana, 119, and Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 201. Another chronicler, 
the famous Hanbali preacher, Sibt ibn-al-Jawzi, who was outspokenly critical of the 
rulers of his time and a bit biased toward Nur al-Din, reported the building of the 
walls and the Citadel, but commented on them by saying, "He spent a fortune and 
nobody benefited from it"; see Sibt, Mir' at, 338. The same statement is repeated in 
lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 6: 78. 

19 Maqrizi, ltti'a-;, 3: 296. 
20 Idem, Khirar, 1: 347. 
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throne, SalaQ. al-Din needed a new center of government; the Dar al­
Wizara was too closely associated with the deposed dynasty and with 
his own position in its last days as second in command. He also 
needed more space for his growing entourage once he had divided the 
Fatimid palaces among his amirs. He had been acquiring a large 
corps of mamluks, the Mamalik al-Na~iriyya, and he would want the 
citadel to serve both as a residence for himself and a billet for his 
army and to enhance his image as sultan and founder of a new 
regime. To that end, he was probably following the precedent set by 
those earlier rulers of Islamic Egypt who founded new dynasties and 
who built new centers to house their supporters and to announce the 
power shift they had enforced.21 When the army of 'Amr ibn al-'A~ 
conquered Egypt in 640, the site of the future capital of Islamic Egypt 
on the eastern bank of the Nile was sparsely inhabited and was 
guarded by the Roman fortress of Babylon (renamed Qa~r al-Sham' 
by the Arabs, and still in part standing today). In 642, 'Amr estab­
lished his garrison town (mi~r) to the south, east, and north of the old 
fortress, parceled its sectors out among the groups from the various 
tribes that constituted his army, and called it al-Fustat (probably after 
the Roman military term fossatum, or encampment). After the 
Abbasids in 750 chased the last Umayyad caliph Marwan and killed 
him as he attempted to flee across the Nile, they founded their new 
encampment, al-'Askar (the Troops, so named because it housed the 
conquering Abbasid army), to the northeast of al-Fustat. When 
AQ.mad ibn Tf1liin (r. 868-84 ), the amir sent by the Abbasids to 
govern the country, eventually proclaimed himself an independent 
ruler and established a dynasty, he constructed his enclosed complex 
between 876 and 879 to the northwest of al-'Askar on the slopes of 
Mount Yashkur, west of the Muqattam hills. He allocated the lands 
surrounding it to the members of his entourage for their houses, and 
the whole settlement became known as al-Qata'i' (the Allotments). It 
was eventually destroyed (except for the lbn Tiiliin mosque) by 
another invading Abbasid army and its site absorbed into expanding 
al-Fustat along with the remaining parts of the older al-'Askar. All of 
these towns were erected on flat or slightly elevated land, and not one 
of them had been fortified. 

21 Ibid., 2: 201; Qalqashandi, Sub~, 3: 370, reports a story to that effect; the 
traveler Ibn Jubayr of al-Andalus who visited Cairo in 1183, says that SalaJ:i al-Din 
intended to live in the Citadel when it was completed; see Ibn Jubayr, Ri~lat lbn 
Jubayr (Beirut, 1964), 25. 
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Al-Qahira, established by Jawhar al-$iqilli in 969 as the capital of 
the new Fatimid caliphate, was fortified, but was not really a citadel, 
for it lacked the defensibility produced by a combination of protected 
location, controlled access, and imposing and forbidding archi­
tecture. Its site was not defended by any natural barrier, except per­
haps in the west where the Khalij al-Kabir (Grand Canal) functioned 
as a moat. Its walls were more symbolic than functional: they marked 
the caliph's domain, but could not have withstood a serious siege. As 
they had been made out of unbaked brick, they had almost dis­
appeared within a century. The major axes of the settlement within 
were commercial thoroughfares open to traffic in the daytime; they 
linked the inhabited areas extra-muros to the north and south, which 
housed the Fatimid army divisions.22 The defenses of the city had 
been rebuilt midway through the Fatimid period, but no significant 
changes had been introduced: between 1087 and ,1092, the vizier 
Badr al-Jamali fortified al-Qahira anew, this time with stronger brick 
walls and monumental stone gates. This rebuilding was probably 
induced by the contemporary developments in Syria, from where 
Badr and his army had come to save the caliph al-Mustan~ir and 
where many of the local Seljuq rulers were engaged in fortifying their 
cities and constructing citadels. It may even have been carried out by 
Syrian builders, for at least three gates-Bab al-Na~r (Victory Gate) 
and Bab al-Futfll:i (Conquest Gate) in the north and Bab Zuwayla 
(Gate of Zuwayla) in the south-are said to have been built by three 
Armenian brqthers from al-RuJ:ia (Edessa), and stylistically they do 
resemble contemporary north Syrian architecture.23 

Along with endowing al-Qahira with new defenses, Badr al-Jama­
li permitted many classes of people-Armenians who came with him, 
soldiers, and whoever could afford it-to build new houses or to 
refurbish old ones intra-muros in his effort expeditiously to re­
habilitate the sections of the city that had been deserted and had 
deteriorated before his arrival in 1073.24 Despite the change in the 

22 S. D. Goitein, "Cairo: An Islamic City in the Light of the Geniza Documents," 
in Middle Eastern Cities, ed. Ira Lapidus (Berkeley, 1969), 80-96. 

23 Maqrizi, Khirar, l: 381; Abu Salil) al-Armani, Tiirfkh al-Shaykh Abu Siili~ al­
Armanf, ed. B. T. A. Evetts (Oxford, 1895), 65, speaks of "the tomb of Yiil)anna 
[John] the monk who designed the walls and gates of al-Qiihira for Badr," but does 
not say from where he came. On the architectural similarity between the three gates 
and north Syrian buildings, see Yasser Tabbaa, "Survivals and Archaisms in the 
Architecture of Northern Syria, ca. 1080-ca. 1150," Muqarnas lO (1993): 33-36. 

24 Maqrizi, Khirar, 1: 364. 
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composition of its population, however, al-Qahira retained its pri­
mary role as the seat of the caliphate, and common people were not 
allowed to live there until Salal.i al-Din embarked on his restructuring 
of the city after the death of al-'A<;lid.25 

Salal.i al-Din's plan to move his government center might not have 
been new, but his decision to build it as an urban citadel was a 
novelty in Egypt. Many reasons can be adduced to explain the deci­
sion. 26 One was personal security. Between 1175 and 1176, while he 
was building his empire in Syria, Salal.i al-Din managed to escape 
two serious assassination attempts plotted by his enemies and 
undertaken by the fidiiwiyya (lsma'ili volunteers known in the West 
as the Assassins) who hated him as the destroyer of the Fatimid state, 
their former sponsor and spiritual fountainhead. During the same 
period, his deputies in Egypt suppressed three pro-Fatimid revolts. 
After these threats, Abu Shama tells us, Salal.i al-Din became very 
cautious and instituted tight security measures that included 
alterations to the structure of his tent to allow a small wooden tower­
like enclosure (lajuq) to be placed in the middle of it in which he sat 
and slept, and to which he only admitted those he knew and of whose 
loyalty he was sure.27 The same concerns can be read in his decision 
to establish a citadel as a safe base in his capital. 

Another inspiration for building a citadel may have been the 
general layout of Syrian cities, both Frankish and Islamic, all of 
which were fortified and almost always had a citadel built in or adja­
cent to them.28 Salal.i al-Din had had ample opportunity to experience 
firsthand their virtues for defense. He was born in the citadel of 
Takrit in Iraq in 1138, where his father had been the castellan 
(dazdiir) in the service of Mujahid al-Din Bihriiz al-Khadim, an 
administrator of the Seljuqs in Baghdad. Legend has it that his father 
and uncle Shirkiih were driven out of Takrit the night of his birth, and 
that they decided to join 'Imad al-Din Zangi, whom they had helped 
six years earlier to escape the Seljuq army after an abortive campaign 
against Baghdad in 1132. Zangi, whose seat was in Mosul in the 

25 For a review of this urban history, see Janet Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years 
of the City Victorious (Princeton, 1971), 13-25; Andre Raymond, Le Caire (Paris, 
1993), 1-85. 

26 Casanova, "Histoire," 571-74; Creswell, "Researches," 95-97; Raymond, Le 
Caire, 89-90. 

27 Abu Shama, Rawcj.atayn, I, 2: 659-60; Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 2: 45. 
28 An early proponent of this explanation was Stanley Lane-Poole, Saladin and 

the Fall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem (New York, 1906), 119-20. 
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Jazira, welcomed the two brothers and appointed Ayyub as the 
governor of the ancient fortified city of Baalbek in the Biqa' Valley, 
where Salfil.i al-Din spent his childhood. He entered the service of Nur 
al-Din in 1152 at the tender age of fourteen. In 1154, he moved with 
his father and uncle Shirkuh to Damascus, where they both were 
appointed to important positions in the Zangid court: his father as 
governor of Damascus and his uncle as the commander of the army. 
Salfil.i al-Din soon displayed his merits, and Nur al-Din selected him 
for a number of posts, including aide-de-camp. He spent the next 
fifteen years in Nur al-Din's company journeying between the 
citadels and fortified cities of his realm, attacking those of his ene­
mies and opponents, and learning how to rule a feudal state and how 
to lead an army.29 It is probably during that same period that he 
adopted his master's broader goals of jihad and Sunni revival, his 
aggressive strategy in dealing with his neighbors, Muslim and 
Frankish alike, and his precautionary measures in building citadels 
and restoring fortifications. 

Although Nur al-Din does not seem to have had a concerted 
program for building defenses, he nonetheless strengthened the walls 
of a number of cities in his domains and refurbished many urban 
citadels, especially after two major earthquakes hit the area in 1157 
and 1170. The fortifications of Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, Hama, 
Manbij, and Baalbek-all of which dated essentially from the 
Byzantine period with some Islamic modifications-were recon­
structed and upgraded to withstand new developments in siege 
machinery. Niir al-Din's builders introduced a number of military 
innovations, such as the round towers on the comers of walls and the 
barbican (bdshUra) gate, which were adapted in later defensive works 
by both Ayyubids and Franks. Nur al-Din also renovated the citadels 
of Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, and Hama, and added royal halls and 
mosques in both Damascus and Aleppo. He had structures built in 
other citadels, especially the two important ones on the Euphrates, 
Qal'at Najm and Qal'at Ja'bar, and those defending his borders with 
the Crusader states on the Orantes, such as Qal'at al-Mudiq 
(Apamea), Chayzar, and Barin (Montferrand) (see fig. 1).30 Many of 
these citadels held out against Salfil.i al-Din's sieges during his first 

29 Bundfui, Sana, 16; Abu Shama, Rawef,atayn, 1, 1: 252, 2: 535-39; Ibn Khal­
likan, Wafiyiit al-A'yiin, 7: 139-50; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 35, 42; Ehrenkreutz, Saladin, 
26-33; Lyons and Jackson, Saladin, 3-6. 

30 Elisseeff, Nur ad-Din, 705-20. 
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Syrian campaign after the death of Niir al-Din between 1174 and 
1176-especially Aleppo which did not surrender-and this must 
have underscored their military effectiveness and reinforced .Salal;i al­
Din's resolve to build his own citadel in his Egyptian capital. 

Both .Salal;i al-Din's Cairene citadel and Niir al-Din's earlier Syrian 
ones, however, represent more than just concerns for defense and 
security in that particularly critical period or responses to advances in 
warfare, construction methods, and siege techniques. They are phases 
in a larger phenomenon of change in the architectural expression in 
the medieval Middle East that was manifest in the building or refur­
bishing of urban citadels as princely residences all over Anatolia, 
Syria, and the Jazira in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.31 Citadels 
in cities such as Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, and Hama in today's 
Syria; Mosul, lrbil, Takrit, and Sinjar in Iraq; Diyarbakir (Amid), 
Mayyafariqin (Silvan), and Hisn Kayfa in the Jazira; Kayseri, Sivas, 
Divrigi, Alanya, and Konya in Anatolia all belong to the same 
series. 32 These cities were capitals of more or less independent prin­
cipalities that sprang up during the twelfth and thirteenth century 
with the disintegration of the Seljuqid empire. The construction or 
refurbishing of citadels in them heralded the new regimes whose 
roots were foreign and preferences were military. Many of the 
founding amirs of these dynasties were originally generals in Seljuq 
armies and atabeks of some junior Seljuq princes, such as Aqsunqur, 
Niir al-Din's grandfather, who held the title atabek which was 
adopted by some contemporaries as the epithet for the dynasty, al­
dawla al-Atabikkiyya. They were all also Turkish-speaking cavaliers 
of non-Arabic origin who belonged to a recently Islamized and 
staunchly Sunni military caste that dominated the political scene in 

31 See the analysis of the appearance of citadels in Jere Bacharach, "Adminis­
trative Complexes, Palaces, and Citadels: Changes in the Loci of Medieval Muslim 
Rule," in The Ottoman City and Its Parts: Urban Structure and Social Order, ed. 
Irene Bierman, Rifaat Abou-el-Haj, and Donald Preziosi (New Rochelle, N.Y., 
1991): 111-28, esp. 121-27. 

32 To my knowledge, these citadels have not been studied as manifestations of a 
single phenomenon, although they were all constructed by rulers who sprang from 
the disintegrating Seljuq empire in the same period. Historical and topographic 
information on them has recently been made available through the publication of 'Izz 
al-Din ibn Shaddad, al-A'liiq al-Kha{lrafi Dhikr Umarii' al-Sham wa-1-Jazira, vol. 
3, parts 1 and 2, Tiirlkh wa-Toboghriiphiyyat al-Jazlra al-Suriyya, ed. YaJ:iya 
'Abbara (Damascus, 1978), and T. A. Sinclair, Eastern Turkey: An Architectural and 
Archaeological Survey, 3 vols. (London, 1987). 
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the eastern Mediterranean after the eleventh century. 33 They led 
armies made up mainly of Turkish and Kurdish free and manumitted 
cavalry, expanded their principalities through war, conquest, and 
intrigue, and distinguished themselves in jihad against a host of 
enemies: the Byzantines in Anatolia and northern Syria, splinter 
Shi'ite groups, the Crusaders in Palestine and on the Syrian coast, 
and, later, the Mongols. They all chose to live in citadels that stood 
on the edge of the city and enclosed their palaces, their audience 
halls, and barracks for their armies. On the periphery were their 
hippodromes for parades, military exercises, and polo games. 

Sala}). al-Din's world view, values, biases, and tastes had devel­
oped within this military frame of reference in which the coveted 
position was that of an amir and the choice residence was a citadel. 
Although he certainly planned his citadel both for defense and as a 
residence worthy of his elevated status and as a refuge away from a 
population of whose loyalty he was not sure and from the Isma'ili 
fidawiyya who represented an imminent threat, his choice reflects his 
military upbringing and his conformity to the established tradition to 
which he belonged.34 The Citadel was to be a stronghold within the 
fortified walls of the two cities of al-Fustat and al-Qahira, a sign of 
the coming of a new regime whose tastes and preferences were 
military, and a real and symbolic barrier between the rulers and the 
ruled.35 

33 See the general remarks on the "Turkish" penetration of Anatolia, Syria, and 
Jazira in Claude Cahen, "La premiere penetration turque en Asie-Mineure," Byzan­
tion 18 (1946--48): 61-66; Shakir Mu~tafii, "Dukhul al-Turk al-Ghuzz ila al-Sham," 
al-Mu'tamar al-Dawll li Ttirikh Bilad al-Sham, ed. A. K. Garaybeh and A. A. Duri 
(Amman, 1974), 303-4. 

34 A discussion along the same line is provided in Oleg Grabar, The Alhambra 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1978), 103-15; Yasser Tabbaa, "Circles of Power: Palace, Cita­
del, and City in Ayyubid Aleppo," Ars Orientalis 23 (1993): 181-91. 

35 This view is strongly emphasized in David Ayalon, "The Muslim City and the 
Mamluk Military Aristocracy," Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and 
Humanities 2 (1968): 311-29, esp. 324-25. 
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THE CIT ADEL TODAY 

The Citadel, variably referred to as the Qal'at al Jabal (Citadel of the 
Mountain), or the Qal'at of Sala.I) al-Din, or of Mul).ammad 'Ali, or 
of al-Qahira, has changed a great deal since it was first built during 
Sala!). al-Din's reign. Subsequent patrons, especially al-Kamil 
(1200-38), al-Zahir Baybars (1260-76), and al-Na~ir Mul).ammad 
enlarged it, divided it into northern and southern enclosures, re­
arranged its interior, endowed it with an impressive number of 
palaces and other structures, and surrounded it with buildings, 
except on the east, where the slopes of the rocky Muqattam hills 
hindered construction. The later Mamluk sultans did not add much 
to it, but at the end of the fifteenth century they twice refurbished it. 
Under the Ottomans (1517-1798), it was divided into three semi­
independent parts: the northern enclosure contained the barracks of 
the Janissaries (the main corps in the Ottoman army); the lower 
areas in the west became the residence of the al-'Azab (the locally 
recruited troops); and the southern section of the southern enclosure 
was occupied by the pasha sent from Istanbul and his troops. Its 
interior was reorganized many times, though its surface area did not 
expand, and its ground level rose as new structures were built on top 
of old ones, but we do not know much about these changes. It was 
radically reconfigured in the first half of the nineteenth century 
when Mul).ammad 'Ali Pasha razed the few structures that were still 
standing there, rebuilt most of its walls, changed its interior organi­
zation, added a monumental funerary mosque, four palaces, a hall of 
justice, an arsenal, a mint, a powder house, a huge terrace, and 
numerous barracks for the troops, and established new entrance 
routes to it. It remained the residence of his descendants and their 
seat of government until 1874, when Isma'il Pasha (1863-79) moved 
to the newly built 'Abdin Palace. During the British colonial occu­
pation (1882-1946), it became the headquarters of the British army; 
troops were garrisoned in the structures Mul).ammad 'Ali had built 
for his army with very few modifications until 1946, when it was 
turned over to the Egyptian army. In subsequent years, it was 
gradually acquired, one section at a time, by the Egyptian Anti­
quities Organization (EAO), with the last army personnel leaving 
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the premises in the late 1980s. Its layout was reshaped again in 
recent years by the EAO to accommodate tourist movement around 
the remaining monuments, which erased many traces of the original 
plan that had escaped earlier transformations (pl. 1). 

Most Ayyubid and Mamluk structures that we know to have exist­
ed in the Citadel have therefore irretrievably disappeared. The mea­
ger architectural remains today, both uncovered and still under­
ground, are so scattered that they cannot off er a complete image of 
any of the missing structures. They provide a number of valuable 
details, but undocumented alterations subsequent to the original 
building add to the problems of reconstruction and make a deter­
mination of their pristine forms impossible. This difficult situation is 
compounded by the lack of topographic maps of the Citadel record­
ing differences of levels and changes in outline, and by the trivial and 
uncertain graphic, photographic, or archaeological data available. 
Some medieval structures had been documented by a number of 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European draftsmen who visited 
the Citadel before Mul).ammad 'Ali demolished them. 1 But they are 
depicted when they had been in ruins for at least three centuries, and 
when their forms had been severely altered. By the time photography 
came to Egypt around the middle of the nineteenth century, they had 
already been destroyed. Still, photographic documentation would at 
least have preserved the appearance of the Citadel right after 
Mul).ammad 'Ali's renovation, before the subsequent additions and 
alterations under the khedives and the British occupation forces 
which were stationed there after 1882 had been completed. It was not 
done, however, because those documenting the monuments of Egypt 
concentrated on pharaonic antiquities. Only a handful of photograph­
ers took any interest in Islamic sites and even fewer had access to the 
Citadel or thought it worth photographing.2 Today, a systematic 
archaeological survey is not feasible, logistically or financially, and 
the ongoing development of the Citadel into a major tourist and cul-

1 Most important are Ludwig Mayer, Views in Egypt from the Original Drawings 
in the Possession of Sir Robert Ainslie Taken during His Embassy to Constantinople 
(London, 1801); Robert Hay, Illustrations of Cairo (London, 1840); David Roberts, 
The Holy Land, Egypt and Nubia (London, 1842--49). 

2 Among them, Jakob August Lorent, Egypten, Alhambra, Tlemsen, Algier: 
Reisebilder aus den Anfangen der Photographie (Mainz am Rhein, 1861); M. 
Bechard, L' Egypte et la Nubie, grand album monumental, historique et architect­
ural (Paris, 1887); P. Sebah, Catalogue of Views in Egypt and Nubia (Cairo, 1887). 
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tural attraction makes such a task an even more remote possibility in 
the future. 3 

What we have to work with at this stage is therefore admittedly 
meager. It consists of a series of plans all produced in the last 150 
years, a handful of problematic reports from the twelfth, thirteenth, 
fourteenth, and fifteenth century, some images and archaeological 
remnants, and the actual Citadel as it stands today. The first and most 
important of the plans was drawn by the savants attached to Napo­
leon Bonaparte's French expedition (1789-1801) and published in the 
encyclopedic Description de l' Egypte.4 It shows the Citadel as it 
stood around 1800 when the ruins of many Mamluk structures still 
remained. Unfortunately though, it was published in a scale six times 
smaller than that of the original releve, which compromised clarity in 
the reduction process and blurred many of the details that must have 
existed in the original (fig. 4).5 Three other plans-by Casanova in 
1892, a British colonel named Green in 1896, and Creswell in 1924-
were drawn after the Citadel was remodeled and expanded by 
MuJ:iammad 'Ali Pasha during the first half of the nineteenth century 
and further altered by the British occupation army around the tum of 
the century, which together obliterated many of its older remains. A 
set of cadastral maps, on a scale of 1 :500 and drawn by the staff of 
the Egyptian Ministry of Public Works between 1946 and 1951, only 
records the layout of the British and Egyptian military services inside 
the Citadel at the time and merely identifies older structures as either 
"remains" or "ruins." All contemporary plans copy either Green or 
Creswell and seldom add the modifications introduced in the second 
half of the twentieth century. What we will attempt to do here is to 
start from the layout of the Citadel today and conflate it with the plan 
of the Description de l' Egypte to propose a plan for the Citadel 
Qaraqiish built for Sal;iQ al-Din by peeling away later additions and 
modifications, by identifying the sections of the extant walls which 
belong to it, and by delineating those portions which no longer exist 
but whose reconstruction would agree with the available architect­
ural, archaeological, and textual data. 

3 The latest addition is a 1,200-seat amphitheater called al-MaJ:ika which was 
planted in the middle of the northern enclosure, see al-Ahriim Weekly, 2-8 June, 
1994, 4. 

4 Description de /' Egypte, hat moderne, planches, vol. 1 (Paris: Panckouke, 
1821-29), plate 26 for the map of Cairo and the Citadel, and plates 67-73 for views, 
plans, and sections in the Citadel. All plates were reprinted recently in Cairo, see 
Zuhayr al-Shiiyeb, Wa$f Mi$r, al-Law~iit, al-Daw/a al-lfaditha (Cairo, 1986). 

5 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 348, no. 1. 
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Fig. 4: The Description de l' Egypte plan of the Citadel 
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As it stands today, the Citadel is composed of two enclosures occu­
pying the high platform of the spur and a third, much lower enclosure 
divided into many sections and collectively called the i~tabl (stable), 
wedged between the western boundary of the spur and the open area 
that was once a maydan and a horse market. The two upper enclo­
sures are separated by a curtain wall called the Sur al-Qulla (Qulla 
Wall; the qulla, which means the high place or the keep, was proba­
bly nearby), which is almost 150 meters long and has at either end a 
huge round tower and a gate in the middle flanked by polygonal tow­
ers (fig. 5). Casanova named them the northern enclosure and the 
southern enclosure, noting that their differences in size, configura­
tion, and function, and inconsistent technique of construction suggest 
they were not built at the same time.6 The first, or northern, is the 
largest enclosure; it is a solidly fortified irregular rectangle measur­
ing approximately 560 meters from east to west and 320 meters from 
north to south built along the perimeter of an artificially hewn cliff 
and buttressed at varying intervals with round and square towers of 
various sizes. The second or southern and smaller enclosure (about 
510 meters from north to south and 270 meters from east to west) has 
a much more jagged plan and is considerably less strongly fortified; 
it has only a few small towers on its eastern and northwestern sides. 
Its ground level is lower than that of the northern enclosure, and parts 
of its southern end have been built on raised foundations or accumu­
lated debris. Its boundaries, especially the western and southern ones, 
were constantly redefined and expanded until the nineteenth century, 
as can be deduced from the remnants of various construction meth­
ods still visible along the length of the walls. 

The Citadel today has three main gates, the Bab al-'Azab ('Azab 
Gate), the Bab al-Jadid (New Gate), and the Bab al-Jabal (Mountain 
Gate); none belongs to the original structure.7 The Bab al-'Azab is 
the main entrance to the Citadel's lower enclosure; it faces west 
toward Rumayla Square (recently renamed Maydan ~aliil:t al-Din) 
across from the two gigantic mosques of Sultan I:Iasan and al-Rifii'i. 
Its arched opening is flanked by enormous, round towers, reminiscent 
of the Bab al-Futiil:t's towers (completed in 1087) on the northern 
wall of al-Qiihira. Built originally by Ra<;lwan Katkhuda al-Julfi, a 
Circassian Mamluk amir who died in 1754, it was the main gate to 

6 Casanova, "Histoire," 575-90. 
7 The best description of the Citadel as it stands today is William Lyster, The 

Citadel of Cairo: A History and Guide (Cairo, 1990). 



THE CIT ADEL TODAY 23 

CD 

I> . so 

Fig. 5: Plan of the Citadel today 

the section inhabited by al-'Azab troops who occupied the lower parts 
of the Citadel in the Ottoman period.8 It was probably constructed on 
the site of an older Mamluk gate, the Bab al-I~!abl (Stable Gate), 
which stood at the edge of the maydan and led to the stable enclosure. 
Right in front of it are the remains of the mosque of al-'Azab, built in 
1697 by Aqmad Katkhuda, another Circassian amir, though its flat 
dome and stone-carved decorations unmistakably belong to an earli­
er Mamluk religious structure.9 

A short distance east of the Bab al-'Azab stands another vaulted 
archway, the Bab Katkhuda, possibly on the site of the Mamluk Bab 
al-Silsila (Gate of the Chain), which formed the original Mamluk 

8 Jabarti, 'Ajd'ib al-Athdr, 1: 285. 
9 Possibly the I~tabl mosque, whose patron is unknown, Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 245, 

327, or the zdwiya added to it by al-Mu'ayad Shaykh in 1421. 
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entrance to the stable enclosure, and, through a narrow path part of 
which is cut in the rock, to the southern enclosure above. This path 
continues straight up to a point below the walls of the northern cor­
ner of the southern enclosure where it turns left to ascend towards the 
Citadel. At this point and high on the walls is fixed a huge, headless 
eagle, which was first reported by the Ottoman traveler Evliya 
<;elebi, who lived in the Citadel around 1670. 10 Inscribed within a 
frame that suggests an ancient Egyptian pylon, it is highly stylized 
with spread wings, exaggerated claws, and a tail that resembles an 
inverted five-petaled fleur-de-lis (pl. 2). Evliya <;elebi specifies that 
it had two heads, was painted in lively colors, and had two copper 
tongues. 11 The space left between its elongated neck and the rim of 
the frame leads to reconstructing the two missing heads as stemming 
directly from the trunk rather than having separate necks. The frame, 
the body of the eagle, and the field on which it is depicted are divid­
ed by embossed mortar bands, as if the whole composition were 
made out of successive courses, which is not the case. The course 
lines do not correspond to those on the wall upon which the eagle is 
attached, suggesting that this was not its original location. Indeed, the 
upper part of the wall was apparently rebuilt in Mul.iammad 'Ali's 
time, and the eagle may then have been raised to a higher position. 12 

Its provenance is unknown. It is commonly identified as $alal.i al­
Din's emblem, although Egyptian chroniclers are conspicuously 
silent about its presence and no other evidence, historical or epi­
graphic, corroborates this ascription. 13 

The lower enclosure is occupied by decrepit nineteenth-century 
warehouses and small factories for military gear and a few scattered 
older remains, probably from the Mamluk Burji period (1382-1517) 
when the stable area rose in significance. Most notable among them 
are the Burj al-Rafraf (Tower of the Canopy), which abuts the 

10 Evliya (:elebi, Seyd~atndme, ed. Mtimin (:evik, 10 vols. (Istanbul, 1984), 9-10: 
385-86. 

11 Ibid., 385; his description is corroborated by other European travelers of the 
eighteenth century; see Richard Pococke, A Description of the East and Some Other 
Countries, Observations on Egypt (London, 1743) 1: 32; Carsten Niebuhr, 
Description de l' Arabie,faite sur des observations prop res et des av is recueillis dans 
les lieux memes par Carsten Niebuhr (Amsterdam, 1774), 1: 176. 

12 Casanova, "Histoire," 725-28; Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 39. 
13 A. A. R. Al).mad, "al-Runuk 'ala-'A~r Salatin al-Mamalik," al-Majalla al­

Tdrfkhiyya al-Mi$riyya, 21 (1974): 87. Yakoub Artin Pasha, Contribution a /'etude 
du blason en Orient (London, 1902), 93; Casanova attributes it to al-Kami!. 
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Citadel's wall at its outermost protrusion on its western side, and a 
series of monumental stone corbels adjacent to it. The Burj al-Rafraf, 
accessible today only from the level of the southern enclosure, is a 
composite structure whose plan consists of two squares joined on axis 
and projecting out of the curtain wall. A complete vertical break in its 
walls goes down to the ground level, separating the two squares and 
showing that the smaller structure is a later addition to the original 
tower (fig. 6). An inscription slab fixed on the curtain wall north of 
the tower has the name of al-Na~ir Mul.iammad and the date 713 A.H. 

(1313) and is believed to have belonged on the tower, but was moved 
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Fig. 6: Plan of the upper level of the Burj al-Rafraf 
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at a later date, perhaps when Muqammad 'Ali rebuilt the fortifica­
tions.14 The wall surfaces around the inscription have some ablaq 
courses of alternating black and white stripes, an arrangement char­
acteristic of that time. 

The southern wall of the Burj al-Rafraf forms the boundary of the 
southern enclosure at that point. It extends to the southeast for 35 
meters until it reaches the wall upon which the northwestern portico 
of Muqammad 'Ali's mosque was built, then breaks at an almost 
exact right angle to continue to the southwest. This corner is occupied 
by a structure whose roof level is considerably lower than that of the 
southern enclosure. Its fa;ade is made of five monumental stone cor­
bels, separated by four pointed tunnel vaults; it extends to the south 
of the Burj al-Rafraf for 35 meters (pl. 3). Each corbel consists of 
nine quarter-round moldings and is 5.5 meters high with a projection 
of 2.2 meters on average. The vaults run a little more than 10 meters 
deep; the depth of the area between the fac;ade and the wall of the 
southern enclosure behind varies from 40 to 50 meters. Creswell 
wrote that the roof of the corbels was covered with debris, implying 
that some structure must have stood there that was high enough to 
have been reached from the platform of the enclosure above it. 15 A 
thorough examination of this roof in the summer of 1988 for some 
trace of a structure built on it failed to reveal anything more than 
rubble; there were no remains of walls. The corbels were definitely 
meant to support something belonging to a project that was perhaps 
never completed; in any case, they are difficult to date. 

Behind the corbels and vaults is a massive hall made up of five 
huge groin vaults, each measuring on average 9 meters on a side; the 
second and fourth vaults are flanked by two large iwans. Each of the 
two interior iwans is a square, 8 meters on the side; the two exterior 
ones are rectangles of approximately 8 by 6 meters. The whole forms 
an unusual double-cross plan (fig. 7). This monumental hall, hitherto 
unnoticed by modern scholars, fills the space between the end of the 
tunnel vaults and the wall of the southern enclosure, and definitely 
belongs to the stable enclosure. 

No evidence firmly establishes dates or chronology for buildings in 
that area. Solely on the basis of observation, the double-cross hall 
seems to predate the tunnel vaults and the corbels on their fac;ade. 
The disposition of the windows and doors in the centers of the two 

14 Casanova, "Histoire," 626-27; Van Berchem, C. I. A., Egypte, 1: 88. 
15 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 263. 
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Fig. 7: Plan of the double-crossed hall behind the great corbels 

side iwans in the hall facing the outside imply that it was built before, 
and separately from, the tunnel vaults which encroached on its outer 
walls and blocked its far;ade to the outside. In fact, the tunnel vaults 
were not built in accordance with the module of the hall behind them, 
because the first one south of the Burj al-Rafraf has the window of 
the iwan behind it almost centered, while the third has the one behind 
it on the side. The hall's side entrance, now obstructed by another hall 
that was added most probably by Mul).ammad 'Ali, appears on an 
eighteenth-century print published by Arthur Rhone as a large arched 
opening facing south into the stable area (pl. 4). 16 The stone used in 
its walls and vaults is smaller than late Ayyubid and early Mamluk 
building blocks would be, but larger and rougher than Ottoman build­
ing stone in Cairo. 

16 Published with no further identification in Arthur Rhone, L' Egypte a petites 
journees (Paris, 1910), 67, and reproduced in my The Citadel of Cairo (Geneva, 
1989), 13. 
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The question of dating is further complicated by the existence of 
two identical corbels flanking the top level of the Burj al-Rafraf. 
They look like the five corbels in front of the tunnel vaults, except 
that they are around 20 meters higher, and, curiously enough, do not 
appear in Rhone's print. The upper corbels cannot be considered con­
temporaneous with the Burj al-Rafraf, that is, belonging to the four­
teenth century, because the top of the tower was rebuilt several times, 
the most recent in MuQammad 'Ali's time. 

The second gate is the Bab al-Jadid, which stands at the end of the 
road ascending from the maydan in front of the Bab al-'Azab to the 
southern enclosure. The road follows the old Sikkat al-MaQjar (Pas­
sageway of the Quarry) up to the daftarkhiine (archive) of MuQam­
mad 'Ali (built in 1828) which is believed to occupy the site of the 
Mamluk diir al-cj,iyiifa (guest house). There, it bifurcates into two sec­
tions: one continues to the northeast toward the Northern Qarafa 
behind the spur, and the other veers almost 180 degrees around the 
daftarkhiine to the right and passes under the northwestern comer of 
the northern enclosure. This section, an artificial ramp known as 
Shari' al-Bab al-Jadid (Bab al-Jadid Street) and built by Mohammad 
'Ali in 1826 for his carriage road, ends at the Bab al-Jadid. The gate 
itself is a rectangular, vaulted passageway flanked by rooms for the 
guards with a second story above. It leads up to another gate built by 
MuJ:iammad 'Ali, the Bab al-Wastani (Middle Gate), an archway in 
the northwestern side of the southern enclosure next to the big round 
tower, the Burj al-Wastani (Middle Tower), that forms the northern 
end of the Sur al-Qulla (see fig. 5). The configuration of the area 
sloping down to the northwest between the two gates is very confus­
ing, for it was rebuilt by MuQammad 'Ali and recently cleared which 
obliterated all traces of earlier arrangements. 

The Bab al-Jadid's frontal part abuts the remains of the Bab al­
Mudarraj (Gate of the Stairway), one of the original Ayyubid gates, 
which is now reached by a narrow passage left between the Bab al­
Jadid's eastern flank and the curtain wall behind. A partial dig con­
ducted by the Citadel's EAO team in 1988-89 directly below the Bab 
al-Jadid uncovered a number of the steps carved in the rock which 
belong to the stairway (mudarraj) that originally led to the gate and 
that gave it its name. An inscription from the time of SalaQ al-Din 
dated 579 (1184) still exists above the gate's slightly pointed arch, 
and three more inscriptions on the wall next to it-two cut in the rock 
and one on a slab-commemorate work undertaken by three sultans 
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from the Burji period: Jaqmaq in 851 (1448), Qaytbay (not dated), 
and Tuman-Bay in 906 (1501). 17 The arched opening leads into a 
domed square with two recesses equipped with arrow slits facing 
north and west. The dome and the curved surfaces of its four squinch­
es are covered with a painted inscription band bearing the name and 
titles of al-Na~ir MuI:iammad and the date 709 (1310). Casanova 
proved that al-Na~ir, who returned twice to the throne, painted his 
name and titles on three superimposed layers of stucco on these three 
occasions, but the stone surface underneath is undoubtedly Ayyubid 
and belongs to the original structure. 18 The initial Bab al-Mudarraj 
formed a bent entrance (biishllra) that led into the Citadel, but its 
inward passage was blocked off in1827 by MuI:iammad 'Ali when he 
built his Qa~r al-I:Iarim (Harem Palace) behind it (fig. 8). 

The third existing gate, the Bab al-Jabal, faces east and is almost 
at the intersection of the two enclosures but opens into the southern 
one. Its approach was drastically changed in the early 1980s to allow 
for a car park and entry coming from the Shari' SalaI:i Salim, a high­
way built in the 1960s that runs parallel to the Muqaqam hills and 
connects northern with southern Cairo. The gate abuts a section of 
wall east of the large, round Burj al-Muqaqam (Muqaqam Tower), 
marking the beginning of the southern enclosure's wall, which runs 
due south from it. Creswell proved through formal analysis that the 
Burj al-Muqaqam could not have been built before the introduction 
of artillery, that is, the end of the fifteenth century, and that it was 
probably later. 19 In fact, Evliya <;elebi attributes to Ibrahim Pasha­
who was the waif (governor) of Egypt in 1525 before he assumed the 
position of the grand vizier for Silleyman the Magnificent-a round 
and large tower, which he calls the tower of Ibrahim Pasha. From 
<;elebi's convoluted description and other Ottoman Egyptian chroni­
clers who report that the same governor renovated the two round tow­
ers flanking the Bab al-Qulla (Gate of the Keep), we can deduce that 
the tower of Ibrahim Pasha is the same as the Burj al-Muqaqam.20 

17 Casanova, "Histoire," 701-4; Van Berchem, C. I. A., Egypte, 1: 91-94 
18 Casanova, "Histoire," 627-29; Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 33-34. 
19 Ibid., 2: 8. 
20 Evliya <;elebi, Seya/:latname, 9-10: 384. AJ:imad Chalabi al-I:Ianafi al-Mi~ri, 

Awcj.ah al-Ishdrat ft man Tawalla Mi~r al-Qahira min al-Wuzara' wa-1-Bashdt, ed. 
A. R. 'Abd al-RaJ:iim (Cairo, 1978), 105. <;elebi attributes to the same wall a Burj al­
Qulla, and likens it to the Galata Tower in Istanbul. But from his description and 
from the map of the Description de l' Egypte, (no. 62, Burj Khaznat Qulla or Burj al­
Inkchariyya) it becomes clear that this tower is a later addition in the middle of the 
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In its actual location, form, and orientation, the Bab al-Jabal was 
constructed, along with its vestibule and the wall next to it, by the 
Ottoman wali Yakan Pasha in 1785 when he built his palace there to 
replace fifteenth-century Mamluk pavilions and qa'as and remodeled 
the fortifications around it; the palace does not survive (pl. 5).21 The 
gate leads into a recently cleared area in the southern enclosure bor­
dered from the north by a 35-meter-long wall extending past the Burj 
al-Muqanam toward the southwest. The wall joins a small, round 
tower before it turns 90 degrees to the north around the famous Bi'r 
al-I:Ialazun (Spiral Well) also known as the Bi'r Yusuf (Well of 
Yusuf, or Joseph, after the Patriarch Joseph, not after Yusuf Salal,l al­
Din),22dug in the time of of Salal,l al-Din, and then runs into another 
small, polygonal tower abutting the southern corner of the mosque of 
al-Na~ir Mul,lammad (fig. 9). 

Norfhem Encla&ure 

O"l'o2om 

Fig. 9: Bab al-Jabal to the Bi'r Yusuf 

Po~onal 
Tower 

northern enclosure, different from Baybars's Burj al-Qulla, and it was probably 
removed by MuQammad 'Ali when he built his three Palaces of the Harem (Qa~r al-
I:Iarim, the present-day Military Museum). , 

21 Casanova, "Histoire," 716-17; inscription in Van Berchem, C. /.A., Egypte, 1: 
94. 

22 Casanova, "Histoire," 574-75, dates the association of the Patriarch's name 
with a number of structures at the Citadel to around 1750, but could not explain it. 
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On the south, the area is bounded by the northern wall of a mint 
(dar al-cj,arb) built by Mul;tammad 'Ali in 1812 over an older Otto­
man mint. Midway between it and the mint lay a thick wall, 
unearthed recently and barely sticking above the actual ground level, 
that bears a resemblance in its thickness and its method of construc­
tion to walls from Ayyubid times; it may have been part of the orig­
inal enceinte or of an early extension. It extends without any break 
for a length of 65 meters from a bend in the external walls built by 
Y akan Pasha to the southwest until it meets another wall recently 
built by the EAO to encircle a ruined area south of the Bi'r Yusuf and 
the mosque of al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad. The ruins occupy a triangular 
section marking the western border of the square in front of the Bab 
al-Jabal and extending towards the southwestern fa~ade of the 
mosque. They include the remains of a well with its saqiya (water­
wheel) and buried and ruined structures that present a composite 
group of Mamluk and nineteenth-century remains which are very dif­
ficult to disentangle. They may have belonged to the royal kitchen 
rebuilt twice by al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad in the fourteenth century and 
once by MuJ:iammad 'Ali in the nineteenth. Their perimeter has 
recently been further truncated; the southern part of the old kitchen 
was removed to provide space for a series of services for tourists 
along the southern and western sides. 

The area in front of the Bab al-Jabal opens to the south into anoth­
er open space, called a IJawsh (enclosure or square), and once known 
as I:Iawsh al-Saraya (Palace Square). This IJawsh and the structures 
around it all belong to MuJ:iammad 'Ali's rebuilding. To the east is 
the mint, to the south the Saray al-'Adl (Hall of Justice) and the east 
wing of the Qa~r al-Jaw hara now known as the Bijou Palace, and to 
the west, the west wing of the palace which includes on its ground 
floor a number of unidentifiable rooms that bear inscriptions in the 
name of the Mamluk sultan Qaytbay (r. 1468-96), who is known to 
have constructed an audience hall there. The Bijou Palace was begun 
by Mul;tammad 'Ali in 1812 on the site where small Mamluk and 
Ottoman halls and qa'as had stood; it was totally rebuilt after two 
ravaging fires in 1820 and 1824. Its east wings, now ruined and 
closed, had once included administrative offices. Its west wing con­
tained a cour d' honneur, an audience hall, and private quarters for 
the pasha and his family. The cour d' honneur, also known as the 
salamlik (men's quarter), is built on a higher level against the great 
terrace of MuJ:iammad 'Ali. Many of its halls burned down in 1972, 
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but it was then partially restored and opened as a museum displaying 
royal objects in the early 1980s. South of the Bijou Palace, which 
takes up the entire width of the southern enclosure, is a plant nursery 
and a mysterious building on the southwestern tip of the southern 
enclosure, which may have been an older mint, built next to a ruined 
domed shrine (see fig. 5). 

North of the f.iawsh, the ground level becomes markedly higher. 
The ascent is made by a set of stairs and a ramp, both constructed by 
Mul).ammad 'Ali. The staircase, built against the northwestern corner 
of the J,iawsh, connects the lower level of the Bijou Palace with its 
cour d' honneur above. The EAO built a cafe along its length, under 
which a huge tank, probably built by Mul).ammad 'Ali, can still be 
seen. Between the staircase and the enclosed remains of the kitchen 
is the beginning of a straight, 130-meter-long carriageway which 
runs along the platform built by Mul).ammad 'Ali until it reaches the 
western tip of the mosque of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad (pl. 6). There it 
turns for a short distance to the northeast before it ends at the square 
in front of the Bab al-Wastani, thus connecting the southern and 
northern sections of the southern enclosure. The platform, built on the 
debris of older structures, extends for more than 300 meters along the 
western fa9ade of the southern enclosure between the cour d' honneur 
of the Bijou Palace and the northern end of the enclosure where the 
Police Museum is housed today in Mul).ammad 'Ali's school of 
artillery. At the center of this platform, on the northwestern corner of 
the southern enclosure, stands the gigantic mosque of Mul).ammad 
'Ali, built between 1830 and 1857 in a classical Ottoman style and 
visible from almost every spot in Cairo, with its two slender pencil 
minarets soaring to a height of 82 meters and huge central dome. It is 
the best-known structure at the Citadel today and its name is com­
monly applied to the whole complex. The western portico of its $G/:tn 
stands on top of the enclosure wall and overlooks the maydan. Its 
center is occupied by a brass clock tower, which was presented in 
1845 to Mul).ammad 'Ali by Louis Philippe, king of France, in return 
for the obelisk which adorns the Place de la Concorde in Paris today. 

North of the mosque the platform is bounded by two neo-Gothic 
structures: lavatories to the northwest and an entryway flanked by 
two turrets on the northeast leading to another open area known orig­
inally as the Sal).at al-'Alam (Place of the Flag). The entryway is con­
tiguous with the British military prison which extends north toward 
the Police Museum. This last structure occupies the northern tip of 
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the southern enclosure. From various vantage points along the west­
ern parapet, the platform offers magnificent views of the city and its 
suburbs, the Nile, and the Giza Pyramids. Under its surface, the ruins 
of a number of earlier, mostly Mamluk, structures still exist: some are 
accessible by subterranean staircases; some have been uncovered and 
partially studied; others have been unearthed and buried again to 
maintain the arrangement of gardens and paths; and the majority are 
still underground and will probably remain there undisturbed for a 
long time to come. 

Three spots, two of which were discovered in the 1980s, warrant 
some attention for they yield many clues about the Citadel's arrange­
ment in the Mamluk period. Starting from the south and proceeding 
to the north, they are the vaulted halls, marked "ruined vaults" on the 
Colonel Green's map of 1896 and located along the western wall of 
the enclosure south of the mosque of Mu~ammad 'Ali; the truncated 
remains of a qa<a, uncovered in 1985 north of the Burj al-Rafraf with 
four granite shafts nearby; and the top of a round tower decorated 
with lion reliefs and embedded in the western wall of the Police 
Museum at the angle where the western wall of the southern enclo­
sure veers sharply to the southeast. 
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The first of these earlier structures is under a low platform adjacent 
to the ~af:m of the mosque of MuQammad 'Ali. This 34-meter-long 
platform still shows remnants of some brick walls; one wall has the 
imprint of a staircase. It extends along the southern enclosure's walls 
and meets the outer southwestern wall of the mosque at a 60-degree 
angle. A door in the wall of the mosque leads to a spiral stone stair­
case characteristic of the Mamluk period. Below, a passage opens 
onto a huge vaulted hall to the south, just underneath the platform, 
and to three long barrel-vaulted halls to the north (fig. 10). The dis­
position of these three halls under and parallel to the wall of the 
mosque makes it almost certain that they were built at the same time 
as the mosque. The huge hall to the south is clearly different in con­
struction and in date. 

Trapezoidal in shape and badly damaged, it is 65 meters long and 
45 meters deep and is covered with forty vaults. An arched opening 
at its northern end leads to a triangular balcony under the northwest­
ern portico of MuQammad 'Ali's mosque. This balcony, though 
apparently truncated as a consequence of the mosque's construction, 
seems to be contemporary to the hall. Underneath this hall, there is 
another, lower hall extending to the south and measuring approxi­
mately 50 by 30 meters. It is made up of eleven vaults and opens on 

10 15m 

Fig. 11: Plan of the second lower level under the terrace 
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its southern side onto a lateral tunnel-vaulted corridor which has two 
doors on its other side leading to a ruined area (fig. 11). Hastily 
restored in the 1980s to complete the fac;ade, this ruined area, whose 
remains extend to the upper hall above, covers the surface of six 
vaults. Below the windows of this last hall overlooking the maydan, 
there is another set of similar windows, blocked with masonry, which 
may reveal a third level below the two vaulted halls, but this is 
impossible to verify at present because there is neither access from 
the lower vaulted hall, nor is there any opening from the base of the 
wall behind the present army workshops in the lower enclosure (pl. 
7). These two halls have never been studied, and no hypothesis about 
their origin and date has been advanced. They most probably formed 
the lower structures supporting the four qa'as of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 
(Striped Palace) built by al-Na~ir Mu4ammad in 1314. 
~The second early structure on the terrace, a Mamluk qa'a, was dis­

covered by chance when the EAO undertook excavations in the Sa4at 
al-'Alam in 1985.23 It stands at the western tip of the terrace, a short 
distance to the north of the Burj al-Rafraf. The longitudinal side of its 
plan is almost parallel to the side of the tower (fig. 12). In its present, 
incomplete form, the qa'a, like many Mamluk qa'as, is composed of 
two iwans with a durqa'a (lit. the entry to the qa'a) in the middle (fig. 
13). Two passageways reached from opposite doors on either side of 
the durqiYa connected the q<i'a with other structures or perhaps court­
yards, but it is impossible at this stage of excavation to suggest what 
these structures were. The northern door leads also to a spiral stone 
staircase in a circular shaft that presumably went all the way to the 
roof of the qa'a. The structure has been identified by the EAO as the 
Qa~r al-Ablaq of al-Na~ir Mu4ammad, but, given the available evi­
dence, it is more probably the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya built by sultan al­
Ashraf Khalil in 1292. 

The 1985 excavation also uncovered four granite shafts lying one 
next to the other to the east of the qa'a. The four shafts have a con­
tinuous exaltation inscribed on them. The first column has 'izz li­
mawlana al-sultan, the second al-a'~am al-malik al-ashraf, the third 
sultan al-Islam wa-l-muslimin, the fourth,'azz Allah an~aruhu (Glory 
to our master the sultan-the greatest al-Malik al-Ashraf-sultan of 

23 The preliminary report on the excavation was published by Mai).mud al-I:Iadidi 
and Fahrni 'Abd al- 'Alim,'" A 'ma! Tarmim al-Qa~r al-Ablaq bi-Qal'at ~aliii). al-Din," 
in 'Alam al-Bina' 26 (April 1986): 4-16. 
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Islam and Muslims-may God bestow glory on his supporters).24 

The EAO report suggests that these columns belonged to the Iwan al­
Kabir (Great Iwan) of al-Na~ir MuI:iammad, which was known to 
have had thirty-two huge granite columns. But the inscriptions on the 
shaft themselves invalidate this ascription. The honorific al-ashraf, 
carved on the second column, was not one of al-Na~ir's titles, and the 
completeness of the inscriptions on the four columns indicates that 
they were a set, and not part of a larger group; they therefore could 
not belong to the thirty-two columns that formed the support of the 
Iwan al-Kabir. 

The third early structure recently exposed during work done on the 
terrace is the upper portion of a tower peeping out of the western cor­
ner of the Police Museum (see fig. 12). The tower is round; its upper 
frieze of carved lions is the only part that shows above the ground 
level. This frieze is divided into eight segments, each consisting of 
two lions passant in relief flanked by projecting statues of the head, 
chest, and the two forepaws of an animal that most probably repre­
sents a lion as well (pl. 8). The lions are not identical, but they are of 
similar size and of the same carving style. Al-Zahir Bay bars used the 
lion passant as his rank (the word roughly means emblem), and 
adorned many of his buildings with representations of it. There is 
hardly any doubt that this tower was built by him as well, although it 
has no inscription identifying the patron. 

Even though all earlier structures were reportedly removed by 
MuI:iammad 'Ali to build his mosque and the terrace around it, it 
seems that the destruction was not so thorough as had been assumed. 
The accumulation of rubble and the constant rise of the ground level 
over the centuries before his replanning preserved the foundations of 
earlier structures intact under the ground. When his workers con­
structed the terrace they simply razed the higher parts of the standing 
structures and filled the depressions with their debris to even the level 
for the raised platform. Excavations in any area on the terrace will 
surely yield interesting results in terms of determining the extent and 
location of certain structures, such as the Iwan al-Kabir of al-Na~ir 
MuI:iammad. In 1988, when part of the modern paving in the garden 
in front of the Police Museum collapsed it uncovered parts of a foun­
dation wall made of large, dark blocks of stone which may have 

24 Ibid., 10. 
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belonged to the Iwan al-Kabir. It was evident from the small section 
uncovered that the wall was aligned with the mosque of al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad. Unfortunately the wall was buried again in 1989, and 
the garden replanted on top of it. 

To the east of Mul).ammad 'Ali's great platform and across the pas­
sage from the Sal).at al-'Alam stands the recently cleared square in 
front of the Bab al-Wastani. It is flanked on the southeast by the 
mosque of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad, on the northwest by the British mil­
itary prison, on the southwest by the platform in front of the mosque 
of Mul).ammad 'Ali, and on the northeast by the Bab al-Wastani. It 
leads, through a path running between the Qulla wall and the north­
eastern fa\:ade of the mosque of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad, to the Bab al­
Qulla which is now the only entrance to the northern enclosure. 
Mul).ammad 'Ali had it renovated in 1826, and may have had it 
moved a bit from its original site. Originally, at least three other gates 
opened into the northern enclosure: the Bab al-Mudarraj, whose 
approach was blocked by Mul).ammad 'Ali, and two other gates de­
fended by semi-rounded towers, one at Burj al-Matar (Flight Tower) 
(all towers are identified with the names on the Description de 
l' Egypte map) along the southern wall of the enclosure and another 
at Burj al-Imam (Imam Tower) on the eastern wall. Both were dis­
covered by Creswell, who demonstrated that they date back to the 
original building stage and were blocked up around the end of the fif­
teenth century. 25 

The Bab al-Qulla opens into a large square, recently landscaped, at 
the center of which stands an equestrian statue of Ibrahim Pasha, 
Mul).ammad 'Ali's brilliant son and commander of his army. The 
square is bounded on the northwest by the Diwan al-Ma'arif, a min­
istry of education of sorts established by Mul).ammad 'Ali and used 
until recently as the archival library (dar al-watha'iq), and on the 
northeast and southeast by the massive Qa~r al-I:Iarim. Built by 
Mul).ammad 'Ali in 1826-27 and composed of three structures clus­
tered together, this palace occupies the entire northwestern corner of 
the northern enclosure. It was originally surrounded by a wall to set 
it apart from the rest of the enclosure, but this is now destroyed. The 
palace was turned into a military hospital during the British occupa­
tion; after 1946, it was refurbished and reopened as a military muse­
um. 

25 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 15-20. 
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A passage between the Qa~r al-I:Iarim and a group of structures to 
the south of it leads into the eastern side of the northern enclosure, the 
center of which was recently turned into a garden where fragments of 
mostly Ottoman columns, fountains, and basins are displayed. Most 
of the buildings still standing around the garden are either barracks or 
mess halls which date back to the Mul,iammad 'Ali and British peri­
ods; one hall on the southern side was recently converted into a car­
riage museum. The only building of note there is the mosque of 
Sulayman Pasha standing in a corner in the northern wall of the 
enclosure. Founded in 1528 by Sulayman Pasha al-Khadim, the gov­
ernor of Ottoman Egypt, this was the first, and to a certain degree 
stylistically the purest, Ottoman mosque in Cairo. It occupied the site 
of an older mosque, that of Sidi Sariyya built by Abu-Man~ur Qasta, 
an Armenian amir who was a mamluk of al-Mu~affar ibn Badr al­
Jamali and who was for a while the Fatimid governor of Alexan­
dria.26 The burial chamber of Qasta, which has an inscription plate 
on it dating it to the year 535 A.H. (1140), is under a dome on the 
western side of the mosque's courtyard. 

Excavations along the wall leading to the mosque in the late 1980s 
have uncovered a domed tomb chamber, attributed to al-Sheikh 
Mul,iammad al-Ka'ki, a sixteenth-century imam of the mosque, which 
is all that is left of the Ottoman cemetery which occupied the site 
until Mu~ammad 'Ali built his palaces nearby. More systematic 
excavations undertaken by an EAO team in the 1991-92 season to 
the east and south of the mosque of Sulayman Pasha have uncovered 
a hodge-podge of wall sections, some made of stone, some of burned 
brick, intersecting in random fashion, in addition to circular tanks 
made of brick. These remains are difficult to interpret, but since the 
area is known to have been occupied by billets from the time when 
the Citadel was built until the twentieth century, they at least testify 
to its frequent rebuilding and replanning. 

Although most of the structures in the northern enclosure are fair­
ly recent, its fortifications are mostly original. The curtain wall encir­
cling it belongs to the first stage of the Citadel's building; a very few 
sections were apparently rebuilt or reinforced in the late Burji period 
or by Mul,iammad 'Ali. It follows the contour of the underlying rocky 
spur and its entire length is equipped with two walkways: one on top 

26 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 48, 203. 
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of the ramparts behind the crenellations and another through internal 
chemins du rond provided at regular intervals with recesses pierced 
with arrow slits to the outside and windows for lighting to the inside. 
A total of twenty towers buttress the crooked walls: three are huge, 
square towers along the southern portion of the walls; the rest are all 
rounded and of varying sizes, but generally smaller. Five are name­
less. The names of the others date from the early nineteenth century 
since they were copied by the French savants who compiled the 
Description de l' Egypte between 1799 and 1801 from local infor­
mants when they surveyed the Citadel. None seems to be original. 

The map of the Description de l' Egypte shows that the southern 
and eastern flanks of the northern enclosure have been altered mini­
mally only since the end of the eighteenth century (fig. 14). The 
northern side, however, has been heavily rebuilt, especially between 
the Burj al-Salµ"a (Desert Tower, no. 34) and the blocked Bab al­
Mudarraj. The old wall turned south to circumvent a huge depression, 
then turned north, south, and north again, but Mut.iammad 'Ali re­
aligned it when he built his Qa~r al-I:Iarim and converted the added 
area into a garden behind the palace. He also razed two towers which 
appear on the map of the Description-a huge, square, unnamed one 
situated behind the Bab al-Mudarraj, and a round one in the middle 
of the enclosure facing the Bab al-Qulla, which the French called 
Burj Khaznat Qulla (Tower of the Qulla Treasury) or Burj al­
lnkishariyya (Tower of the Janissaries, no. 62)-and incorporated a 
third one, square and smaller in size, into the western wing of his 
Qa~r al-l:larim (no. 69, labeled together with the larger tower as 
"ruined towers").27 The name Burj Khaznat Qulla may have come 
from the qulla attributed to al-Zahir Baybars, which was reportedly 
destroyed by al-Na~ir Mut.iammad and replaced by another structure. 

Mut.iammad 'Ali's alterations of the northern enclosure's fortifica­
tions seem to have been minor, but his work inside it and in the south­
ern enclosure and the 'Azab's lower enclosure radically modified 
their layout and form, though they kept their overall functional divi­
sion. The northern enclosure's interior was completely rearranged; 
the old, maze-like residential section named Sur al-lnkishariyya 
(Janissaries Enclosure, nos. 11 and 26) in the Description because it 
was occupied by the Janissaries and their families during the 
Ottoman period, was replaced by modern barracks for the soldiers of 

27 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 28-35. 
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Fig. 14: The Description de I' Egypte plan 
redrawn with identifications 
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the Ni~am al-Jadid (New Order), the name given to the army 
Mul,iammad 'Ali established in 1820. The lower enclosure was forti­
fied anew and turned into an area for armaments manufacture, with 
workshops producing weapons, gear, and uniforms for the new army. 
The southern enclosure underwent the most monumental changes, 
although its royal associations seem to have been preserved, and even 
reinforced, with the building of the mosque of Mul,iammad 'Ali, his 
Bijou Palace, his hall of justice, his mint, the great raised platform 
that encompassed them all and the processional road that leads into it 
through the two gates, the Bab al-Jadid and the Bab al-Wastani. The 
changes did not occur all at the same time. Between the building of 
the Bijou Palace in 1812 and the completion of the mosque in 1857, 
nine years after the death of Mul,iammad 'Ali, forty-five years had 
elapsed. Many setbacks had delayed the process, especially the dam­
aging fires of 1820 and 1824. But the explosion in the same year of 
a powder magazine which had been installed in the ruins of a 
Mamluk palace was in a way auspicious for Mul,iammad 'Ali's pro­
ject. It caused the destruction of most of the Mamluk ruins which 
cleared the way for the construction of new buildings. 

By superimposing the Description map and the one by Colonel 
Green from 1896 on the same scale, we can very easily trace the 
changes affected by Mul,iammad 'Ali and relate the description of the 
southern enclosure as it was in 1800 to its present layout (fig. 15). 
Only three structures seem to have been left untouched: the mosque 
of al-Na~ir Mul,iammad (no. 54, mistakenly identified as the mosque 
of Sultan Qalawiin), the fortified enclosure of the Bi'r Yusuf on its 
qibli side (no. 51), and the mysterious building on the southwestern 
edge of the enclosure (no. 35) identified as the I~tabl al-Basha 
(Stables of the Pasha), though the remains of its interior point more 
to a mint than a stables. Several sections of the curtain wall have also 
been modified to varying degrees. Some were just reinforced. The 
eastern and southern flanks, for example, were equipped with a new 
parapet with openings for rifles and strengthened with a thick glacis. 
Others were realigned to accommodate the new layout inside or to 
restrict access from older entryways, or both. The end result was to 
reduce the number of access points to two: the Bab al-Jadid and the 
Bab al-Jabal. The loosely controlled area at the end of the stairs lead­
ing up to the Bab al-Mudarraj was totally reconfigured. The Bab al­
Jadid was constructed on top of the upper section of the mudarraj; the 
lower, curved section, prominently rendered on the Description map, 



THE CITADEL TODAY 45 

was buried and built over (nos. 66 and 63 respectively named Bab al­
Inkishiiriyya, or Gate of the Janissaries, and Sikkat al-Inkishiiriyya, 
or Street of the Janissaries). The wall rising along the eighteenth-cen­
tury Sikkat al-Chorafii (Street of the Nobles, no. 95) was extended to 
abut the northwestern flank of the Bab al-Jadid and block access from 
below. Similarly, the upper part of the road carved into the rock link­
ing the lower enclosure to the southern one was reworked and the 
entrance at its end, named the Bab al-Shirk (Trapdoor Gate, no. 59) 
was removed. The northeastern wall of the southern enclosure was 
demolished and rebuilt further west, thus creating a large open area 
where the passage existed, but the passage itself was blocked by a 
parapet built between the Bab al-Jadid and the Bab al-Wastani. 

It is impossible to make any sense of the areas adjacent to the Bab 
al-Shirk inside the southern enclosure on the Description map for the 
structures are marked only in hatched outline. The only discernible 
details are in the northern tip: the Burj al-Shakh~ (Tower of the Man, 
no. 86), upon which the eagle relief was fixed, with underground 
storehouses nearby (no. 85). The mosque of al-Na~ir Mul.iammad was 
surrounded on two sides by rows of shops, each side identified as a 
specific suq. The northwestern fas;ade was aligned with the stalls of 
the Suq al-Barrani (Outer Market, no. 58) and the southwestern 
fas;ade with the Suq al-Basha (Pasha's Market, no. 53). Facing the 
northeastern gate of the mosque, stood the Bab al-Madafi' (Gate of 
Cannons, no. 56), now called the Bab al-Qulla, which led into the 
northern, or Janissaries, enclosure. The two round towers at the ends 
of the Qulla wall were named Burj al-Tabbalin (Tower of the 
Drummers, no. 104) in the northeast, and Burj al-Suffa (Tower of the 
Awning, no. 49; the present-day Burj al-Muqanam) on the mountain 
side. To the west of the mosque stood the Iwan al-Kabir of al-Na~ir 
Mul.iammad, called the Palais de Joseph on the map (Palace of 
Joseph, no. 82). The superimposed maps clearly show that the 
mosque of Mul.iammad 'Ali was not built on the site of the Iwan al­
Kabir which stood where the lavatory structure and the terrace stand 
today, although this has been commonly asserted. Beyond the iwan 
was the building called the Maison de Joseph (House of Joseph or 
Yusuf Saliil.i al-Din, no. 84) on top of the Burj al-Rafraf, which had, 
according to Jomard's text, a qii'a with twelve granite columns sur­
mounted by a dome.28 In the eighteenth century, the third semi-inde-

28 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 352; Description de I' Egypte, etat moderne, 
plane hes, vol. 1, pl. 67, middle of the drawing. 
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pendent part of the Citadel, the domain of the pasha, extended south 
of the lwan al-Kabir and the mosque of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad. It was 
entered through a maze of paths running through the ruins of earlier 
palaces in the central section of the enclosure. At least two of these 
passages were equipped with gates: the Bab al-Basha (Pasha's Gate, 
no. 45) and the Bab al-Elowhyeh (Gate of the Elowhyeh, possibly a 
family name, no. 38). 

Perhaps the most definitive change in the pattern of access to the 
Citadel during the replanning of Mul).ammad 'Ali was the elimination 
of the elaborate arrangement that provided a direct and regulated 
connection between the palatial southern enclosure and the maydan, 
almost 30 meters below. This complex structure, marked on the 
Description map as the Sab' I:Iadarat (Seven Slopes or Ramps, no. 
72),29 began with a staircase in the shape of a reversed S inscribed in 
a square at the upper level linked with another staircase which runs 
in a straight line down to the maydan level to open by a small reli­
gious building next to a gate named Bab al-Sab' I:Iadarat (Gate of the 
Seven Ramps). The description provided by the French savants indi­
cates that the S-shaped staircase was 3 meters wide and was cut in the 
rock for a length of 40 meters and a height of 20 meters. Between this 
staircase and the straight ramp there was another gate, marked Bab 
el-Ouestany (Wastani or Middle Gate, no. 71) which stood at the 
upper end of the ramp carved into the mountain slope. 30 Its far;ade, as 
shown in a mid-nineteenth-century print, was crowned with a high 
arched opening inscribed in a rectangular frame that projects from the 
wall.31 

The staircase must have been built by al-Na~ir Mul).ammad to lead 
to the stables and the maydan when he rearranged the royal section 
and constructed the Qa~r al-Ablaq in 1314. The name, Sab' I:Iadarat, 
does not appear in the Citadel's descriptions from the time of al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad, but is attested in the late Mamluk period. 32 Like the 
Sab' Qa'at (Seven Qa'as) and the Sab' Qibab (Seven Domes), the 

29 Singular badara, a ramp; Casanova, "Histoire," 644, believes it to mean some­
thing similar. to qii'a, in reference to the seven qii'as that al-Na~ir Mui).ammad is 
reported to have constructed for his harem. His contention is linguistically untenable. 

30 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 351 
31 Georg Moritz Ebers, Egypt, Descriptive, Historical and Picturesque (London 

and New York, 1881-92), 232. The print is undoubtedly older than 1881, because by 
that date the area had already been destroyed by Mui).ammad 'Ali. 

32 See for example, Jawhari, Inbii' al-Ha:fr, 250. 
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number seven in the name does not seem to denote the number of 
ramps; it referred to the symbolism of the number itself, which prob­
ably connoted wholeness.33 There is no trace of the staircase today, 
and no source records its destruction, which must have taken place 
sometime during the second quarter of the nineteenth century after 
the beginning of Mul).ammad 'Ali's replanning, because all early 
photographs of the Citadel, dated to the late 1850s, show this area in 
ruins.34 It stood at the destroyed end of the lower vaulted hall south 
of the mosque of Mul).ammad 'Ali. When the EAO recently rebuilt 
the fac;ade of the vaulted halls they followed the alignment of the 
extant pillars and blocked off the section of the fac;ade overlooking 
the maydan with a solid masonry wall pierced with windows that cor­
respond to the extant ones. This reconstruction is not based on the 
original wall, as it is known from representations belonging to the 
end of the eighteenth century. 

The staircase of the Sab' I:Iadarat led to a structure called the Bayt 
al-Tarazi (House of the Tailor, no. 75), perhaps because it was used 
by those engaged in embroidering the kiswa (cloth cover) for the 
Ka'ba. Several European visitors, Maillet (1692-1708), Niebuhr 
(1761), Mayer (1801), and Viscount Valentia (1809), describe the 
remains of a magnificent palace on the western edge of the southern 
enclosure with boiseries, mosaics, and painted surfaces where the 
workers who embroidered the kiswa lived.35 A note attached to the 
map of the Description says that the partially ruined Zawiyat al-Bur­
dayni (shrine or mosque of al-Burdayni, no. 74), probably the same 
as the mosque of al-Rudayni, one of the mosques that existed on the 
site before the building of the Citadel, stood a little to the north of the 
Bayt al-Tarazi.36 To the south of it a mass of buildings belonging to 
the domain of the pasha extended along the southwestern ramparts of 

33 The symbolism of the number seven in Egyptian Islamic architecture still has 
to be deciphered. In addition to those in the Citadel, we encounter the Seven Qa'as 
in Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 59; the Seven Domes, a Fatimid series of domes in the desert 
near Cairo that apparently only numbered six, see Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 459; and the 
Tower of the Seven Qa'as in Damietta, see Mufa<;l<;lal, Nahj, 20: 180, among other 
names using the number seven. Seven may have referred to completeness and total­
ity, rather than a specific number, as suggested by 'Umar al-Daqqaq, "Manzilat al­
'Adad Sab'a fi al-Fikr al-'Arabi," 'Adiyat lfalab 1 (1975): 53-108. 

34 See for example, Lorent, Egypten, Alhambra, Tlemsen, Algier, pl. 2. The pic­
ture, taken before 1860, shows the debris left after the demolition of the area. 

35 Casanova, "Histoire," 635-41; Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 261-3. 
36 Description de l' Egypte, etat moderne, planches, vol. 1, pl. 26. 



48 CHAPTER TWO 

the enclosure, until they reached the structure identified as the I~!abl 
al-Basha (no. 35) on the southeastern comer. They included an ar­
senal (jabakhaneh, no. 70) and two sablls, Sabil al-Shawishiyya 
(Fountain of the Gendarmes, no. 42) and Sabil Shishmeh (Fountain 
of the Bathhouse, no. 36). The Saraya al-Basha (Palace of the Pasha, 
no. 41), said by Jomard to be as delapidated as the much earlier 
Maison de Joseph (no. 84 ), was bordered by two plazas along its long 
sides: the Ouasa't al-Basha (Pasha's Square, no. 39) to the north and 
the Ouasa't al-I~!abl (Stables Square, no. 37) to the south. A mosque 
on the northwestern comer of the Ouasa't al-Basha, the Jami' al­
Dahaysheh (mosque of the Dahaysheh, no. 40), may have been a sur­
vival from the early fifteenth century. The name al-Dahaysheh is 
most probably a corruption of al-Duhaysha (possibly from duhaysha, 
the little wonder), the name of a qila built in the private quarters of 
the sultan by the BaQ.ri sultan al-SaliQ. Isma'il in 1353.37 The Burji 
sultan Faraj ibn Barqiiq is known to have erected a mosque named 
the Jami' al-Abyac;l (White Mosque) near, or in, the Qa'at al­
Duhaysha, for the sons of sultans and their servants who lived in the 
royal complex.38 

The map of the Description de I' Egypte records the location and 
plan of several structures from the Mamluk period. Comparing it with 
the present layout of the Citadel determined the relative positions of 
these no-longer-existing structures vis-a-vis the existing ones. It 
would have been ideal to have an even older map so that we could go 
back further in time and establish the layout at an earlier stage, but 
unfortunately pre-eighteenth-century visual documentation is totally 
lacking. Only written sources are relatively abundant, and the recon­
struction of the Citadel's layout in the early stages has therefore to 
rely almost exclusively on them.39 

References are found in chronicles to events that took place at the 

37 Shuja'i, Tiirfkh al-Nii!fir, 273; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 212; Ziihiri, Zubda, 26 
38 Maqrizi, Khi(af, 2: 327; also, a short study by Sali4 Lam'i Mustafa, al-Watha'iq 

wa-l-'lmiira, Diriisa fl al-'lmiira al-Jsliimiyya fl al- 'A!fr al-Mamlukf al-Jarkasf: a/­
Jami' al-Abya<;i bi-l-f:lawsh al-Sul!ani bi-Qal'at al-Qahira (Beirut, 1980), for a hypo­
thetical reconstruction of this mosque and for the relevant section on it in the waqf 
of Sultan Faraj ibn Barqiiq (1409). 

39 For the analysis of historical writing in medieval Egypt and Syria, see Claude 
Cahen, "Les chroniques arabes concemant la Syrie, l'Egypte, et la Mesopotamie de 
la conquete arabe a la conquete ottomane dans Jes bibliotheques d'Istanbul," Revue 
des Etudes Jslamiques 4 (1936): 333-62; Ulrich Haarmann, Quellenstudien zur 
friihen Mamlukenzeit (Freiburg, 1970); Donald Little, An Introduction to Mamluk 
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Citadel; in biographies of prominent persons who built the structures 
there or those who worked in them; in topographical tracts (khifat) 
which describe the layout of the Citadel and urban areas around it and 
the major structures in them; and last, and less frequently, in waqfs, 
which usually record the components and locations of endowed 
buildings, of which none directly pertains to the Citadel, but some 
reveal important information about structures in its vicinity. As dif­
ferent as the sources themselves may be, the references all fall into 
one of two categories: those that are direct and those that need inter­
preting. To the first group belong locations of structures, their rela­
tionships to their neighboring buildings, and passing remarks about 
specific spaces or features inside them. The second group comprises 
dates of building, patrons, reasons for building, and events, practices, 
and ceremonies that took place in the structures once they were built. 
These do not reveal anything directly about the architecture or plan­
ning, but they can give clues about the appearance and functions of 
the missing structures and the impressions they have left on their con­
temporaries, thus enriching the historical analysis and moving it to a 
higher level of interpretation. 

Historiography: An Analysis of Arabic Annalistic and Biographical Sources for the 
Reign of al-Malik an-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun (Wiesbaden, 1970); Regis 
Blachere, "Quelques reflexions sur les forrnes de l'encyclopedisme en Egypte et en 
Syrie," Bulletin d'Etudes Orientates 23 (1970): 1-13; Shakir Mu~tafa, al-Tiirikh al­
'Arabi wa-l-Mu'rikhiln: Diriisa ft Tatawwur 'Ilm al-Tiirikh wa-Rijiilihi ft al-Islam, 4 
vols. (Beirut, 1978-93), 2: 139-304, all of vol. 3; 4: 7-227. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE A YYUBID SULTANATE ACQUIRES A NEW CENTER 

One day, while the Citadel was still under construction, ~alal,l al-Din 
went there with his brother al-Malik al-'Adil. When they arrived, he 
turned to his brother and remarked, "O Sayf al-Din [al-'Adil's hono­
rific title], I think I am building this Citadel for your sons." 
Astonished, al-'Adil nonetheless aptly responded, "O khawand 
(lord), may God Almighty grant the world to you, your sons and the 
sons of your sons." To this, ~alal,l al-Din replied, "You did not 
understand my reference; I meant that though I am successful (najib) 
my sons will not be as fortunate as I am; and though you are not 
successful, your sons will be lucky instead."1 In other words, he was 
prophesying that his nephews, and not his sons, would be his 
successors on the throne of Egypt and would thus occupy the Citadel 
he was building to be his seat of government. This apocryphal story 
gave Maqrizi a convenient excuse to digress into a less than original 
observation on a singular aspect of dynastic changes in Islamic 
history, namely, that power was passed to the progeny of a close 
associate or a relative rather than to the offspring of the founder.2 

But it also epitomizes the history of the Citadel in the Ayyubid 
period. 

~alal,l al-Din of course turned out to be correct: none of his sons 
ever lived at the Citadel. Nor did he: he left Cairo for Syria in May 
1182 and died there on 4 March 1193, without ever returning. His 
amir Qaraqiish saw to the construction of both the Citadel and the 
walls around al-Qahira and al-Fus!ii! while he was gone.3 The two 
projects were apparently conducted independently, however, and 
according to different schedules. Qaraqiish could not complete the 

1 Qalqashandi, Subb. 3: 372-73; Maqrizi, Khitaf, 2: 204, ascribes this report to Ibn 
'Abd al-Z:ahir's lost book al-Rawcja al-Bahiyya fl Khitat al-Qahira al-Mu'izziyya, 
written in 1249, which was a primary source for both authors. 

2 Casanova, "Histoire," 565, noted that Maqrizi copied it from Ibn al-Athir, a/­
Kami!, 11: 344. 

3 As attested in three letters from al-Qii<;li al-Fii<;lil quoted by 'Imiid al-Din al­
I~fahiini, the first two in the third volume of his al-Barq al-Shami, ed. Mu~~afii al­
I:Iayiiri (Amman, 1986), 81 and 97, the third in Bundiiri, Sana, 150-51. 



THE AYYUBID SULTANATE ACQUIRES A NEW CENTER 51 

larger task of erecting the walls around the two cities, but shortly 
after Saliil). al-Din departed he finished at least the first stage of what 
he set out to build in the Citadel. After him we do not know what, if 
any, work was done in the briefreigns of Saliil). al-Din's son, al-'Aziz 
(r. 1193-98), and of al-'Aziz's son al-Man~ur (r. 1198-99), or the 
reign of al-Malik al-'Adil Sayf al-Din, who did indeed become the 
ruler of Egypt (r. 1199-1218). Al-'Adil's son, al-Kamil Mut.iammad 
(r. 1218-38), viceroy in Egypt and successor as sultan, completed the 
Citadel's construction, built a number of palaces, audience halls, and 
service structures in it, and moved there when he was viceroy in 
1207-8. From then until the end of the Mamluk period in 1517, it was 
to remain the residence of all sultans and their royal army and the seat 
of the sultanate, with only a brief interruption between 1243 and 1249 
during the reign of al-Kamil's second son, al-Salil.i Najm al-Din 
Ayyub, who moved with his mamluks to the citadel on Raw9a Island 
in the Nile. 

The Site of the Citadel 

The Citadel was built on a 75-meter-high promontory that extends 
west from the cliffs of the Muqattam hills towards the Nile almost 
midway between the two cities of al-Qahira and al-Fustat. The site 
was selected by Salal.i al-Din himself, according to Maqrizi, by hang­
ing pieces of meat in three different locations around al-Qahira and 
deciding upon the one where the meat lasted longest.4 Maqrizi may 
have inserted this anecdote, a common topos, to demonstrate the 
hygienic qualities of the site, always a significant consideration, but 
the main reason for the choice was surely its strategic importance. It 
overlooked and dominated the city of al-Qahira in the northwest, the 
city of al-Fustat in the south, and the scarcely populated land between 
them. A citadel built there would stand between the city and the 
desert, provide a vantage point from which to watch the roads lead­
ing into the city, and effectively control the north-south passage 
between it and the Muqagam hills. In addition, it was close enough 
that it would not be deprived of the city's support in the event of a 
siege and yet isolated enough to give the ruler refuge in times of civil 
unrest. 

4 Maqrizi, Khirar. 2: 203; Casanova, "Histoire," 565. 
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The site was not entirely empty before 1176. The Qubbat al-Hawa 
(Dome of the Winds) was built there by I:Iatim ibn Hurthuma, the 
Abbasid governor of Egypt between 809 and 811, and used as a 
palace by all subsequent Abbasid governors of the country. It was not 
a single domed structure as the name suggests, but a pleasure pavil­
ion suitable for royalty. Al-Ma'mfm, the seventh Abbasid caliph (r. 
813-33), stayed in it when he came to Egypt in 832, which may have 
contributed to the regal aura it acquired, for all later historians of 
Cairo mention the Qubbat al-Hawa as the place where a series of 
events took place during al-Ma'miln's visit. This early royal associa­
tion was reinforced when it was included into the construction of Ibn 
Ti.ililn's palatial complex as his private retreat; then it dominated the 
maydan, gardens, and menagerie which he constructed at the foot of 
the promontory where later the Ayyubid maydan would be built.5 

The Qubbat al-Hawa was reportedly destroyed with the rest of the 
Tulunid palaces in 905 by the Abbasid army of Mul).ammad ibn 
Sulayman, and its site lay vacant until in the second half of the Fati­
mid period it became a cemetery and a number of funerary mosques 
were constructed in it. 

The memory of the Qubbat al-Hawa persisted after it was 
destroyed, but acquired a religious character after its site became a 
cemetery. The Fatimid funerary mosque of Sa'd al-Dawla, who was 
probably a governor of Cairo during the caliphate of al-Amir (r. 
1101-30), was apparently erected over the remains of the Qubbat al­
Hawa itself.6 We know nothing of its form and appearance, but it 
seems to have been the most important of the Fatimid mosques and 
turbas that stood on the promontory, for by the time Salal). al-Din 
chose this site for his citadel, it had become known as the Jabal 
Masjid Sa'd al-Daw la (Mountain of the Mosque of Sa'd al-Dawla).7 

5 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 202; also J. M. Rogers, ".fS:.ubbat al-Hawa," EI2, 5: 297-98. 
6 Mu~~afa Jawad, "Mii'arikh al-Ahram wa Abi al-Haw!," al-Kitab 3, 6 (April 

1947): 858-68, is a review of Jamal al-Din Abi Ja'far al-Idrisi (1173-1251), Anwar 
'Ulwiyy al-Ajramfi al-Kashf'an Asrar al-Ahram; for the reference seep. 865; a fac­
simile of one manuscript of this treatise was printed as no. 44 of series C of the 
Publications of the Institute for the History of Arabic Islamic Science, ed. U. Sezgin 
(Frankfurt, 1988), see pp. 32-33; the full edition of Anwar 'Ulwiyy al-Ajram, pub­
lished under the title, Das Pyramidenbuch des Abu Ga'far al-Idrisi, by Ulrich 
Haarmann (Beirut and Stuttgart, 1991), 32. On Sa'd al-Dawla's identity, see 
Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 114; also, idem, Suluk, 1: 85, no. 5, where he is identified as a 
mamluk of al-Afqal ibn Badr al-Jamali (1094-1121). 

7 Bundiiri, Sana, 119. Later historians who copied al-'Imad's report omitted the 
name since it was no longer in use after the Citadel was built, see Ibn Wa~il, 
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It is plausible to attribute the influence of that structure to its asso­
ciation with the memory of the Qubbat al-Hawa, which had earlier 
given its name to the entire spur as well. The mosque of Sa'd al­
Dawla was later incorporated into the palaces built by al-Kamil, and 
apparently either lost its name or its function as a religious structure 
in the process, for there is no further reference to it in the sources. By 
building the Citadel, ~alal.i al-Din restored to the site its original func­
tion established by the Qubbat al-Haw a as an appropriate location for 
a royal residence. 

Maqrizi lists ten mosques in addition to Sa'd al-Dawla's that stood 
on the site chosen for the Citadel; all of them were presumably incor­
porated into it as well. 8 Casanova suggested locations and an order of 
alignment on the promontory for these mosques, but they remain con­
jectural since he depended solely on Maqrizi's text, which he himself 
admitted was confusing.9 Of them only remnants of the mosque of 
Abii-Man~iir Qasta built in 1140, also known as the mosque of Sidi 
Sariyya, still stands today; they can be found under the religious com­
plex built in 1528 by Sulayman Pasha along the wall on the north­
western tip of the Citadel. 

The sources also offer some scanty information about two more of 
the mosques: Shaqiq al-Mulk's and al-Rudayni's. According to 
Maqrizi, the first was built in 1146 by Shaqiq al-Mulk Khusriiwan, a 
palace administrator under the caliphate of al-I:Iafi'.? (r. 1131-49) and 
was located to the west of the mosque of Qasta along the wall of the 
Citadel. 10 It was apparently still standing in the early Mamluk peri­
od, for one source says that a clerk was incarcerated in it in 1283. 11 

Whether the structure was then still a mosque or had been converted 
into a prison we do not know: confining prisoners, especially if they 
were sheikhs, epistelographers, or jurists, inside a mosque was com­
mon in the Mamluk period. The second mosque, that of al-Rudayni, 
was located at the southwestern comer of the palace area in the south­
ern enclosure and survived at least until the beginning of the nine­
teenth century, as a note on the map of the Description de l' Egypte 
indicates. 12 Al-Rudayni, a legal authority (jaqih) and hadith trans-

Mufarrij, 2: 53; Maqrizi, Khi(a(, 1: 380; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 4: 41. 
8 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 202-3. 
9 Casanova, "Histoire," 557-64; MacKenzie, Cairo, 58. See, for instance, the con-

tradictory remarks about the mosque of Shaqiq al-Mulkin Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 202-3. 
10 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 445-46. 
11 Ibn al-Furat, Tarfkh, 7: 274. 
12 Description de l' Egypte, etat moderne, plane hes, vol. 1, pl. 26. 
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mitter (mu~addith) who died around 1145, had lived in the mosque of 
Sa'd al-Dawla before moving there. Like the mosque of Sa'd al­
Dawla, his mosque was included into the palaces built by al-Kamil 
and retained its function as an oratory .13 

As Sal~ al-Din must have recognized, the site had one limitation: 
its northern and western sides were exposed to the higher cliffs of the 
Muqattam hills rising more than 120 meters behind it. The danger 
was not so much that the site could be bombarded from these cliffs: 
catapults of the period were not capable of throwing projectiles over 
such a distance. 14 It was rather that it could be attacked from the 
northeast or the southeast by troops moving along the edge of the 
hills which sloped down almost uninterruptedly toward it. To avoid 
that risk, Sal~ al-Din ordered the promontory cut from the rest of the 
Muqattam hills by quarrying its eastern side, thus artificially creating 
the platform on which the Citadel was built. 

The Citadel that Qaraqush Built 

During the first stage of construction, Qaraqush, with a speed that 
dazzled contemporaries, had the walls constructed, the stone cut for 
the escarpment that girdled the walls, a deep moat dug around the 
Citadel, and the road narrowed behind it. After listing these achieve­
ments, the sources express their admiration and astonishment by stat­
ing that Qaraqush "without divine help, could not have accomplished 
all the magnificent works in the Citadel in the few years it took" 
(from 1176 to 1184).15 

Indeed, such a huge undertaking could not have been accom­
plished in the short time it took without immense financial resources 
and an enormous labor force, both of which Qaraqush apparently 
had. The letters of al-Qac;li al-Fac;lil addressed to Sala!). al-Din and 

13 Ibn al-Zayyat, al-Kawakib al-Sayyara fi Tartfb al-Ziyara, (Cairo, 1907), 302; 
Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 1, 2: 398. Qalqashandi, Sub}J, 3: 372, reports a story from Ibn 'Abd 
al-Ziihir's al-Raw<ja al-Bahiyya, which indicates that al-Rudayni's mosque stood 
among al-Kamil's palaces. 

14 Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 5-6, his rebuttal was prompted by the assertion of the 
Description de [' Egypte' 18, 2: 282, that "cet emplacement pour un chateau fort etoit 
mal choisi; du mont Moqattam, qui est au levant, on plonge dans l'interieur du 
chateau, et !'on peut aisement le battre en ruines." 

15 Bundari, Sana, 119. This account by al-'Imad al-'I~fahani is the earliest on the 
Citadel. Similar reports appear in Abii Shama, Raw<jatayn, 1, 2: 687; Ibn Wa~il, 
Mufarrij, 2: 52-54; Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 3, 2: 88. 
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quoted by 'Imad al-Din and 'Imad al-Din's own report on the Citadel 
confirm the abundant flow of funds throughout the reign of Salfil.i al­
Din, even when he was involved in costly military operations in Bilad 
al-Sham and in dire need of cash. Maqrizi quotes Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir's 
estimate that fifty thousand Frankish prisoners were employed in the 
building of the Citadel and the walls around the two cities (this is 
probably highly exaggerated but suggests a great many nonethe­
less ).16 The Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr, who was in Egypt in 
1183, when the Citadel was still under construction, saw thousands of 
them sawing the marble, cutting the huge stones, and digging the 
ditch that skirts the walls in the rock with pickaxes. 17 The observa­
tion suggests that the stone was quarried from the site and then used 
to build the walls, a very practical solution which must have saved 
both time and money. Modern scholars have relied on it to refute the 
story, wrongly attributed to 'Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, an Iraqi 
physician who lived in Egypt at the end of the twelfth century, that 
Qaraqush destroyed a number of small pyramids in Giza so he could 
use their ready cut stone blocks for the Citadel and the city walls. 18 

The small pyramids were destroyed, but their stones were primarily 
used to build a bridge with forty-plus arcades, known as the Qanatir 
al-Giza, that once connected al-Fustat to Giza on the western bank 
and to the road to the delta beyond: 19 Some stones may have been 
carried to the east bank of the Nile to build the riverine walls, but the 
three extra kilometers they would have to have been carried up a 
steep road to the site of the Citadel would have made the task too 
cumbersome and expensive to be expedient. 

In the original plan of Salfil.i al-Din, the Citadel was to be almost 
equidistant from the northern and southern extremities of the walls 
surrounding the two cities and to sit astride them, so that its eastern 
side would face outside the fortifications toward the desert. This plan 
was not carried out, but the Citadel had strategic significance inde-

16 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 204; MacKenzie, Cairo, 61. 
17 Ibn Jubayr, RifJla, 25. 
18 Casanova, "Histoire," 541-42; Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 5; MacKenzie, Cairo, 

62-64, cites both Baghdadi and Maqrizi to the same effect although their reports are 
different. 

19 Idrisi, Anwar, 40-41; 'Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, al-lfarj.a wa-1- l'tibar ft al­
Umitr al-Mushahada wa-1-f:lawadith al-Mu'ayana bi-Arrj. Mi$r (Cairo, 1869), 36; 
idem, Relations de l'Egypte, ed. Silvestre de Sacy (Paris, 1810), 171-72, are very 
clear that the use of stones from the pyramids was limited to the building of the 
bridge. 
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pendent of the walls, located as it was on the highest point between 
the Nile and the Muqanam hills that controlled the bottleneck 
between the city's eastern border and the hills. Defensibility and 
security were obviously the major concerns for Qaraqush when he set 
about building it, as the battlements and moat cut in the rock around 
its northern, eastern, and parts of its western and southern sides and 
the towers, bastions, and solid curtain walls built above the escarp­
ments enclosing it from the northern, eastern, and parts of the west­
ern sides testify (see pl. 10). But aside from these fortifications, we 
only have some textual references and a few remains that unques­
tionably belong to his work. The remains include the main gate of the 
Citadel, the Bab al-Mudarraj, with its dedicatory inscription dated 
579 A.H. (1183-84) and the stairway (mudarraj) cut in the rock that 
leads to it; another path, carved in the rock of the promontory, that 
meanders its way up from the lower enclosure and around the west­
ern edge towards an entrance to the southern enclosure that no longer 
exists; and the Bi'r Yusuf. Otherwise we know nothing about the 
arrangements he made for the Citadel's interior space or how far its 
original walls extended into the southern enclosure along the spur's 
edges facing the city. 

Casanova and Creswell both believed the northern enclosure be­
longed to ~alfil.i al-Din's original enceinte. Creswell reconstituted its 
original plan by analyzing each and every structural elements along 
its perimeter and demonstrated that almost all of its small round 
towers, salients, and curtain walls-with the exception of the stretch 
in the northwest between the Burj al-,SaQI'a and the Bab al-Mudar­
raj-were built by Qaraqiish during ,Salal.i al-Din's reign. The large 
square and round towers were added later either by al-'Adil or by his 
son al-Kamil during his viceroyalty (1200-18), usually by encasing 
and enlarging the earlier, smaller towers. Creswell argued that the 
structural unity among these elements shows that the northern enclo­
sure was a unified project from the start, and that, despite later forti­
fications, the general outline of the enclosure remained as Qaraqiish 
established it until the late fifteenth century. 20 

Unlike the northern enclosure, the southern one was built incre­
mentally at various, undocumented intervals as the variety of stone 
sizes and shapes and course arrangements of its walls suggest. The 

20 Creswell, "Researches," 157-58; idem, M.A. E., 2: 1-39. MacKenzie, Cairo, 
60-63, accepts all of Creswell's conclusions. 
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last phase of building, and the one that obliterated many-but not 
all-traces of earlier work, is Mul.iammad 'Ali's rearrangement of the 
enclosure's contour over a period of forty-five years to close off 
many of the old access routes for security reasons, to accommodate 
the new structures he was concurrently building, and to give the 
entire enclosure a unified appearance by adding a continuous mold­
ing around the top of its walls. Scholars have long pondered whether 
any part of this enclosure, which was essentially what is there today, 
belongs to ~alal.i al-Din's original work, and, if so, what its original 
layout was like. Opinions differ, although the main piece of evidence 
adduced in the arguments is the one and only contemporary report 
that records in detail the length of the walls around the cities of al­
Qahira and al-Fuslat and the Citadel. The measurements were estab­
lished by ~alal.i al-Din's royal office of accounts and copied directly 
by al-'Imad al-I~fahani, who, because of his high position at court, 
had access to official documents.21 Al-'Imad's figure for the Cita­
del's perimeter, in which he included the dimensions of its towers and 
bastions as well, is 3,210 Hashimite cubits, the equivalent of either 
2, 103 or 1,977 meters, depending on the conversion value adopted. 22 

Casanova and Creswell both used the first figure to reconstruct the 
Citadel's original plan and in the process discovered that it is greater 
than the circumference of the present northern enclosure, but smaller 
than the total of the two enclosures; however, they produced two dif­
ferent explanations for the discrepancy. 

Although Casanova's calculations resulted in a discrepancy of 300 
meters of wall, he still maintained that the northern enclosure formed 
the original enceinte. He suggested that the southern enclosure, or the 
"royal complex" as he calls it, was an afterthought begun by ~alal.i al­
Din after the fortified northern wall was completed to take advantage 
of its defensibility, but it was not finished until the time of al-Kamil, 
to whom he attributed the original wall and gate between the two 

21 Bundfui, Sana, 119-20; the numbers are repeated by most Arab chroniclers of 
the Ayyubid period; cf. lbn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 2: 52-53; lbn al-Dawadari, Kanz al­
Durar wa-Jami' al-Ghurar, vol. 7, al-Durr al-Maf[ub ft Akhbar Bani Ayyub, ed. 
S. A. F. 'Ashiir (Cairo, 1972), 41; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 84. 

22 According to Casanova, "Histoire," 535-37, and Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 39, one 
Hashimite cubit= 0.656 meter, which gives a total of 2,103 m. M . .Qiya' al-Din el­
Rayyis, al-KhirJj ft l-Dawla al-Islamiyya IJatta Munta$af al-Qarn al-Thalith al-Hijrl 
(Cairo, 1957), 274-77, gives the length of the Hashimite cubit as two Egyptian feet 
or one and one-third ancient Egyptian cubits which equals 0.616 meters. That makes 
the total 1,977 meters. 
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enclosures as well.23 Creswell showed that Casanova mistakenly 
included into his calculation towers and sections built by al-Kamil 
rather than Salal,l al-Din and parts of walls built by Mul,lammad 'Ali 
in the nineteenth century. He subtracted their total and came up with 
a circumference for the original northern enclosure of almost 1,400 
meters, leaving between 545 and 700 meters (depending on which 
figure one uses for the Hashimite cubit) unaccounted for. Creswell 
suggested that these 545-700 meters of wall extended from the two 
ends of the actual northern enclosure at the Burj al-Wastani and the 
Burj al-Muqagam far into the southern enclosure, but stopped short 
of reconstructing its layout or giving a date for the original wall sep­
arating the two enclosures.24 He only postulated from the map of the 
Description de l' Egypte that excavations to the south and southeast 
of the Sur al-Qulla would undoubtedly uncover portions of the miss­
ing walls. 

Creswell had a positivist attitude toward architectural history: any 
attempt to reconstruct a structure that could not be archaeologically 
verified was not worth the trouble.25 Since he also accepted the wide­
ly held belief that Mul,lammad 'Ali razed all traces of earlier arrange­
ments, he overlooked a number of remains and entire structures 
underground that could have guided him to a more thorough recon­
struction. Instead he limited his observations on the extent of Salal,l 
al-Din's original walls into the southern enclosure to hasty com­
ments. Today, excavations inside the enclosure have become an even 
more remote probability than they were in his days, because of the 
implementation of the tourist-oriented plan of circulation and land­
scaping in most open areas to create an orderly environment. But it is 
still possible to conjecture a reconstruction using an approach that 
relies on textual evidence and the few archaeological remains avail­
able. 

We first have to assume that the original enceinte extended from 
the Burj al-Wastani and the Burj al-Muqattam into the southern 
enclosure. This cannot be verified because the walls standing there 
today are definitely post-Ottoman-the southern stretch from the 
Burj al-Muqattam belongs to Yakan Pasha's reconstruction of 1785, 

23 Casanova, "Histoire," 575-76. 
24Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 39; MacKenzie, Cairo, 64-66, uses Creswell's arguments 

but reaches a different conclusion. 
25 See the analysis of J. M. Rogers, "Architectural History as Literature: 

Creswell's Reading and Methods," Muqarnas 8 (1991): 45-54. 



THE AYYUBID SULTANATE ACQUIRES A NEW CENTER 59 

and that between the Burj al-Wastani and the Police Museum was 
rebuilt by Mul).ammad 'Ali as shown by the superimposition of the 
Description map and the contemporary one-but there is plenty of 
evidence in its favor. Creswell suggested that the wall inside the 
southern enclosure today that continues without a break for 65 meters 
southwest of the Burj al-Muqattam to the Ottoman polygonal tower 
which flanks the Bi'r Yusuf may be part of the original enceinte.26 A 
similar tower stands between the well and the southern comer of the 
mosque of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad, and is joined to the first tower by a 
curtain wall of late construction (pl. 9). The rubble lying around it 
makes it very difficult to retrieve the original plan of the area, but this 
apparent fortification of the well, illogical as it seems today, under­
lines its importance. It also suggests that it may once have formed the 
edge of the enceinte and that the towers could well be later modifi­
cations or improvements on earlier ones. 

To reconstruct the original wall extending from the Burj al-Was­
tani is even more difficult. The changes and rebuildings in the area to 
its northwest stretching toward the Burj al-Shakh~ (no. 86 on the 
Description map, the tower with the double-headed eagle on its west­
ern face) on the northern tip of the southern enclosure cannot be dis­
entangled. But the Burj al-Shakh~, or more probably an older tower 
which stood in the same spot, must have belonged to the original 
enceinte because, like the walls of the northern enclosure, its founda­
tion closely skirts the stone escarpment attributed to Qaraqflsh (pl. 
10). The section of the curtain wall continuing south between the Burj 
al-Shakh!? and the Burj al-Rafraf (no. 84, the Maison de Joseph on the 
Description map) may also be original. Parts of its side facing west 
rest on carved stone escarpments, but it is impossible to determine 
their extent because many later structures in the lower enclosure 
below abut its foundations and obstruct any investigation there. 
Where it ended exactly is difficult to fix, but should be at or around 
the Burj al-Rafraf. 

A description of the Citadel by Ibn Fae.II-Allah al-'Umari written 
around the year 1330 provides an indirect clue that the Burj al-Rafraf 
formed the southern border of the original enclosure.27 It says, "The 

26 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 39. 
27 Casanova, "Histoire," 576-78, struggled with a misleading copy of the same 

account reproduced in Maqrizi's Khitat. 2:204, and decided that what it implied was 
that the walls of the Citadel stopped at the fourteenth-century Qa~r al-Ablaq, a fact 
that would have jeopardized the Citadel's defensibility. He explained this discre-
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Citadel is surrounded by a stone wall with towers and bastions until 
it reaches [yantahi, in the masculine form thus referring to the 
Citadel's wall] the newly built Qa~r al-Ablaq of al-Na~ir Mul.iam­
mad, then from there on it connects with the quarters of the sultan in 
an arrangement which is not like the ways of towers of citadels."28 

The reference here is obviously to two different treatments of the 
exterior walls of the Citadel as observed by a high-ranking adminis­
trator during the reign of al-Na~ir Mul.iammad, who built the Qa~r al­
Ablaq and most other royal structures. The walls of the first section 
(i.e., the northern enclosure and the western side of the southern) are 
reinforced by towers and bastions and they stop at the Qa~r al-Ablaq, 
which was built shortly before 'Umari wrote his description. The last 
sentence of 'Umari's description is confusing and syntactically incor­
rect. It may be construed as meaning that from the Qa~r al-Ablaq to 
the quarters of the sultan-a distance which covers virtually all the 
rest of the western and all the southern sides of the southern enclo­
sure-the wall was not buttressed with towers and bastions as forti­
fications normally would be. This is certainly the case today for that 
particular stretch of wall, but the area has been rebuilt several times 
since the fourteenth century. 

The spur on which the Citadel is constructed does not underlie the 
whole area; at some point some parts of the platform were filled in.29 

Al-'Umart's sentence can also be construed as meaning that the Qa~r 
al-Ablaq and the sultan's quarters were built on the edge of the spur 
which formed the foundation of the original enceinte so that its walls 
abutted them. If that is the case then it implies that the royal palaces 
of the fourteenth century were built outside the original enceinte and, 
when they were constructed, constituted the farthest extension of the 
Citadel. This is corroborated by what is known of the work of al­
Na~ir Mul.iammad who modified the organization of the southern 
enclosure in toto over his thirty-year rule. The structures that he 
added may have had their foundations on ground that was artificial­
ly raised to the level of the spur and incorporated into the Citadel's 
southern enclosure. This hypothesis is not backed by any of the many 

pancy by assuming that ~aliil). al-Din's initial plan did not include this area of the 
southern enclosure. 

28 'Umari, Masiilik, 140-41. 
29 Creswell, "Researches," 98; M.A. E., 2: 5. 
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descriptions of al-Na~ir MuQ.ammad's structures from the Mamluk 
period, but it can be sustained by the configuration of the western part 
of the southern enclosure. The south wall of the Burj al-Rafraf, which 
does not rest on any escarpment and is built up from the stables level 
below, extends to the east for a distance of about 35 meters until it 
reaches the wall upon which the western portico of MuQ.ammad 'Ali's 
mosque was built. Then it breaks at an almost right angle to the south 
to run the width of that portico until it reaches the tip of the platform 
south of the mosque and across from the Burj al-Rafraf. This plat­
form, which may be the site of the Qa~r al-Ablaq, rests upon the great 
vaulted hall labeled "ruined vaults" on Colonel Green's map of 1896 
which sits on top of two other vaulted halls. The three superimposed 
halls probably formed the palace's basements. They cover the height 
of approximately 30 meters between the ground level of the stables 
and that of the southern enclosure above, thus validating the assertion 
that the palace was constructed outside the spur proper on an artifi­
cially raised platform (see fig. 15). 

It may be, then, that ~alaQ. al-Din's original wall ended where the 
Qa~r al-Ablaq began. The palace may have stood at the angle where 
the wall turned west to join the area of the Bi'r Yusuf, which may 
have constituted the southwestern border of the original Citadel built 
by Qaraqush. This arrangement is impossible to prove, yet if we are 
to believe the account of al-'Imad al-I~fahani, then it would at least 
account for the difference between the Citadel's original circumfer­
ence and the perimeter of the northern enclosure today. If we connect 
the end of the southern wall of the Burj al-Rafraf on the map to the 
tower behind the Bi'r Yusuf, a distance of about 175 meters, we 
would have completed the periphery of a smaller, hypothetical enclo­
sure within the southern enclosure. Starting from the Bab al-Mudarraj 
to the Burj al-Shakh~ to the Burj al-Rafraf and then joining the wall 
south of the Burj al-Muqattam, the circumference of this reconstruct­
ed enclosure is between 600 and 700 meters, depending on what parts 
are included in the area of the Bab al-Mudarraj (fig. 16). This must 
be the lost section of the Citadel that Qaraqush built. The actual 
boundaries of the southern enclosure must have resulted from an 
expansion that took place after the original citadel was completed. 

In ~alaQ. al-Din's original plan, the Citadel depended on, and com­
plemented, a system of defense based on surrounding al-Qahira and 
al-Fusra! with fortified walls reinforced at the crucial points with 
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massive towers, such as the Burj al-Zafar (Victory Tower) in the 
northeast and Burj al-Maqs (Levy Tower, which no longer exists) in 
the northwest on the banks of the Nile.30 The proximity of al-Qahira 
and al-Fustat made provisioning the Citadel easier. Water brought 
from the Nile on camelback, combined with the supply from the Bi'r 
Yusuf inside the enceinte, would have allowed it to withstand long 
sieges. But when the first phase of construction was finished by Qara­
qush in 1183-84, its defenses could no longer have depended on these 
larger fortifications, because they were not completed and the area to 
the west of the Citadel was still sparsely settled. In the late Fatimid 
and early Ayyubid period, especially after the shrinking of the east­
ern parts of Fustii!, it was covered either with cemeteries or heaps of 
rubble (kiman). 31 The Citadel could never have sustained an attack if 
its western flank had not been solidly built. The fortifications around 
the Bi'r Yusuf, the carved section of the spur under the southern 
enclosure and the strong walls flanking it, which are all Qaraqush's 
works, confirm that the extension of the original enceinte into the 
southern enclosure did not go unfortified. The missing sections of its 
walls cannot be conclusively reconstructed, but they would have had 
some measure of fortification-towers, moat, and the like-along 
them from the beginning. 

Accepting this scheme solves two logistical problems. First, in this 
reconstruction the Bi'r Yusuf is within the original enceinte where it 
should be. This well, a masterpiece of medieval engineering, is about 
90 meters deep, dug into the rocky ground south of the mosque of al­
Na~ir Mul).ammad (fig. 17). It is firmly dated to the time of ~alal:i al­
Din, for all the known Arabic sources credit it to Qaraqush, presum­
ably as part of the Citadel's construction.32 If the northern enclosure 
originally constituted the entire enceinte, then the well, located in the 
southern enclosure, would have been outside its fortifications. This 
does not make much sense since depending on an external water sup­
ply imperils a citadel's ability to withstand a siege-any medieval 

3° Creswell, M.A. E., 2:41-63; MacKenzie, Cairo, 52-58. 
31 The usual view is that Fustiit was deserted as a result of the great fire set by 

Shiiwar in 1168, but this hides the more sinister decline of the city's eastern flanks 
that followed the 1065-72 al-Shidda al- 'U;ma (the Great Calamity) during the reign 
of al-Mustan~ir. See Kubiak, "The Burning of Mi~r al-Fustiit in 1168," 51-64. 

32 Bundiiri, Sand, 119; Abu Shiima, Rawqatayn, 1, 2: 687; 'Abd al-Latif al­
Baghdiidi, al-Ifada wa-1- I'tibar, 36; lbn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 3, 2: 88; lbn Wii~il, 
Mufarrij, 2: 53-54. 
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Fig. 17: Section through the Bi'r Yusuf 

citadel would have had all its vital services, including its water sup­
ply, within its walls.33 

Second, the site of the mosque of al-Na~ir Mut.iammad is also 
incorporated into the proposed enceinte and may have been the site 

33 An anonymous Crusader reports that a citadel which he calls Exerogorgo (?), 
and which he describes as being a four-day journey from Iznik, had a well outside 
its main gate. It fell to the "Turks" (Muslims) in 1096, because when they besieged 
it, they cut off its water supply and forced the defenders to surrender; see Gesta 
Francorum et Aliorum Hierosolimitanorum (dated between 1085 and 1099), Arabic 
trans. I:Iasan I:Iabashi, 'A'mal al-Faranja wa-lfujjaj Bayt al-Maqdis (Cairo, 1958), 
20. 
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of the Citadel's original congregational mosque. A citadel in an Isla­
mic city would have to have had a congregational mosque, so Salal.i 
al-Din's plan must have provided for one, although no source credits 
him with building it. Since the site reportedly had eleven mosques on 
it already, one of them could have been appropriated for the purpose. 
The sources do not corroborate this suggestion, but a mosque known 
as the Masjid al-Qal'a (Mosque of the Citadel) is mentioned from at 
least 1250, when, we are told, the Friday sermons at the Citadel and 
in Mi~r were pronounced in the name of the Ayyubid al-Na~ir Yusuf 
after it was thought that his army had defeated the Mamluks.34 In the 
beginning of Baybars's reign, the newly installed Abbasid caliph, al­
Mustan~ir Billah II, twice gave a sermon there on the occasion of his 
nomination in 1261. 35 Reports about the construction of the mosque 
of al-Na~ir Mut.iammad in 1318 specify that the building replaced an 
older one in the same site, presumably a mosque that existed there 
from at least the beginning of the Mamluk, and possibly from the 
Ayyubid, period or even earlier.36 Al-'Imad al-I~fahani's report on 
the Citadel's circumference suggests that the mosque in that location 
may even have predated the Citadel. When he refers to the length of 
walls built by Qaraqiish from the Citadel to the city of al-Fustat, he 
begins with the phrase, "From the Citadel's wall on the side of the 
mosque of Sa'd al-Daw la ... ,"37 implying that the mosque had not 
been tom down when the Citadel was built and stood on·the edge of 
the initial enceinte, exactly where the mosque of al-Na~ir Mut.iam­
mad stands in our proposed plan. The Mamluk congregational 
mosque at the Citadel may therefore have replaced the mosque of 
Sa'd al-Dawla which had been the most important structure on the 
site and may have been incorporated into Salal.i al-Din's Citadel. 

No one mentions gates to Salal.i al-Din's original enceinte, but 
there must have been more than two of them as there were in all other 
citadels of the time. Mamluk historians list three gates in the four­
teenth century: the Bab al-Mudarraj and the Bab al-Qarafa (Qarafa 
Gate) or the Bab al-Jabal, and the smaller Bab al-Sirr (Secret Gate) 

34 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 374; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 7; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 1: 41. 
35 Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, Rawt;l, 101, he was an eyewitness. Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 302, 

and Suluk, 1: 450, in the events of 1261 when the first Abbasid caliph in Cairo, al­
Mustan~ir Billah II, was installed; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 111; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 1: 
296-97. 

36 Maqrizi, Khita(, 2: 213 and 325. 
37 Bundiiri, Sana, 119. 
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which opened into the southern enclosure facing the Iwan al-Kabir 
and was used only by the sultan and official guests. 38 They do not 
specify, however, whether the gates dated back to the original con­
struction. Al-'Umari, whose text was copied by Maqrizi and 
Qalqashandi, says that the Bab al-Mudarraj was turned towards Cairo 
and the Bab al-Qarafa or Bab al-Jabal faced the mountain and was lit­
tle used because it was very difficult to reach. He does not, however, 
say where the two gates were. Creswell convincingly demonstrated 
that the two buried bent entrances in the northern enclosure he dis­
covered, one along its southern wall at the Burj al-Matar and the 
other in the middle of its eastern wall at the Burj al-Imam, and the 
two pastern gates all dated from the early Ayyubid period.39 

The Bab al-Sirr has disappeared, but its location is fairly well 
established. It stood near the present-day Bab al-Wastani on the 
northwestern side of the southern enclosure adjacent to the big Burj 

Rumoyla 
Squarr. 

CD 
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Fig. 18: The Bab al-'Azab to the Bab al-Jadid 

38 'Umari, Masdlik, 141; Qalqashandi, Subf:i, 3: 374; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 204. 
39 Creswell, M.A. E., 2:14-16, 18-20. 
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al-Wastani that forms the northern end of the Sur al-Qulla (fig. 18). 
The area's configuration today is very confusing, for it was here that 
Mul)ammad 'Ali ended his artificial ramp for the new carriage road 
leading to the Citadel's gate in 1825, which obliterated all traces of 
earlier arrangements. Qalqashandi speaks of the Bab al-Sirr as 
reached through a "winding road contiguous to the Citadel's ba~rl 
[facing the ba~r, the Nile, or northwestern] wall."40 This could only 
mean the carved path that skirts the northwestern side of the southern 
enclosure, which most probably belonged to the original enceinte. 
The part of the path that remains is similar in its execution to the 
work done in the northern enclosure, where the spur is cut away from 
the Muqanam hill by a ditch obviously carved at the same time as the 
construction of the towers above it (see pl. 10). The path originally 
led only to the Bab al-Sirr and was connected to the passage that led 
to the Bab al-Mudarraj, which formed, at least in the years between 
the Mamluks and Mul)ammad 'Ali, the main entrance from the city. 

The Bab al-Mudarraj still stands today and it opens into the north­
ern enclosure (pl. 11). It is firmly attributable to the original Ayyubid 
enceinte, although its area has been repeatedly rebuilt. The shape of 
the arch above its opening, the joggled voussoirs of its interior arch­
es, and the disposition of tripartite engaged columns on the sides of 
the three alcoves inside its biishiira are all characteristic of Ayyubid 
architecture, although the dome over the biishiira and the arches of its 
four squinches are covered with a painted inscription band bearing 
the name and titles of al-Na~ir Mul)ammad and possibly the date 709 
A.H. (1310). Casanova suggested that al-Na$ir Mul)ammad, who 
returned twice to the throne, painted his name and titles on three 
superimposed layers of stucco on the three occasions of his enthrone­
ment, but the stone surface underneath is undoubtedly Ayyubid.41 

The gate was originally named after the stairway (mudarraj), carved 
in the rock which led to it from the end of the Sikkat al-Chorafa 
(Street of the Nobles) ascending from the maydan level (see fig. 14). 
The access to the Citadel was purposely divided: there were stairs for 
the common people who had to dismount before entering, and a path 
to the Bab al-Sirr reserved for the sultan and high-ranking officials 
and foreign envoys who would ride in on horseback.42 

40 Qalqashandi, Sub~. 3: 374. 
41 Casanova, "Histoire," 627-29. 
42 Sakhawi, Dhayl, 82, records the difficulty in ascending these steps for two old 

jurists (fuqahii') who used to visit the son of the sultan in the Citadel. 
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The original Bab al-Qarafa has disappeared; an Ottoman gate there 
today, adjacent to the Burj al-Muqanam and opening into the south­
ern enclosure, preserves the name but not necessarily the location 
(see fig. 9). The area was built over more than once, most extensive­
ly in 1785 when Yakan Pasha constructed his palace there and oblit­
erated all traces of its original organization. Where the original Bab 
al-Qarafa was, therefore, is unknown. Creswell conflated the location 
of the two gates he had discovered in the 1920s with the Mamluk 
reports and argued that the arched doorway under the rubble between 
the two half-round bastions of the Burj al-Imam is to be identified 
with the missing Bab al-Qarafa.43 His argument, however, is not con­
vincing. It could equally have been applied to the other entrance at 
the Burj al-Matar. Both have a distinctly Ayyubid shape and both 
have rectangular depressions, apparently intended for inscription 
slabs, over their arched openings, but the question cannot be taken 
further at this stage, for the the inscription slabs are blank. Moreover, 
the Burj al-Imam is far to the west, implying that the Ral:tbat al-Qal'a 
(Citadel Square), which linked the two original gates, covered more 
than half the northern enclosure's surf ace, which is unlikely. The tex­
tual clues favor locating the original Bab al-Qarafa somewhere 
around the present site of the Bab al-Jabal. The Sur al-Qulla's end 
may have been further to the west to accommodate the Bab al-Qarafa 
within the northern enclosure, but it is impossible to prove or dis­
prove this interpretation with the archaeological evidence available. 

The inscription, affixed above the Bab al-Mudarraj, gives the date 
579 A.H. (1183-84) and is among the rare documents contemporary 
with the original building (pl. 12). Its text, composed of nine lines of 
early Ayyubid cursive script, records the names of Saliil:t al-Din, al­
'Adil, and Qaraqllsh as the principal patrons of the Citadel, but does 
not expressly say that they completed it. One can infer, however, that 
a good deal was accomplished in its seven years of uninterrupted 
construction, for the text speaks of "this magnificent citadel." It also 
offers many clues about the message that the Citadel was meant to 
convey and its intended functions. It reads: 

(1 to 3) In the Name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate. Lo, We 
have given thee [O MuQ.ammad] a signal victory. That God may for­
give thee thy sins, that which is past and that which is to come, and may 

43 Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 37-38 
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perfect His favor unto thee, and may guide thee on the right path. And 
that God may help thee with strong help [Qur'an 48:1-3]. Has ordered 
the construction of this magnificent Citadel, near the God-protected (4) 
city of Cairo, on a strong mound (al-carma), which [the citadel] com­
bines utility (nafan) and embellishment (tabslnan), and comfort 
(si'atdn) and shield (tab~lndn) to whoever seeks refuge in the shadow 
(5) of his kingdom, our lord al-Malik al-Nii~ir Salfil:i al-Dunyii wa-1-Din 
Abii-al- (6) Mu~affar Yusuf ibn Ayyiib, the reviver of the dominion of 
the prince of the believers (mublyy dawlat amlr al-mu,minln), under the 
guidance of his brother and heir apparent al-Malik al-'Adil Sayf al-Din 
Abi Bakr Mui)ammad, the chosen friend of the prince of the believers 
(khalll amlr al-mu,minln) (8) and under the supervision of the amir of 
his kingdom and the assistant to his rule Qariiqiish ibn 'Abdallah al­
Malaki (9) al-Nii~iri in the year 579 [l 183-84].44 

This exceptional document establishes the image that the Ayyubid 
monarch sought to project of himself and his reign, through, first, the 
choice of Qur'anic quotation. The first three verses of the Surat al­
F at/:l (Sura of the Conquest), according to Islamic tradition, were 
revealed to the Prophet MuQ.ammad after his victorious entry into 
Mecca in 630, which secured his control over western Arabia. It was 
subsequently used by many Muslim conquerors to inscribe on build­
ings they erected to celebrate their conquests.45 The quotation can be 
interpreted as alluding to SalaQ. al-Din's having managed, after two 
years of strenuous campaigning (1183-84), to become the sole ruler 
of Syria. Or-and this is a more plausible interpretation since the 
inscription could be seen by all Cairenes entering the Citadel-it 
could refer to Sala!) al-Din's domination of Egypt and his spectacu­
lar rise from lieutenant in the Syrian army to sultan. 

This second possibility has a precedent in the Mashhad al-Juyushi, 
where Qur'anic passages that include the first five verses of the Surat 
al-Fat/:! are also inscribed, this time in the cupola in front of its 
mihrab. This enigmatic structure, looming high on the cliff of the 
Muqanam hill behind the spur of the Citadel overlooking the city and 
its surroundings, was constructed by Badr al-Jamali, the commander 
of the Fatimid armies (amir al-juyush, hence the name). Badr had 

44 Arabic text with a few variations and French translation in Van Berchem, 
C. I. A., Egypte, 1: 80-85; Repertoire Chronologique d'Epigraphie Arabe, 9: 123-24; 
Casanova, "Histoire," 569-71. 

45 A list of similar inscriptions is in Erica Dodd and Shereen Khairallah, The 
Image of the Word: A Study of Quranic Verses in Islamic Architecture, 2 vols. 
(Beirut, 1981 ), 2: 118-20. 
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brought his army from Syria in 1074 in response to a plea by the 
caliph al-Mustan~ir to restore order to a country that has been belea­
guered by six years of chaos, rioting, and internecine warfare. He 
built this structure in 1085 after he had consolidated his control over 
the entire country and had become the vizier, as well as army com­
mander, leaving the caliph as a mere religious figurehead. Although 
the structure is identified as a mashhad (shrine) in its dedicatory 
inscription, and although it boasts an impressive minaret and its hall 
has a mihrab, scholars have puzzled over its real function since no 
settlement existed around it to warrant a minaret for the call to prayer 
and no reference to a saint has been found to explain the shrine 
ascription. The most current interpretation is that Badr built it as a 
memorial to commemorate his victories in Egypt and his elevation to 
the highest office in the land.46 His means of communicating this 
message were both visible and legible, and in both cases his builders 
ingeniously used already established architectural and epigraphic 
topoi but manipulated and reordered them to control their meaning. 
Thus, a huge minaret was built on the highest cliff dominating the 
city where no minaret would be needed, but where such an Islamic 
symbol would be seen and understood by all the inhabitants of the 
two capitals.47 Similarly, the Qur'anic passages would provide a 
sacred narrative that reiterated the claims and aspirations of Badr al­
Jamali. 

~ala!). al-Din's career in Egypt bears an astonishing resemblance to 
Badr's. He too came from Syria with an army sent in response to 
pleas from a despondent caliph, penetrated the Fatimid hierarchy, 
and reached the top. He too brought his own supporters-mostly 
Kurds, comparable to Badr's Armenian followers-and built his 
power base by assigning them important positions in the Egyptian 
army and administration. He too was faced with armed resistance by 
various factions in the Fatimid state and managed with great effort to 
subdue or eliminate them. Favorable historical circumstances 

46 Oleg Grabar, "The Earliest Islamic Commemorative Structures, Notes and 
Documents," Ars Orienta/is 6 (1966): 7 -46, esp. 27-29; Yusuf Ragib, "Un oratoire 
fatimide au sommet du Muqattam," Studia Islamica 65 (1987): 51-67. 

47 Farid Shiife'i, "The Mashhad al-Juyiishi: Archaeological Notes and Studies," 
Studies in Islamic Art and Architecture in Honour of Professor K. A .C. Creswell, ed. 
C. L. Geddes et al. (Cairo, 1965), 237-52, suggested that the minaret may have been 
intended as a watch tower, and that the entire structure should be seen as having a 
military purpose. 
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allowed Salfil) al-Din to abolish the Fatimid caliphate, however, and 
assume the sultanate for himself, while Badr needed its legitimizing 
cover. Thus, it is plausible that the three verses of the Surat al-Fat}J 
on the Citadel's inscription were selected to confirm the commemo­
rative character of the Citadel, consecrating, as it were, the ascen­
dancy of Sala!). al-Din. It is also plausible to see in their choice a 
deliberate emulation of Badr al-Jamali as an earlier military con­
queror and savior of Egypt. 

Salfil) al-Din's claim to supremacy can also be read in the titles he 
assumed for himself or gave to his brother and his lieutenant. Most 
noteworthy is the honorific mu}Jiyy dawlat amir al-mu,minin (reviver 
of the dominion of the prince of the believers)-obviously a refer­
ence to the Abbasid caliph, not the recently deposed Fatimid one­
which appears in many of his later inscriptions as well.48 Compound 
titles of amir al-mu,minin were not a new phenomenon; they had 
been in use in both Fatimid and Abbasid chanceries for at least a hun­
dred years before Salfil) al-Din's time, and were regulated and ranked 
according to the relative power of their holders and their impact on 
the caliphate.49 Sala!). al-Din's brother's honorific, khalil amir al­
mu,minin (chosen friend of the prince of the believers), appeared in 
the protocols of several Fatimid viziers in the eleventh century. It was 
probably appropriated by the Abbasids and bestowed upon al-'Adil 
as a specifically Egyptian title; it was later routinely granted to all the 
Ayyubid sultans of Egypt.so 

The title mu}Jiyy dawlat amir al-mu,minin, however, is unusual; it 
is both imperious and apparently self-styled. It had no precedent, nor 
did it have any equivalent even in the grandiose titles yamin (right 
hand) and qasim (associate) of the Great Seljuqs who flourished 
between 1087 and 1124. Those titles denoted a degree of partnership 
between the sultan and the caliph, although none in fact existed, 
whereas mu}Jiyy dawlat (reviver of the dominion) is flagrantly 
detached and boastful. It does not imply any sharing with the caliph 
of any dominion, but instead credits Sala!). al-Din with restoring the 

48 Gaston Wiet, "Les inscriptions de Saladin," Syria 3 (1922): 307-28, esp. 315-
19. 

49 C. E. Bosworth, "Lakab," EI2, 5: 618-31. 
50 Nikita Elisseeff, "La ·titulature de Niir al-Din d'apres ses inscriptions," Bulletin 

d' Etudes Orienta/es 14 (Damascus, 1952-54): 155-96, esp. 192-94; Gaston Wiet, 
"Une inscription de Malik ~ahir Ghazi a Lattakieh," Bulletin de /' lnstitut franr;ais 
d' archeologie orientale du Caire 30 (1930-31): 273-92, esp. 286-91. 
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caliph to the status lost by his ancestors to the Fatimids, thus publicly 
underscoring his dependence on the Ayyubid sultan. Clearly this is a 
legitimate claim, but it may have been embarassing to Baghdad to 
recognize it. And indeed this may have been the case, for no record 
of such a title's having been granted by the caliph in Baghdad has 
been unearthed thus far. 51 The title may have been a one-sided dec­
laration, and asserting it was an act of independence, perhaps even of 
defiance, on the part of Salal:t al-Din of the theoretically higher 
authority of the Abbasid caliph. It may also have been a way to 
remind al-Na~ir li-Din Allah (r. 1180-1225), the strong-minded 
caliph, of the services the sultan had rendered to the Abbasid dynasty, 
especially since al-Na~ir had been reluctant to supply Salii.l:t al-Din 
with either material or moral support in his endeavor to carve out a 
greater Islamic empire. 52 

The inscription also gives us the reasons for building the Citadel. 
Salal:t al-Din had ordered its construction "with the intention of com­
bining utility and embellishment, and comfort and shield to whoever 
seeks refuge in the shadow of his kingdom." This declaration of pur­
pose elegantly sums up its functional objectives and still manages to 
assert Salal:t al-Din's independence by referring to his kingdom 
(mulk). But what is more extraordinary than the explicitness of this 
sentence is its presence in the inscription in the first place. Dedicatory 
inscriptions, though ubiquitous on Islamic monuments, rarely go 
beyond the identification of the edifice to describe the purpose of its 
construction, especially in secular buildings and in such a direct and 
self-explanatory manner. Even in the few buildings where there are 
descriptive inscriptions, the function is usually revealed indirectly 
through appropriate Qur'anic passages. For example, the Nilometer 
in Cairo (decorated on three occasions in 814, 847, and 861) is in­
scribed with suras 32:27, 16:10-11, 22:5 and 62, 25:50, 42:27, and 
50:9, all of which speak of water, and the bimaristan of Niir al-Din 
in Damascus (decorated in 1283) has suras 10:59, 16:71, and 

51 Wiet, "Les inscriptions de Saladin," 319. The question is further complicated 
by the existence of four inscriptions from the Citadel of al-Jundi in Sinai:, in which 
,Salfil:i al-Din is called khalil amir al-mii'minin; Wiet, "Les inscriptions arabes de la 
Qal'ah Guindi," Syria 3 (1922): 58-65, 145-52; also Shemuel Tamari, "Two Further 
Inscriptions from Qal'at al-Jundi," in ed. M. Rosen-Ayalon, Studies in Memory of 
Gaston Wiet (Jerusalem, 1977), 261-65. 

52 As evidenced by the tone of the letters that ,SaliiJ:i al-Din sent to the caliph, cf. 
Abii Shiima, Raw<jatayn, 1: 241-44; Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 2: 486-95; Bundiiri, Sana, 
235-40. 
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26:78-80, which deal with God's will in healing the sick.s3 That such 
a statement of purpose is there must be taken to represent the great 
significance the Citadel had for its builders to the point where they 
felt the need to break with established epigraphic tradition in order to 
express it. 

The rhyming prose of the passage recalls the style mastered by the 
famous epistelographers of Saliit.i al-Din, especially al-QacJi al-FacJil 
(1135-1200), his executive administrator in Egypt, and al-'Imad al­
I~fahani (1125-1201), his private secretary. They both acted as Salat.i 
al-Din's spokesmen, composing and disseminating his ideas and his 
views, and publicizing his exploits and military victories. They both 
also left abundant correspondence both private and official. And 
although later imitations of their style are commonly dismissed as 
verbal acrobatics, the prose of these two masters in no way interferes 
with the precision and clarity of their expression.s4 The few refer­
ences to the building of the Cairene fortifications in the correspon­
dence between al-QacJi al-FacJil and Salflt.i al-Din manifest the same 
concern for clarity of expression and address the same general 
themes of shelter, defense, and monumentality.SS One can argue that 
the author of the inscription may have been al-QacJi al-FacJil himself, 
not only because of the stylistic similarity between it and his own 
writing, but also because he was the highest administrator in Egypt 
who had the mastery of the language it displays. He could have been 
entrusted with its composition, since the supervisor Baba' al-Din 
Qaraqush was notorious for his ignorance of Arabic.s6 

The Completion of the Citadel by al-Kami! 

Salat.i al-Din had meant the Citadel to become the seat of the Ayyubid 
sultanate he was patiently constructing, but he had died in 1193 
before either plan could be achieved. Before his death, he had divid-

53 Dodd and Khairallah, Image of the Word, 1: 27-41. 
54 C. Brockelmann, "al-IS.adi al-Fa<;lil," £/2, 4: 376-77, and H. Masse, '"lmad al­

Din," E/2, 3: 1157-58. 
55 Examples in Bundari, Sana, 150-51; Maqrizi, Khirar. 1: 380. 
56 Ibn Khallikan, Wafiyyat al-A'yan, 7: 206, says that he saw a line written on 

Saliil). al-Din's cenotaph in Damascus that was composed by al-Qa<;li al-Fa<;lil, which 
strengthe;ns the suggestion here. For Qaraqiish, see the study by Paul Casanova, 
"Karakouch," in Memoires publies par /es Membres de la Mission Archeologique 
Franr;aise au Caire 6 (Cairo, 1897), 447-61. 
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ed his domains among his sons and had given minor provinces to his 
brother al-'Adil and some nephews. In Egypt, his successor was his 
second son al-'Aziz 'Uthman, who, during his short five years of rule, 
tried but failed to assert his authority over his brothers and kinsmen 
in Syria. When he died in a hunting accident in 1198, he was suc­
ceeded by his son al-Man~iir MuI:iammad, a boy of ten who, although 
only a nominal sovereign under the tutelage of two of his uncles, did 
not last on the throne for more than a year. His last regent was his 
father's uncle al-'Adil Abii Bakr who finally deposed him in 1199. 
This cunning survivor and master manipulator had managed between 
1193 and 1199 to dominate his nephews and to bring under his con­
trol all of Egypt, Damascus, and al-Sharq, or the East, which was the 
name given at that time to Ayyubid territories in the Jazira and Ana­
tolia. Aleppo was the only kingdom to remain in the hands of a son 
of ~alaI:i al-Din, al-Zahir Ghazi, who nonetheless thought it wiser 
eventually to marry a daughter of al-'Adil and to nominate their son 
as his heir. Al-'Adil divided his domains among his sons and some 
other members of the Ayyubid clan, but retained both the title of sul­
tan and overall sovereignty. In 1200, he assigned the office of viceroy 
(niyaba) in Egypt, the most coveted and most prominent position in 
the sultanate, to his eldest and ablest son al-Kamil MuI:iammad, who 
was also named heir.57 

What work was accomplished at the Citadel during the decade fol­
lowing ~alal:i al-Din's death is unknown. Construction appears to 
have been carried on for a while, though we have no idea of its extent 
and duration.58 We can assume, however, that very little was 
achieved before the project was abandoned altogether at an unspeci­
fied time in the early years of al-'Aziz's reign, and remained neglect­
ed until al-Kamil became viceroy.59 Neither al-'Aziz nor his son 
could have devoted much attention to such a grand and expensive 
enterprise during that troubled time, when they were busy with 
intrigues, shifts of allegiance, and struggles between Ayyubid family 
members. A similar conclusion can be drawn from the reports on the 
sultan's place of residence during that same period. Al-'Aziz had 

57 On al-'Adil, see Humphreys, Ayyubid Damascus, 87-123; Holt, Crusades, 60-
63. 

58 Bundari, Sana, 119; Abu Shama, Rawcj.atayn, 1, 2: 687; al-As'ad ibn Mamati, 
Kitab Qawiinin al-Dawawin, ed. 'Aziz S. 'ATiyya (Cairo, 1943), 341, speaks of the 
continued financing of the works during the early years of al-'Aziz's reign. 

59 Maqrizi, Khirar. 2: 203; Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 2: 54. 
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resided in the Citadel for a while during his father's lifetime, prob­
ably to supervise work in it, but moved to the Dar al-Wizara upon 
ascending the throne.60 The official seat of the kingdom of Egypt 
remained in the Dar al-Wizara throughout his reign and the short 
interlude when al-Man~ii.r ruled. Al-'Adil, too, stayed at the Dar al­
Wizara every time he was in Egypt and never lived in the Citadel.61 

The status of the Dar al-Wizara was reflected in the alternate name 
applied to it-Dar al-Sultan (Seat of the Sultan)-probably to show 
that it had been elevated from a vizier's to a sultan's palace.62 

Things changed when al-Kamil became viceroy in 1200. He seems 
to have taken an immediate interest in completing the Citadel and in 
turning it into his official residence. Perhaps he wanted to have his 
own power base as the ruler of the country and the deputy of the sul­
tan. To that end, he refurbished its fortifications, strengthened its 
towers and added a few new ones, and constructed several palatial 
structures in or next to it. When all was completed, he moved there 
with his family and court in 604 A.H. (1207-8), while his father was 
sultan.63 

Al-Kamil also seems to have decided not to continue the idea of 
fortifying the two cities of al-Fustat and al-Qahira when he realized 
the excessive financial burden it would impose. The decision was 
apparently made after the death of Qaraqii.sh in 1200, or so Maqrizi 
implies.64 The project had been dragging on for some time, but no 
serious effort were made to complete it. Ayyubid rulers before al­
Kamil, and even al-Kamil himself, were prompted in periods of dan­
ger to fortify areas from which the expected attacks might come, but 
the project would fall into neglect again when the crisis had passed.65 

60 Qalqashandi, SublJ, 3: 372; Maqrizi, Khirar, 1: 364, and 2: 203. 
61 The Dar al-Wiziira is explicitly named as the seat of the kingdom during al­

'Aziz's rule, Ibn Wii.~il, Mufarrij, 3: 38, and in the period of al-Afqal, ibid., 93, and 
that of al-'Adil, whenever he was in Cairo, ibid., 162 (601 A.H. [1203]), 207 (607 A.H. 

[1209]), and 226 (611 A.H. [1213]). 
62 Maqrizi, Khirar, 1: 438; Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 1: 7, 16-18; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 

242. 
63 Qalqashandi, SublJ, 3: 373; Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 204. 
64 Maqrizi, Khirar, 1: 379-80. MacKenzie, Cairo, 103, mistakenly translates 

Maqrizi's sentence as referring to the halting of the work after the death of Salfil:i al­
Din, although it is clearly referring to Qarii.qiish's death. Ibn Wii.~il, Mufarrij, 2: 53, 
states that the work was not stopped after the death of Salfil:i al-Din. 

65 Creswell, M.A.E., 2: 55-59, and MacKenzie, Cairo, 111-14, discuss the extent 
of work done in the period after Saliil:i al-Din. Maqrizi, Su!Uk, 1: 116, states that al­
Mu~affar Taqi al-Din 'Umar, Salii.J:i al-Din's nephew and deputy in Egypt for 
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This erratic process left whole areas unwalled, especially along the 
Nile and the immediate vicinity of the Citadel, which meant that the 
Citadel could no longer depend on a larger defense system, but had 
to be fortified independently. The enlargement and fortification of 
Qaraqiish's towers and the addition of new massive square towers at 
critical points along the eastern, northern, and western curtain wall 
may have been part of this plan. 66 

The western border of the Citadel remained unchanged during al­
Kamil's reign; it seems that no substantial building was done in the 
adjacent areas after Salal,l al-Din died. The Citadel was, and remain­
ed for the first half century of its existence, essentially unconnected 
to either al-Qahira or al-Fustat and vulnerable to attacks from the 
west. When the defensive walls of the city's enceinte failed to reach 
the edges of the Citadel as planned and the whole project was 
dropped, the reinforcement of the part of the Citadel where al-Kamil 
and his family lived and his treasury was deposited obviously became 
particularly urgent. Al-Kamil probably strengthened the defenses of 
the southern and western sectors as he did on the northern and east­
ern sides, but this cannot be verified today. He also planned a service 
zone west of the Citadel to provide additional means of defense to 
replace the incomplete enceinte, in addition to establishing real and 
symbolic barriers between his residence and the city. He ordered the 
markets for horses, donkeys, and camels to be moved to the Rumayla 
nearer the Citadel; the area subsequently became known as the Siiq 
al-Khayl (Horse Market). In 1213, he also established a maydan 
south of the Rumayla, where the maydan built by Ibn Tiiliin stood 
more than three centuries earlier, to be used for military parades and 
training. To keep the maydan's lawn watered he built three tanks next 
to it to store water brought from the Nile.67 The arrangement of the 
maydan and the Siiq al-Khayl justifiably led Casanova to credit al-

a short period, ordered the construction of stone walls around the city of al-Fustat in 
1185, as if it were a separate project from the general fortification plan, and (1: 181) 
reports al-Af<;lal's attempt in 1199 to build the ramparts of the city as defense 
against al-'Adil's impending attack from Syria (English translation in MacKenzie, 
Cairo, 112). Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 1: 20, 27, and 2: 75, 81, reports many short­
lived attempts to complete the fortifications during the rules of al-'Adil, al-Kiimil, 
and al-'Adil II. 

66 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 1-39; MacKenzie, Cairo, 127. 
67 Qalqashandi, Subl:z, 3: 374; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 228. Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 

1: 50, refers to the maydan next to the Citadel in conjunction with the celebrations 
after the circumcision of al-'Adil II in 1226. 
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Kamil with building the royal stables under the Citadel, probably 
next to the maydan, to benefit from its use as pasture for the horses. 
Contemporary chroniclers do not mention stables as one of al­
Kamil's additions, but it stands to reason that a sultan whose army 
depended totally on cavalry and who chose to locate the seat of his 
sultanate in a citadel with a maydan next to it would have to provide 
considerable stabling for his horses and those of his guards and the 
army. 

The structures al-Kamil erected inside the Citadel are occasionally 
mentioned in the sources, but we know very little about what they 
were called, where they stood, and what they were like. Al-Idrisi says 
that al-Kamil "chose the western side of the Citadel for his residence 
and his harem and fortified it." lbn Sa'id al-Maghribi reported that al­
Kamil "built in the Citadel palaces worthy of the sultanate, moved his 
treasury and private quarters there from the Dar al-Wizara, and lived 
in it during his reign" (1218-38). He then adds that "the house where 
the Fatimid family was imprisoned was also in the Citadel," without 
specifying who constructed it or when. Maqrizi and Qalqashandi, 
who gave the same account, also credit al-Kamil with another struc­
ture, the Burj al-AQmar (Red Tower).68 

The Burj al-AQmar seems to have been the dungeon of choice at 
the Citadel; several illustrious people were imprisoned there in the 
Ayyubid and Mamluk periods. It was erroneously identified with the 
Burj al-Muqattam, but a number of references pieced together sug­
gest that it actually stood opposite the Burj al-Muqagam on the west­
ern side.69 During the first reign of al-Na~ir Mut.iammad (1293-94), 
a fight between the amirs ended in the siege of the Citadel, and al­
Na~ir climbed to the Burj al-AQmar to speak with those who were 
blocking the entrance, presumably near the Bab al-Mudarraj.70 

During one of the fiercest fights for the throne in 1389 between 
Sultan Barqiiq and Amir Mintash, the sultan and the caliph rode to­
gether down from the Citadel through the Bab al-I~tabl, which 
opened onto the maydan, and stopped in front of the Burj al-AQmar 

68 Idrlsl, Anwar, 32; lbn Sa'ld al-Maghribl, al-Mughrib ft /ju/a al-Maghrib, al­
Nujum al-Zahira ft /ju/a ljaf/.rat al-Qahira, ed. I:Iusayn Na~~fu" (Cairo, 1970), 
390-91; Qalqashandl, SublJ, 3: 372; Maqrizl, Khifaf, 2: 204; idem, Suluk, 1: 202. 
The~ both copied their information from Ibn 'Abd-al-Zahir's lost book of Khitar. 

6 Ibn Taghri-Birdl, Nujum, 7: 376--77, note by the editor MuJ:iammad Ramzl. 
70 Nuwayrl, Nihaya, 29, fol. 78; Baybars, Tulffa, 140; Maqrizl, Su/Uk, 1: 800. 
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behind the guest house (dar al-cj,iyafa).71 This latter structure stood 
north of the Citadel either where the daftarkhane of Muhammad 'Ali 
now stands, or further to the northwest.72 This places the Burj al­
Aqmar somewhere along the western wall of the northern enclosure 
not far from the Bab al-Mudarraj. 

There is no tower on that wall today, but the map of the Descrip­
tion de l' Egypte shows two square towers behind the curtain wall 
between the Bab al-Mudarraj and the northwestern corner of the 
northern enclosure, whose dilapidated remains were razed by 
Muqammad 'Ali in the nineteenth century (see fig. 8). In plan and 
size, they greatly resemble other Ayyubid towers, the Burj Kirkiliyan 
(Tower of the Forty Serpents) and the Burj al-Turfa (Tower of the 
Marvel), along the north wall. They must have been built in the 
Ayyubid period to fortify the original wall of the northern enclosure 
and to control access through and defend the Bab al-Mudarraj before 
the extensions undertaken in the late Mamluk period pushed the 
boundary further out and rendered them obsolete.73 The events 
reported in the sources as having taken place in the Burj al-Aqmar 
suggest that it was the larger of the two towers standing right behind 
the bashUra of the Bab al-Mudarraj. This implies that there was no 
separating wall between the military and the palatial parts of the 
Citadel until later, for no source speaks of a barrier between the Burj 
al-AI:imar and the dar al-saltana (the private quarters of the sultan), 
which was presumably in the present-day southern enclosure. The 
tower was renovated by Baybars with ashlar stone sometime after 
1260.74 

Casanova, and MacKenzie after him, ascribed to al-Kamil several 
other structures inside the Citadel, although no source explicitly 
attributes any of them to him. They include the iwan (which was the 

71 Ibn al-Furiit, Tarfkh, 9, 1: 81. 
72 William Popper, Egypt and Syria under the Circassian Sultans (Berkeley, 

1955), vol. 15, map no. 7, Cairo: citadel, locates the palace north of the Citadel. Ibn 
al-Furat, Tarfkh, 9, 1: 82, says that the sheikh Ni~am al-Din was buried in his khan­
qah over the high place (sharaf), next to the dar al-</,iyafa. This will push the loca­
tion of the guest house further northwest than the daftarkhane. Sakhawi, Dhayl, 45, 
343, reports the building of the mausoleum and madrasa of Qanibay al-Jarkasi, and 
specifies that it was near the dar al-</,iyafa. This madrasa still exists today (no. 136 
on the 1952 map of Islamic monuments of Cairo), although it is dated to the year 
1503, and Sakhawi placed its building in 1442. The latter site is more plausible. 

73 Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 31-33, and fig. 13. 
74 Ibn-Shaddad, Tarlkh al-'?,ahir, 341. 
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main audience hall), the Bab al-Qulla and the Bab al-Sirr, a mosque, 
dovecotes ( abraj al-~amam), the Qa'at al-SaQ.ib (Hall of the Vizier), 
and a royal library (khizanat al-kutub).75 It seems that any structure 
mentioned in the sources before the time of al-Z:ahir Baybars was 
credited to al-Kamil, although many of his Ayyubid successors or the 
early Mamluk sultans before Baybars could have been responsible 
for some building in the quarter of a century that separates the two 
reigns. His immediate successor, al-'Adil II (r. 1238-40), did sponsor 
some work during his short reign, although no specific structure is 
ascribed to him.76 Casanova's arguments can only validate the attri­
bution of the dovecotes, the mosque, and the royal library to al­
Kamil. A source he did not know supports his crediting of the first 
iwan at the Citadel to al-Kamil: Baybars al-Man~uri, writing in the 
early fourteenth century, mentions the ceremony of recognition of the 
second Abbasid caliph al-l:lakim as having been held at the "Iwan al­
Kabir al-Kamili" at the Citadel in 1261, which could only mean that 
the structure was constructed by al-Kamil.77 

A DAR AL-'ADL (hall of justice) should also be added to the list, 
for it too is called in the sources the Dar al-'Adl al-Kamiliyya.78 It 
was located at the narrow end of the northern enclosure where it 
meets the southern enclosure today and overlooked the durkah 
(canopied entrance or vestibule) of the Bab al-Qulla (see fig. 14).79 It 
probably belonged to the first stage in the construction of the 
Citadel's administrative section since this area contained many other 
administrative buildings such as the Dar al-Niyaba (Residence of the 
Vicegerent) and the Qa'at al-$al;lib. It is impossible, however, to fix 
a date for its construction or for any of al-Kamil's other structures, 
since the sources speak of them only in passing without even provid­
ing their names. 

There is no mention of the DAR AL-'ADL of al-Kamil as having 
been used as a hall of justice during al-Kamil's time, although the 
name implies that it was. During the reign of al-SaliQ. Najm al-Din 
Ayyub, al-Kamil's second son, the structure appears to have been 
used as it was intended. One account states that in 1239 Sultan al-

75 Casanova, "Histoire," 592-601; MacKenzie, Cairo, 127-34. Some of Casa­
nova's conjectures can be interpreted in different ways. 

76 Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 2: 96, 119. 
77 Casanova, "Histoire," 592, uses an unspecified Coptic source to claim that the 

word hiban used there is the same as iwan and should be considered a direct refer­
ence to al-Kamil's building. Baybars al-Man~ilri is quoted in 'Ayni, 'lqd, 1: 348. 
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Salil;l delegated the authority to hold the sessions of al-na+ar fi-l­
ma+ii1im (which literally means "to consider or to look into acts of 
injustice") to a triad of military men (jund), in a specific but unnamed 
place. Two of them are further identified: the first was al-Sharif 
Shams al-Din, the judge of the army (qii4i al-'askar), and the second, 
named al-faqih 'Abbas, was the preacher (khafib) of the Citadel's 
mosque. 80 Both must have lived in the Citadel in order to attend to 
their work, which implies that the DAR AL-'ADL they sat in was that 
of al-Kamil. The structure was apparently neglected after al-Salil;l's 
death, for the sessions of ma+iilim were moved out of the Citadel and 
were held in the madrasas he had built in Fatimid al-Qahira 
(1239-45) during the reign of the first Mamluk sultan al-Mu'izz 
Aybak (r. 1250-57).81 By the beginning of the fourteenth century, the 
DAR AL-'ADL of al-Kamil was given a new use as the residence of 
a great amir and office holder, Sayf al-Din Tirji, who had duties that 
required his constant presence at the Citadel. 82 

Al-Kamil's plan fixed the general configuration of the Citadel for 
centuries to come: the northern part became the fortified military 
enclosure; the southern part contained the ceremonial and private 
quarters of the sultan; and at the foot of the hill, to the west of the 
Citadel, lay the services necessary for an army of cavalrymen, from 
the markets of horses and other pack animals to the maydan for 
equestrian exercises and stables for the horses of the sultan and his 
close amirs. It is very difficult to determine the location of al-Kamil's 
palaces on the present plan of the Citadel, but if the suggested cir­
cumference of Salal;l al-Din's Citadel is correct, then they should 
have been clustered in the northwestern part of the southern enclosure 
overlooking the Suq al-Khayl. 

In 1206, just as his son was completing the palaces in the Citadel, 
al-'Adil ordered the rebuilding and the refurbishing of the citadel of 
Damascus. This project may have been started to repair the damages 
caused by earthquakes in 1200 and 1201, but it was most probably 
also designed to strengthen its obsolete defenses and reorganize its 

78 Nuwayri, Nihiiya, 30, fol. 63, where he is reporting the disobedience of an amir 
who barricaded himself in the old DAR AL-'ADL of al-Kami!, which was then his 
residence in the Citadel; Baybars, Tul)fa, 224. 

79 For the various meanings of durkiih, see Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 47. 
80 Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 2: 107; Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 5: 242. 
81 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 208; idem, Sulitk, 1: 373. 
82 Nuwayri, Nihiiya, 31, fol. 99; the amir lived there in the year 1330. 
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interiors.83 The work on these fortifications was completed between 
1206 and 1217, as attested by the many inscriptions on the walls of 
several towers, for, unlike the citadel of Cairo which has only a foun­
dation inscription, the citadel of Damascus has at least seven inscrip­
tions from the Ayyubid period.84 This may be the result of differ­
ences in financial planning and construction startegy. In Damascus, 
the sources say, al-'Adil assigned to each of his senior amirs the 
responsibility for building a new tower in the Citadel, a procedure 
that saved him large sums of money. It was also shrewd politics: in 
Damascus, al-'Adil had with him all the prominent and consequently 
dangerously fickle and ambitious Salal).i amirs, who were formerly 
attached to his brother Sala}). al-Din (hence the name) and who did 
not necessarily support him. By compelling some of them to sponsor 
and supervise the construction of the towers, he not only kept them 
busy but absorbed some of their income to the service of the state and 
elicited proof of their loyalty and submission.85 In Egypt, both more 
secure and farther from the scene of the action, remained only those 
reliable amirs, who were either very junior or simply more to be trust­
ed, chosen by al-'Adil to stay with al-Kamil. 

This method of distributing responsibilities would be encountered 
again and again under the Ayyubids and the Mamluks in both Syria 
and Egypt. The single exception was the Citadel of the Mountain, 
where construction was paid for directly by the sultan's treasury and 
labor was supplied by Frankish war captives, a practice forbidden by 
the Qur'an, but widely practiced. 86 The use of prisoners of war is 
attested from the time of ~alal:i al-Din by the Andalusian traveler Ibn 
Jubayr who saw them working on constructions in Cairo and ex­
plained their forced employment as a way of relieving the burden on 
"those of the Muslims [presumably peasants and the city's riffraff] 
who might have been used in this public work."87 Egyptian sources 
corroborate this report. Maqrizi, for example, mentions that Sala}). al-

83 Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 3: 182; 'Abd al-Qadir Rii).awi, Qal'at Dimashq (Damascus, 
1979), 65-71. The main source of information for the rebuilding of the Damascus 
Citadel is Abu Shama, al-Dhayl 'ala-l-Rawqatayn, ed. M. Zahid al-Kawthari (Cairo, 
1947). 

84 Six of these inscriptions carry the name and titles of al-'Adil; see Rii).awi, Qal'at 
Dimashq, 276-78. 

85 Humphreys, Ayyubid Damascus, 148; also previously noted by Jean Sauvaget 
in his "La citadelle de Damas," in Syria 2 (1930): 59-90 and 216-41, esp. 226. 

86 Qur'ar., 76: 8-9 for the injunction against the use of prisoners for forced labor. 
87 Ibn Jubayr, Ri~la, 25; Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 204. 
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Din summoned Qaraqush to Acre to rebuilt its fortifications in 1187, 
and that he came with his "tools, animals, and prisoners."88 In 1219, 
al-Kamil used prisoners in one of his projects in Giza across the river 
from al-Fustat. During the reign of his son al-'Adil II, a group of 
Frankish captives were again chained and put to work on the Citadel. 
In 1243, al-,Salil.i Najm al-Din Ayyub sent the Frankish prisoners to 
work on the construction of his new citadel on Rawqa Island. 89 There 
are no such reports for the large Syrian state projects, probably 
because it was safer to send Frankish prisoners to Cairo than to Syria 
where they could conceivably have been rescued by an attack from 
their coreligionists in the Latin kingdoms. 

Both citadel projects, in Cairo and Damascus, appear to have been 
part of a larger plan initiated by al-'Adil to restore and strengthen all 
the major citadels in his domain. Between 1205 and 1215, a period of 
relative tranquillity and a semblance of unity in the Ayyubid realm, 
one new citadel was built at the Jabal al-Tur (Mount Thabor) and the 
citadels of Aleppo, Bosra, and 'AjlUn were refurbished in addition to 
those at Damascus and Cairo.90 This is probably why Creswell 
ascribed the large towers in the northern enclosure to al-'Adil rather 
than al-Kamil, although all the Arabic sources speak of the latter as 
the one who completed the Citadel. From the very beginning of his 
term as viceroy, al-Kami! resided in the Citadel, presumably to super­
vise its construction. Al-'Adil was almost always in Syria during the 
period between 1200 and his death in 1218, and could not have super­
vised any major work in Egypt. When he visited Cairo, he stayed at 
the Dar al-Wizara and conducted the affairs of the sultanate from 
there, while al-Kamil remained at the Citadel, clearly to underline his 
independence. 91 

At some unspecified time, al-Kamil is said to have contemplated 
the idea of transferring his treasury to the Citadel of Kerak in 
Transjordan because its isolated and rugged location provided a more 
reliable refuge than Cairo, but he subsequently decided to stay with 
his family and treasury in the Citadel of the Mountain, after having 
strengthened its defenses and organized its interior. Safety was 
always a concern at the time when princes were insecure and fearful 

88 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 126. 
89 Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 2: 96, and 107. 
9° Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 38-39. 
91 Ibn al-Dawadi:iri, al-Durr al-Maf[ub, 155. 
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of contenders who might covet their territories or their wealth. 92 Even 
when external dangers had been largely curtailed, security and defen­
sibility remained the major criteria in the choice of residence for the 
many competing Ayyubid princes and their dependent amirs in Syria 
and Egypt. A citadel afforded secure shelter for their families and 
belongings and a retreat in time of need. Al-Kamil is reported to have 
kissed the threshold of his Citadel and said, "I saw my soul in my 
Citadel," which roughly means "I regained my peace of mind in my 
Citadel," when he returned from a particularly risky campaign in 
Syria.93 

All the little principalities that dotted the map of twelfth-century 
Syria and J azira had one or more citadels in their territories that func­
tioned as the seat of their government and the residence of their rulers 
or their appointees. They all included palaces, administrative build­
ings, barracks, and stables inside them, and support structures 
(saqiyas, tanks, and the like) and a maydan outside. In their impreg­
nability, monumentality, and luxury, they came to represent to these 
princes the physical manifestation of their power and dominion, 
which was emphasized by the trappings of sovereignty such as the 
royal insignia and the gilded titulatures carved or inscribed on their 
surfaces or the banners and flags hanging from their ramparts and 
towers. In this respect, the Citadel of Cairo did not differ from any 
Syrian citadel in the twelfth century, except in size and the complex­
ity of its functions because of the large region administered from it. 
Two contemporary Ayyubid citadels, one in Damascus and the other 
in Aleppo, had comparable functions as seats of government, but nei­
ther the same importance nor the same significance. 

Egypt proper had no citadels outside Cairo, but there were a series 
of fortresses, such as the Qal'at al-Jundi (Citadel of the Soldier) at the 
edge of the Sinai', built or refurbished by Salal:t al-Din, on its border 
with the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem. These citadels were solely 
military in function; no independent amir, or even appointed gover­
nor and representative of the sultan, lived in or administered a region 
from them. All Egypt was ruled from the Citadel of the Mountain. 
Minor amirs were sent out to the provinces as governors to carry out 

92 A relevant passage about the reasons for building the citadel of Mayyiifiiriqin 
in 1012 by Na~r al-Daw la ibn Marwiin is in At1mad ibn Yusuf al-Fiiriqi, Tarlkh al­
Fariql, ed. B. A. 'Awa<;! (Cairo, 1959), 107-8. 

93 Sibt, Mir' at, 700-1. 
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the decisions of the center. This governing structure may have been 
envisioned for Egypt because the country was perceived by its peo­
ple and their rulers alike as a clearly delimited entity with a specific 
character and fixed natural boundaries. Throughout history the coun­
try had been ruled from a center, and Egyptians displayed a proto­
national affinity with their land long before the evolution of nation­
alism in modern times.94 This idea could only enhance the signifi­
cance of the Citadel of the Mountain as the center of political power 
in Egypt. It also meant that the functions that the Citadel was intend­
ed to fulfill were both more numerous and more complex compared 
to those expected of the Syrian citadels. 

A few years after al-'Adil's death in 1218, al-Kamil had managed 
through a combination of alliances, campaigns, and diplomacy to 
assert himself as the supreme monarch over his brothers and cousins 
in Syria and Jazira, effectively deserving the title and prerogative of 
sultan. He organized his sultanate following the example of his father 
and his uncle before him into a confederation of Syro-Jaziran princi­
palities ruled by family members and dependents, over whom he 
could exercise substantial control from his capital in Egypt. This hier­
archical structure headed by al-Kamil reinforced the importance of 
the Citadel of the Mountain even further as the seat of the Ayyubid 
empire where decisions concerning the whole realm were made. The 
paramount role of the sultan and his immediate entourage elevated it 
to the political, administrative, military, and symbolic center, first of 
the Ayyubid, then of the Mamluk, sultanate. Thirty years after his 
death, it had finally fulfilled the function sought by ~alal;t al-Din. 
From then throughout the Ayyubid and Mamluk period, the Citadel 
remained, with brief interruptions, the seat of the sultan and his court. 

Al-Siilil:z Najm al-Din Ayyub and the Raw<f,a Citadel 

Al-'Adil II succeeded his father al-Kamil to the throne of Egypt in 
1238, but was unable to contain the ambitions of his older brother al-

94 This idea that Egypt had a specific character and was a clearly defined entity 
is the theme of many historical and analytical studies. See, for example, Afaf Lutfi 
al-Sayyid Marsot, A Short History of Modern Egypt (Cambridge, 1986). A lengthy 
study of the character of Egypt is Jamal l:famdiin, Shakh$iyyat Mif!r, Dirasa ft 
'Abqariyyat al-Makan (Cairo, 1970), especially the introduction and the first two 
chapters. 
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Salil) Najm al-Din Ayyflb. In the following two years, al-Salil), orig­
inally invested by his father with the kingdom of the East (northeast­
ern Syria and parts of the Jazira), managed to wrest power from his 
brother and in 1240 installed himself as the new sultan in Cairo.95 He 
added Damascus to his possessions in 1245 after a long and bloody 
series of conspiracies, campaigns, and betrayals. The ascent of al­
Salil) caused an unusually vicious struggle among Ayyubid princes 
and destroyed the solidarity that had characterized the family's his­
tory. The last vestiges of the system of collective sovereignty-re­
gional ruling princes recognizing the ultimate authority of a sultan­
that had been adopted by all the preceding great Ayyubid sultans­
Salal) al-Din, al-'Adil, and al-Kamil-withered away. Al-Salil)'s 
character played as important a role in this development as did the 
circumstances of the period. He was an overly ambitious and suspi­
cious man, embittered and alienated from his family. He had con­
fined his brother al-'Adil II in the Burj al-'Afiya (Convalescence 
Tower) at the Citadel and cut off all communication with him before 
he had him assassinated in his prison, a vile act unprecedented in 
Ayyubid history.96 In the beginning of his ascent to independence, he 
had relied heavily on the Khawarizmian mercenaries who had been 
in the Jazira since the death of their master Jalal al-Din Khawarizm 
Shah in 1231, and later on he purchased and trained Turkish mam­
luks, whose number by far surpassed the mamluks of his peers or pre­
decessors. During the course of his reign, they became his most trust­
ed soldiers, used to counter the plots against his person and his 
throne. He kept them apart from the rest of the army and showered 
them with all kinds of favors. The political power that they acquired 
during al-Salil)'s reign and the limiting of their loyalties to his person 
rather than his family eventually induced them to drop their alle­
giance to the Ayyubid house after the death of their master in 1249 
and to seize the government for themselves. 

Although al-Salil) Ayyub was noted for his excessive enthusiasm 
for buildings, especially pleasance pavilions, maydans, and gardens, 
he contributed very little to the architectural development of the 
Citadel of the Mountain.97 He only sponsored one new structure 

95 Humphreys, Ayyubid Damascus, 264. 
96 Maqrizi, Suluk, I: 326; Ibn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 241. The name Burj al-'Afiya 

does not appear again in the sources. 
97 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 183; idem, Su/Uk, 1: 301, 341; Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 5: 278. 
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there, the Qa'a al-Salil).iyya, and refurbished the maydan at the foot 
of the spur. The qa'a was one of the Citadel's most monumental for­
mal halls and remained in use for a variety of functions long after al­
Salil). Ayyiib's death.98 Exactly where it was is not known; it possi­
bly stood somewhere in the northern tip of the present southern enclo­
sure within the boundary of al-Kamil's royal complex. It was once 
used as a prison for an important amir, which means that it could not 
have been connected to the private apartments of the Mamluk sultans 
situated in the central section of the enclosure. 99 

If al-Salil). Ayyiib built very little at the Citadel of the Mountain, it 
was primarily because he decided to abandon it less than a year after 
he had ascended the throne. The multitude of intrigues, plots, inter­
necine fights, and the constant shifts in power that plagued his career 
before he seized control in Egypt and southern Syria had convinced 
him that he needed greater security in his capital. He sought it both 
by surrounding himself with handpicked and trusted mamluks and by 
moving away from the city's population and even more from the old 
regime's amirs and the multitude of troops that resided in the Citadel 
of the Mountain, of whose loyalty he was suspicious. To that end, he 
resolved to build a new citadel as his residence in Cairo. Another rea­
son for that decision may be the same as that usually given for the 
building of Samarra by the Abbasid caliph al-Mu'ta~im in 836, name­
ly that the other regiments stationed in Baghdad and the population 
objected to the Turks in their midst. 100 In Cairo, there was no popu­
lar reaction as there had been in Baghdad, but contemporary sources 
refer to trouble in the city and among the troops caused by al-Salil).'s 
Turkish mamluks. Resentment of their rapid rise in the army was 
mounting and feelings were running high. 101 

Al-Salil). Ayyiib chose for his new citadel a perfectly secluded site, 
Mi~r Island (known today as Raw<;la Island), in the middle of the Nile 
opposite the city of al-Fustii! and away from the metropolitan area 
(see fig. 3). The Nile presented a barrier between the site and the city, 

98 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 212, states that it was a royal residence until it burned down 
in 1285, but :.('.iihiri, Zubda, 86, says that it remained in use until the building of the 
Qa~r al-Ablaq in 1311, which is more plausible. 

99 Niiwayri, Nihaya, 29, fol. 95; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 835. The event took place thir­
teen years after the qa'a burned down, which means that it had been restored after 
the incident. 

100 Ayalon, "The Muslim City and the Mamluk Military Aristocracy," 315-19. 
101 lbn Iyas, Badd'i', 1, 1: 269. 
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which he made even more formidable by widening the rivulet that 
separated the island from the city shore and by shifting its inlet so that 
water could run in it year-round instead of only in the flood season. 
The island had been endowed in toto by Taqi al-Din 'Umar, ~alal). al­
Din's nephew, upon his Madrasa al-Taqawiyya in al-Fustat which he 
had established in 1171 (it is no longer extant). Al-~alil). Ayyub start­
ed by renting the island from the supervisor of Taqi al-Din's waqf for 
a period of sixty years and ordered most of the buildings on it demol­
ished to clear the ground for his new citadel. 102 He then ordered the 
building of a defensive wall reinforced by towers, whose number 
varies in the sources from seventeen to sixty. In any case it was a 
large number for the citadel's size, and may have been meant to 
underline the seclusion of the new citadel. The majority of structures 
inside it and along its walls, including the towers which overlooked 
the Nile, were either residential or pleasure constructions. The 
sources mention belvederes (mana+ir, sg., man+ara), porches (ma­
qii'id, sg., maq'ad), and residential halls (qii'iit, sg., qii'a) located 
along the two sides of the citadel facing the river. 103 One of these 
halls survived until the coming of the French at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century and was illustrated in the Description de 
l' Egypte. 104 It was located at the southern tip of Rawc;la Island and 
was contiguous with the eastern wall of the ninth-century Miqyas 
(Nilometer). It was composed of a two-iwan, rectangular space with 
a dome in the center in the form of an oblong supported on four sets 
of columns, each composed of three columns arranged as a triangle. 
It was bordered from the north and west by unidentifiable courts and 
rooms, and was reached through a vestibule that led to a double bent 
entrance. The plan and arrangement of this hall are reminiscent of a 
number of other Ayyubid and Artuqid palaces scattered in the 
citadels of Syria and Jazira and dating from the late twelfth to the mid 
thirteenth century, such as those in the citadels of Aleppo, ~ahyun 
(Saone), Najm, and Diyarbakir.105 

102 lbn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 2: 107, laments the destruction of St. Jacob Church; 
Sibt, Mir'iit, 737; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 183, speak of more than thirty masjids demol­
ished; MacKenzie, Cairo, 72-74. 

103 Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 2: 117, Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 185; lbn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 
5: 278. 

104 Description de l'Egypte, etat moderne, planches, vol. 1, pl. 23; redrawn and 
discussed in Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 84-87. 

105 Tabbaa, "Circles of Power," 181-91. Oktay Aslanapa, "Erster Bericht iiber die 
Ausgrabungen des Palastes von Diyarbakir," lstanbuler Mitteilungen 12 (1962): 
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The construction of the Rawc;la Citadel lasted for three years 
(1240-43), at the end of which it was close enough to completion to 
allow al-Salil) Ayyiib to move in with his family, servants, and his 
estimated one thousand select garde du corps. He made the citadel 
the diir al-saJrana and lived there for the remainder of his reign. The 
Citadel of the Mountain, however, was not totally deserted and even 
appears to have retained some of its functions and symbolic signifi­
cance: the barracks of the rest of the Egyptian army and the bureau­
cratic apparatus of the state remained there. But al-Salil) Ayyiib's 
moving out no doubt had a marked effect on its status, especially 
when he transferred the dockyards ( $ina<a) for his warships from 
Mi~r al-Fustat to the Rawc;la Island and ordered his amirs to build new 
residences for themselves on the Giza shore opposite his new citadel, 
effectively creating a new center of power in the city .106 A strange 
symbolic rivalry must have ensued between the two citadels during 
that period: both were considered centers of government, and every 
time al-Salil)'s army won a campaign, both were decorated for the 
victory celebration. 107 

The Citadel of Rawc;la had almost entirely disappeared less than a 
century after its building. It was deserted shortly after the death of al­
Salil), and successive Mamluk sultans scavenged its marble, stone, 
and timber for their own constructions in the city. Its memory sur­
vived only in the name of al-SaliJ:i Ayyub's mamluks. This regiment 
of Salil)i mamluks, mostly of Kipchak Turkish origin, were eventual­
ly called the "Bal)ri" mamluks, a name deriving either from their 
place of residence, the Qal'at al-Bal)r, (ba!Jr, means sea in Arabic, 
and in Egypt is the name for the Nile), or from their function, which 
may have been to man the warships which would be sent out to pro­
tect Nilotic navigation and the riverine cities. 108 The transfer of the 
dockyards to the island and the assembly of a standing fleet around 
the Rawc;la Citadel, both decreed by al-Salil), were measures presum­
ably taken to face up to a possible Frankish sea attack on the Delta 
cities of Damietta and Rosetta. 109 If this was the mamluks' assig-

115-28. Paul Deschamps, "Le Chiiteau de Saone et ses premiers seigneurs," Syria 16 
(1935): 73-88. 

106 Ibn al-Muqaffa', Siyar, 4, 2: 137. 
107 Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 5:339. 
108 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 340, for the first explanation; Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 1, 1: 270, 

for the second. See also David Ayalon, "Balµ"iyya," EI2, 1: 944-5. 
109 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 183. 
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ment, then calling them the seamen ( al-ba~riyya) was certainly 
appropriate. 

These mamluks of the Nile soon became the real masters of the 
Citadel of the Mountain. Shortly after the death of al-S~Hil}. in 1249, 
they killed his son Tiiran-Shah, who had arrived only three months 
earlier from the J azira to assume the throne and to lead the Egyptian 
army in the counterattack against the Crusaders led by the French 
King Louis IX in Damietta. They then wrested the power from the 
Ayyubid house and established a sultanate that was to last more than 
two and a half centuries (1250-1517). During this long period, they 
made the Citadel of the Mountain the center of the state where sul­
tans, amirs, and army resided and where government business was 
conducted, just as Salfil:i al-Din had intended. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE EARLY MAMLUK PERIOD 

The assassination of Tiiran-Shah by his father's mamluks in 1250 
marked the end of the Ayyubid sultanate in Egypt. 1 But the Salil)i 
Mamluk amirs who contrived to eliminate him did not seem to have 
any clear plan for seizing the government. It took them several 
attempts before they could solve the problem of ruling without a 
legitimizing Ayyubid figurehead. In the meantime, Syria remained 
controlled by its Ayyubid princes for another decade. The most 
prominent of those princes, al-Na~ir Yusuf (the great grandson and 
namesake of Salal) al-Din), led many futile attempts to bring Egypt 
back to the Ayyubid fold. The Mamluks managed to hold on to their 
recently gained rule of Egypt, but it was not until the Mongol inva­
sion of Syria in 1260 and the fall of the already weakened Ayyubid 
principalities there that they had a chance to prove their military and 
political superiority by defeating the Mongols and to extend their 
hegemony to almost all the Ayyubid territories. 

The Reign of al-Mu<izz Aybak ( 1250-57) 

When the Salil)i amirs convened to choose a sovereign after they had 
killed Tiiran-Shah, they settled, surprisingly, on a woman$her name 
was Shajar al-Durr (Trees of Pearl), and she was, like them, a slave 
of either Turkish or Armenian origin. She had been the favorite con­
cubine of their late master al-Salil) Najm al-Din Ayyiib and his 
unfailingly faithful companion throughout his long and torturous 
career before he ascended the throne. She became the first and only 
sultana in Islamic history who had all the prerogatives of a sultan's 
rule accorded her. Coins were struck and the Friday khutbas were 
pronounced in her name as the queen (malika) of the Muslims and 
mother of al-Malik al-Man~iir Khalil (umm Khalll), the son she bore 
al-Salil), who died in infancy during his father's lifetime. Her reign, 
however, did not last long. She was forced to relinquish the title 

1 Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 26-34; Holt, Crusades, 82-89. 
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under growing pressure less than three months after her investiture, 
though she maintained her hold on the government until she died in 
1257. 

Most Mamluk sources disapproved of her appointment on religious 
grounds, but they praised her strong, resolute character and wisdom, 
an opinion shared by her Salil).i amirs. They chose her as sultana part­
ly because they appreciated her qualities and her loyalty to their 
deceased master al-Salil)., and partly for the crucial role they expect­
ed her to play in the transfer of political power from the Ayyubids to 
themselves. Among the reasons for choosing her as well was the fact 
that she controlled the Citadel of the Mountain, showing that it 
remained the symbolic and effective center of the sultanate for the 
army and amirs of al-Salil)., even though the Rawc;la Citadel was still 
the residence of the Bal).ri mamluks.2 Throughout the Mamluk peri­
od, occupying the Citadel of the Mountain signified a def acto dom­
ination. 

Shajar al-Durr appears to have balked at abdicating; a compromise 
was reached when she was talked into marrying a senior Salil).i amir, 
'Izz al-Din Aybak al-Turkmani, who had been the atabek al-'asakir 
(commander-in-chief of the army), to share power with her. Aybak 
assumed the title al-mu'izz (the succor). But a few days after his 
investiture with the sultanate, a dissatisified faction of the Bal).ri 
amirs forced him to share the rule with a minor Ayyubid prince, al­
Ashraf Musa, who, they hoped, would be both the legitimizing cover 
for Mamluk rule vis-a-vis the disgruntled Ayyubid princes in Syria 
and their entering wedge to domination. Musa's name alone was 
struck on coins, but Aybak retained real power and, in true Ayyubid 
fashion, worked hard at building his own corps of mamluks, al­
Mamalik al-Mu'izziyya. 

The Bal).ri leader, Fans al-Din Aqtay al-Jamadar, began to act as 
an independent ruler in direct challenge to Aybak's authority, and 
even assumed a royal title, al-malik al-Jawad (the generous). He also 
sent to the Ayyubid lord of Hama, al-Mu'.?affar, asking for his daugh­
ter in marriage, a marriage that would enhance his prestige and rein­
force his political standing. When al-Mu'.?affar agreed, Aybak was 
greatly alarmed, especially, we are told, when in 1254 Aqtay asked 
to bring the Ayyubid princess to the Citadel to live with him, imply-

2 Ibn Shahin al-Malt!, Nuzhat al-Asatinfi man Wulliyya Mi~r min al-Saliitin, ed. 
M. K. D. 'All (Cairo, 1987), 67. 
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ing that al-Mu'izz would move to the city.3 Aybak was torn between 
refusing Aqtay's demand, which would have increased the rift 
between the two and their opposing parties, or allowing him to move 
to the Citadel. The latter choice would "permit Aqtay to strengthen 
his hold on the Citadel, so it would be impossible for al-Mu'izz to 
evict him later, which would translate into Aqtay having the upper 
hand in ruling."4 This incident set a precedent in Mamluk history: 
time and again, factions would fight over the Citadel as a way either 
of upholding or imposing their leader as sultan. Aybak finally resort­
ed to a radical solution: he arranged for Aqtay 's assassination at the 
Citadel, forced his Ba~i supporters to flee Egypt, and deposed the 
Ayyubid prince, thus becoming the sole ruler of the country. But even 
then, it seems that the legitimacy question was still unresolved; 
Aybak's coins carried the name of al-Sali4 Najm al-Din Ayyub, with 
his own name appearing only after that of his deceased master. 5 It 
seems that a Mamluk state was still insecure on its own, with local 
groups and foreign powers resenting the slave origin of its grandees; 
claiming the legacy of al-Sali4 Najm al-Din Ayyub was among the 
few ways available for Aybak to hold on to the rule. 

During his seven-year reign, Aybak resided with Shajar al-Durr in 
the palaces left by the Ayyubids at the Citadel and appears to have 
added nothing to them. On the contrary, he is noted chiefly for his 
neglect of the architectural achievements of his predecessors, perhaps 
in a deliberate attempt on his part to efface their traces. He aban­
doned al-Kamil's maydan at the foot of the Citadel of the Mountain, 
deserted the Raw<;la Citadel, and stripped expensive construction 
materials, such as marble, wood, and iron grilles from it to build a 
new madrasa in al-Fustat.6 Aybak may have felt compelled to endow 
the Madrasa al-Mu'izziyya to conform to the practice expected of a 
Muslim ruler at that time and to follow the examples of his Ayyubid 
predecessors. But it seems that he had very little interest in diverting 
his energy or his financial resources to sponsoring large architectur­
al projects. He found the easiest solution in confiscating an extant 

3 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 388; Baybars, Tul}fa, 34; Ibn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 259. 
4 Yunini, Dhayl, 1: 58-59. Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 10-12, and Maqrizi, 

Khi{a{, 2:383, have a similar report. 
5 Paul Balog, The Coinage of the Mamluk Sultans of Egypt and Syria (New York, 

1964), 75-76. 
6 'Ayni, 'lqd, 1: 44: Ibn Duqmaq, al-Intif1ar Ii Wasi{at 'lqd al-Am$iir, ed. K. 

Vollers (Cairo, 1893), 4:35, 53-54, 92-93. 
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structure, the Dar al-Mulk (Palace of Sovereignty), and turning it into 
a madrasa, and in appropriating the materials for its building from the 
Raw<;ta Citadel. In so doing, he saved money and erased at one stroke 
both an Ayyubid symbol and a real danger, since the Raw<;ta Citadel 
had been the stronghold of the Bal)ri amirs, his serious contenders to 
the throne, until he had ordered them out in 1251.7 If he had left it 
intact with its fortifications and residences, the Bal)ri amirs would 
have been able to use it as a power base Aybak could not control. 
This was especially critical at the time when Aqtay and his party 
formed an almost independent authority in Egypt. His expropriation 
of the madrasa's site also served both goals. The Dar al-Mulk was 
built by the Fatimid vizier al-Af<;lal and refurbished by al-,Salil) 
Ayyiib to be used as a guest house since it faced his palaces at the 
Raw<;ta Citadel across the Nile. 8 Replacing it with a madrasa and its 
endowed services helped break the centrality of the Raw<;ta Citadel in 
the city and effaced the memories of previous rulers attached to both 
structures. 

Casanova attributed an important structure at the Citadel of the 
Mountain, the Qa'at al-'Awamid (Qa'a of the Columns), to Shajar al­
Durr, but the source he used records only that she was responsible for 
some sort of a dais (martaba), or maybe a throne, in the qiYa.9 The 
real builder of this qa'a must have been al-Kamil, although this is not 
recorded anywhere. It is first mentioned in 1254, when al-Mu'izz 
Aybak posted three of his mamluks in its vestibule (dihliz) to kill 
Faris al-Din Aqtay. 10 This account indicates that the qa'a shared the 

7 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 381, specifies that Aybak ordered the evacuation of the 
citadel; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 23, states that the Raw9a Citadel was deserted 
by the "Turks.". 

8 lbn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 5: 334; lbn Kathir, Bidaya, 13: 196, comments that 
"although the madrasa's span from the outside is of the best construction, its interi­
or space is not so impressive"; Yiinini, Dhayl, 1: 60; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 14, 
say that its dihllz is very wide and very long, while the structure itself is proportion­
ally small. Aybak was probably trying to achieve monumentality without paying 
much attention to the interior of the madrasa which would not carry as weighty a 
message as would the fa~ade. 

9 Casanova, "Histoire," 602-3, his source, lbn lyas, Bada'i', l, 1: 286, clearly 
says that martabat khatun (dais of the lady), which is in the Qa'at al-'Awamid, is 
attributed to Shajar al-Durr. For the various meanings of martaba, see Ghalib, 
Mawsu'at, 370; for the various meanings of qa'a, see Goitein, Daily Life, 63-64; 
Saleh Lamei Mostafa, Madrasa, Hanqah und Mausoleum des Barquq in Kairo: mit 
einem Uberblick iiber Bauten aus der Epoche der Familie Barquq (Gliickstadt, 
1982), glossary, p. 177. 

10 Maqrizi, Suluk, l: 390, idem., Khifaf, 2: 383; lbn lyas, Bada'i', 1, 1: 291; 
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same vestibule with the treasury (khizana), which would be plausible, 
since sultans used to keep the treasury within the confines of their pri­
vate quarters. The Qa'at al-'Awamid was probably a principal recep­
tion hall, accessible to amirs, among a series of other structures form­
ing in their totality al-Kamil's dar al-saltana, where the sultan, his 
wives, concubines, children, and eunuchs lived. It should have been 
located in the area closest to the public and ceremonial parts of the 
palatial complex so that to enter it an amir would not have to go 
through the sultan's private quarters. If the general locations of pri­
vate and public spaces in the later stages in the development of the 
palatial complex followed the space assignments that were estab­
lished under al-Kamil, then we may infer that the qa'a overlooked the 
Qarafa al-Sughra (Little Cemetery) to the southwest within the limits 
of the original confines of the Ayyubid citadel. 

A reference to a later use for the Qa'at al-'Awamid stresses its pub­
lic and ceremonial character: when Baybars convened the notables of 
his sultanate to verify the pedigree of the first Abbasid refugee to his 
court in 1261, the meeting took place there. 11 The qa'a's function 
changed at some unrecorded time, for in the fifteenth century it 
appears to have become strictly reserved for the harem and is listed 
as the private residence of the sultan's favorite wife. 12 This may have 
been one of its purposes from the beginning, and its accessibility to 
amirs during Aybak's reign may have been due to the unusual status 
of Shajar al-Durr. It is possible that it was intended as a reception hall 
for the ladies, elevated to some sort of a throne hall with the con­
struction of the dais by Shajar al-Durr, and then used briefly as a pub­
lic ceremonial hall in Baybars's time when his new audience hall was 
under construction. The other possibility is that the original iwan or 
audience hall at the Citadel, built by al-Kamil, is one and the same as 

Ibn 'Abd al-:.(':ahir, Rawef., 53; Ibn al-Dawiidari, al-Durra al-Zakiyya, 25, reports the 
account of his grandfather, who was a Bal)ri mamluk, that Aq~iiy was assassinated 
in the dihliz of the treasury. There is no reason to doubt the accuracy of this account. 

ll Ibn Kathir, Bidaya, 13: 231; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 301; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujitm, 
7: 109; Ibn Iyiis, Bada'i', 1, 1: 313; , use the term al-iwan for the hall; Ibn 'Abd al­
:.(':iihir, al-Rawef. al-?,ahir, 100, was present at the ceremony and calls it the Qii'at al­
'Awiimid; so does Ibn Duqmiiq, Jawhar, 181, although he was not an eyewitness. 

12 :.(':ahiri, Zubda, 26; Sakhiiwi, Dhayl, 209, reports that in 1448, al-:.(':ahir Jaqmaq 
ordered his first wife, who was given the title the khawund al-kubra (grand lady), 
moved from the Qii'at al-Kubrii (Grand Qii'a), that is, the Qa'at al-'Awiimid to the 
Qii'at al-Barbariyya, because she had lost her place as the sultan's favorite. 
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the Qa'at al-'Awamid (hence its accessibility to the amirs), which 
was later incorporated into the private palaces after Bay bars built his 
new hall. The ambiguity of the character, public or private, of this 
qa'a may have originated in the days when Sha jar al-Durr was a rec­
ognized decision-maker in the sultanate, besides being the sultan's 
favorite, and later his only, wife. 

In 1257, Shajar al-Durr had al-Mu'izz Aybak assassinated in his 
private quarters at the Citadel. Why is unclear. The chroniclers attrib­
ute it to jealousy, but it seems rather to have been her fear of losing 
power. Aybak, in a move reminiscent of that taken by Aqtay a few 
years earlier, had proposed to the king of Mosul Badr al-Din Lii'hi' 
that he marry his daughter. This union would have improved his 
political standing locally and regionally, but might have spelled the 
dismissal of Shajar al-Durr as queen and partner. When Aybak's 
murder was discovered, the Mamalik al-Mu'izziyya tried to kill 
Shajar al-Durr in revenge for their slain master, but her khush­
dashiyya (comrades), 13 the Bal.iri mamluks, defended her. She was, 
however, dragged from the dar al-saltana, the vaguely defined struc­
ture, or group of structures, in the original small southern enclosure, 
and imprisoned in the Burj al-Al.imar. Her khushdashiyya could not 
protect her for long; she was eventually brought back from the tower 
to the private quarters of the sultan's family (dur) and killed by the 
slave girls of Aybak's first wife. Her body was thrown into the moat 
behind the Citadel, on the Qarafa side, where it remained for three 
days before she was properly buried in the mausoleum (qubba) she 
had built for herself near the two venerated shrines of Sayyida 'Atika 
and Sayyida Ruqayya south of the mosque of lbn Tiihin. 14 

Aybak was succeeded by his son al-Man~iir 'Ali (1257-59), who 
turned out to be an insignificant and transitional ruler. A mamluk of 
his father, al-Muzaffar Quwz, soon took over the sultanate under the 
pretext that the approaching Mongol threat needed a stronger and 
older sultan to stand up to it. Qutuz marvelously fulfilled his promise. 

13 Khushdiishiyya is a frequently encountered term in Mamluk sources. Essen­
tially it refers to mamluks who were members of the same household or belonged to 
the same master. It signifies, however, both the collective name of the group and their 
loyalty to each other because of their past common bond of servitude. The word itself 
is an arabized composite of the Persian expressions, khojii-tiish, which means "com­
rade in service." See in Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 388-89, no. 3, the comments of the editor 
MuQ.ammad M. Ziyada; Holt, Crusades, glossary, p. 223. 

14 lbn al-Dawadan, al-Durr al-Mat/Ub, 384-85; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 403-4; lbn 
Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 6: 377-76; Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 1, 1: 294-95. 



96 CHAPTER FOUR 

On 3 September 1260, he led the Mamluk army of Egypt to a victo­
ry at the battle of 'Ayn JalUt (Spring of Goliath) over the Mongol 
army that Hiilegii had left in Syria. This victory proved to be a turn­
ing point for the Mamluk state. Mahy Ayyubid principalities, which 
had been deprived of their ruling princes by the sweeping Mongol 
invasion, fell to the advancing Mamluks and were promptly annexed 
to Egypt. But Qutuz did not live to savor his newly acquired promi­
nence; a group of his arnirs killed him in .Salil:iiyya on his way back 
to Cairo. The leader of the conspirators was the BaI:iri arnir Baybars 
al-Bunduqdari who was a close collaborator of Faris al-Din Aqtay, 
the amir who had been slain by Qutuz on Aybak's order eight years 
earlier. Baybars was soon recognized as the new sultan by the 
vicegerent (na'ib) Aqtay al-Musta'rib who was left behind by Qutuz 
at the Cairo Citadel and who reportedly talked the other amirs into 
swearing the oath of allegiance to him. 15 

The Reign al-~ahir Baybars ( 1260-76) 

Although he was the fifth Mamluk sultan (counting Shajar al-Durr as 
the first), al-Zahir Baybars was the first BaJ:iri mamluk to ascend the 
throne. Some modern historians call the whole first part of the 
Mamluk period (1250-1382) the Bal:lri period, but strictly speaking, 
this name is inaccurate since the ba}Jriyya did not become the mas­
ters of the state until Baybars's ascent in 1260.16 Mamluk chroniclers 
dub the same period "dawlat al-turk" (the Turkish state), a more 
accurate description of the character of the state and the origin of its 
founders than "BaJ:iri period." Aybak was a Turkish, but not a BaJ:iri, 
mamluk. He was a senior ,Salil:li amir and had become his master's 
taster (jashanklr) before 1240 when al-.Salil:l was still the deputy of 
his father in the east (Jazira and north Syria), long before the BaJ:iri 
regiment was constituted. 17 The first half of Aybak's reign had been 
dominated by several competing, and sometimes antagonistic, groups 
of mamluks in addition to the ba}Jriyya, such as the 'Aziziyya (the 

15 For the circumstances of the first decade of Mamluk rule in Egypt until the 
ascendancy of Bay bars, see Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 26-41; Peter Thorau, The Lion 
of Egypt: Sultan Baybars I and the Near East in the Thirteenth Century, trans. P. M. 
Holt (London, 1991), 27-88. 

16 Ayalon, "Le regiment BaJ:u"iya dans l'armee mamelouke," Revue des Etudes 
Islamiques 19 (1951): 133-41; idem, "BaJ:u"iyya," EI2, 1: 944. 

17 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 4. 
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mamluks of al-'Aziz, the Ayyubid ruler of Aleppo, who was their 
ustadh). 18 But by the second half, Aybak had driven most of the 
Bal).ri amirs out of the country and elevated his Mu'izziyya mamluks 
to the most powerful positions. Qutuz had been a Mu'izzi amir who 
continued his master's policy and promoted his khushdashiyya, the 
Mu'izziyya. The Bal).ri amirs were not favored during his short reign 
until, out of necessity, he joined forces with Baybars and his Bal).ri 
companions exiled in Damascus and Kerak just before he set out to 
meet the Mongols. 

After his accession, al-Z,ahir Baybars immediately set about 
rebuilding a united sultanate of Egypt and all of Ayyubid Syria, 
which had been ruined by the Mongol onslaught. In a short time, he 
cunningly managed to suppress all assertions of autonomy among 
dissatisfied Ayyubid princes in central Syria and Transjordan, enter­
prising Mamluk amirs in Damascus and Aleppo, and freebooting 
Arab and Turkoman tribes in Upper Egypt and the Euphrates region. 
He tried to secure his sultanate's boundaries and keep its lines of 
commerce open (especially the importation of young mamluks from 
the Crimea) by entering into a series of alliances with many of his 
neighbors, such as the Byzantines, the Genoese, and the Mongols of 
the Golden Horde. He also campaigned relentlessly against the 
Crusader states and reconquered many of the castles and cities they 
had held along the Syrian and Palestinian coasts. But his shrewdest 
and most farsighted decision was to provide the Mamluk regime with 
an Islamic legitimizing apparatus in the form of a caliph. 

Baghdad had fallen to the Mongol troops of Hi.ilegi.i in 1258 and 
the Abbasid caliphate had been eradicated after the caliph al­
Musta'~im Billah was killed. Baybars took advantage of the disper­
sal of the Abbasid family members who survived the Mongol mas­
sacre to bring one of them to Cairo. The fugitive was recognized as 
caliph with the regnal title of al-Mustan~ir Billah II, and was in turn 
required to delegate his political authority to Baybars and to invest 
him not merely with Syria and Egypt, which he actually held, but also 

18 The ustiidh is the owner and the master of a mamluk and the head of a military 
household, Holt, Crusades, glossary, p. 225. The relationship between an ustiidh and 
his mamluk is likened sometimes to that of a father to his son, with all the implica­
tions of bonds, mutual responsibility, and interdependency. Al-Man~iir Lajin, who 
advanced his own mamluk Mangutimur above the rest of the great amirs, was killed 
because he was considered responsible for his mamluk's actions. lbn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujum, 8: 99, comments that "the wicked son brings damnation on his father." 
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with the eastern provinces, the Hijaz and the Yemen, together with all 
future conquests. In his 1261 khutba of investiture, delivered in the 
mosque of the Citadel, al-Mustan~ir II acknowledged Baybars as the 
leading sultan of Islam, the deputy of the universal caliph, and the 
leader of jihad.19 When al-Mustan~ir II was slain in an ill-fated cam­
paign against the Mongols in 1261, Baybars brought another Abbasid 
to Cairo and installed him as caliph with the title of al-l:Iak:im bi Amr 
Allah. He, too, had publicly to delegate his authority to Baybars in a 
khutba that he pronounced at the Citadel's mosque in 1262.20 From 
then until the fall of Egypt to the Ottomans in 1517, an Abbasid 
caliph was kept in Cairo as a legitimizing figurehead in ceremonies 
of investiture, and even, in some instances, as a tool in the hands of 
the sultan to bestow religious sanction on the rules of allies elsewhere 
in the Islamic world, but with no real political role to play.21 

Baybars is regarded as the true founder of the Mamluk system. He 
organized its military structure, reformed its administration, and ini­
tiated its economic recovery. He also introduced new and fundamen­
tal changes to the structure of the government, which until his reign 
had merely duplicated that of the Ayyubids. The origins of this 
restructuring can be traced in part to his admiration for Mongol prac­
tices, which was apparent in many of his actions. He boasted on 
many occasions of the affinity between the Mongols and the K1p­
chaks, to whom he belonged. For instance, he once told the emis­
saries of a French king, "Thanks to God, no more war is to take place 
between the Mamluks and the Mongols, who are, after all, of the 

19 For the khutba, see Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, Rawtf,, 102-10; Yiinini, Dhayl, 2: 
98-104; Ibn al-Dawiidiiri, al-Durra al-Zakiyya, 73-79; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 453-57; 
Qalqashandi, $ubf:i, 10: 111-16. See also Holt, "Some Observations on the Abbasid 
Caliphate of Cairo, " Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 47 
(1984): 501-7; Thorau, Baybars, 110-17. 

20 Ibn 'Abd al-Ziihir, Rawtf,, 141-47; Yiinini, Dhayl, 2: 187-90. Al-f.liikim deliv­
ered the same khutba in 1291 after al-Ashraf Khalil released him from house arrest 
and ordered him to praise his conquests publicly; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 773-74; Ibn al­
Furiit, Tarikh, 8: 128-29. 

21 On the relationship between caliph and sultan, and the invented legal rationale 
for what was enforced by the Mamluks, see Ibn Jamii'a, Taf:irir al-AJ:ikamfi Tadbir 
Ahl al-Islam, ed. Hans Kofler, "Handbuch des islamischen Staats und Verwal­
tungsrechtes von Ibn Jamii'a," Jslamica 6-7 (1934): 257-59. Ziihiri, Zubda, 89-90, 
quotes Ibn Jamii'a's opinion without naming him, lists the Muslim rulers who sought 
investitures from the caliph, and asserts that the title of sultan should be given only 
to the ruler of Egypt because of his direct investiture by the caliph. See also Mounira 
Chapoutot-Remadi, "Une institution ma! connue: le Khalifat abbaside du Caire," 
Cahiers de Tunisie 20 (1972): 11-23. 
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same ethnic background, and they should not let each other down."22 

He may have appropriated his own emblem, the lion passant to the 
left, from Mongol prototypes.23 He welcomed Mongol deserters, 
called Wafidiyya (Newcomers) in the sources, to his capital and 
granted many of them amirial positions and iqta' in the army. He 
adopted some Mongol legal, military, and behavioral codes to the 
Mamluk system, and introduced a number of positions and offices in 
the army and the administration which he modeled after Mongol 
precedents.24 

Several of these new offices were, for the first time in Egypt, 
assigned to the rijal al-say/ (men of the sword) rather than civilians, 
which indicates the military orientation of his reforms.25 But his main 
objective was to mold a highly centralized hierarchy of Mamluk 
amirs with the sultan at the apex. His most trusted associates were, as 
expected, the Bal,rri amirs who were his khushdashiyya and shared 
with him the same ustadh, al-~alil:i Najm al-Din Ayyub. They accom­
panied him in his years of wandering in Syria (1250-59), when Egypt 
was controlled by Aybak and after him Qutuz. He promoted them, 
granted them large iqta's, presented them with lavish gifts and favors, 
and even set up a special bureau ( dlwan) for them. They formed his 
immediate entourage and were, we are told, "the guardians of his 
Citadel in his presence and absence."26 But, unlike his predecessors, 

22 Qalqashandi, Sub~, 8: 37. The sentence clearly carries a conviction besides its 
obvious political purpose. 

23 Didier Gazagnadou, "Note sur une question d'heraldique mamluke: l'origine 
du 'lion passant a gauche' du sultan Baybars I al-Bunduqdari," Der Islam 66 (1989): 
98-101. 

24 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 182-86; Maqrizi, Khi(a(, 2: 221. The influence of 
Cengiz Khan's penal code, the Yasa, on the Mamluk legal system was repeatedly 
debated in modem scholarship. An extreme, and somehow fanciful, view that regard­
ed the Mamluk sultanate as an outpost of the Mongol state is A. N. Poliak, "Le car­
actere colonial de l'etat mamelouke dans ses rapports avec la Horde d'Or," Revue 
des Etudes Jslamiques 9 (1935): 231--48. A reassessment with a long discussion that 
brought the question back to the realm of unproved hypotheses is Ayalon, "The Great 
Yasa of Cengiz Khan: A Reexamination," Studia lslamica 33 (1971): 97-140 (pt. A); 
34 (1971): 151-80 (pt. B); 36 (1972): 113-58 (pt. Cl); 38 (1973): 107-56 (pt. C2); 
Thorau, Baybars, 256--57; further evidence from hitherto unpublished Mamluk 
sources in Donald Little, "Notes on Aitamis, A Mongol Mamluk," Beiruter Texte 
und Studien 22 (1979): 387--401, reprinted in History and Historiography of the 
Mamluks (Collected Studies) (London, 1986). 

25 Holt, Crusades, 90-98; Ibn 'Abd al-Z,ahir, Rawq, 70-73; Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh 
al-?,iihir, 239--44, 311; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 182-87, gives a detailed review 
of Baybars's administrative innovations. 

26 Ibn 'Abd al-Z,iihir, Rawq, 74; English version in Holt, Crusades, 91. 
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Baybars did not grant hereditary fiefs. He replaced the old feudal sys­
tem by allocating revenues from iqfii's to Mamluk amirs as long as 
they served in the army or government but maintaining control over 
their administration. As a consequence his amirs were no longer 
semi-autonomous lords; they lived not on their franchised lands but 
in the capital, and had to depend on the central government for their 
revenues.27 With these two reforms in place, the new structure of the 
Mamluk hierarchy was well established and, despite all its inherent 
impediments, lasted for more than two centuries. 

Al-Z:ahir Baybars was the first sultan of Egypt since the time of 
Salfil:i al-Din to have his reign recorded in detail. This is probably 
because he belonged to a special class of energetic rulers, along with 
Zangi, his son Nur al-Din, Sala}J al-Din, and later Qalawun and al­
Ashraf Khalil, who were able to channel the immense repercussions 
of the Crusades and Mongol attacks to mount their counteroffensives 
and who deliberately used their image as defenders and supporters of 
Islam to advance their political agenda both abroad and at home. 28 A 
special place is reserved in Islamic historiography for these rulers as 
heroes and exemplary rulers comparable only to the Rashidi caliphs, 
and they are immortalized as well in heroic tales that developed from 
popular lore. To this day, songs, epics, and stories still celebrate the 
person and rule of Nur al-Din, of Salfil:i al-Din, and of al-Z:ahir 
Baybars.29 

Our best sources for Baybars's numerous architectural projects are 
accounts by his two contemporaries Ibn 'Abd al-Z:ahir (1223-92) and 
'Izz al-Din ibn Shaddad (1216-85) who were both employed in his 
administration, and to a lesser extent that of Shafi' ibn 'Ali 
(1251-1330), a clerk (kiitib) in Baybars's royal chancery and a neph-

27 David Ayalon, "The System of Payment in Mamluk Military Society," Journal 
of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 1 (1958): 37--65, 257-96. 

28 Emmanuel Sivan, L' Islam et la Croisade, ideologie et propagande dans /es 
reactions musulmanes aux Croisades (Paris, 1968), is the most complete study to 
date on this neglected topic; see also Krawulsky's introduction to 'Umari, Masiilik, 
15-37. 

29 The most prominent example is the Slrat Baybars (Roman de Bafbars) trans­
lated by Georges Bohas and Jean-Patrick Guillaume from an Aleppine manuscript 
written in the early nineteenth century, of which eight volumes have been published 
since 1985. It is too early to conduct any full-scale study on the relationship between 
the real-life Baybars and the epic's hero, but for a preliminary discussion, see J.-P. 
Guillaume, "Presentation," in Les enfances de Bafbars (Paris, 1985), 20-35; also 
Rudi Paret,"Sirat Baybars," EI2, 1: 1126--27. 
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ew of Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir who wrote a critical abridgment of the sul­
tan's biography his uncle had written.30 Ibn Shaddad alone provides 
an exhaustive list of the considerable number of structures Baybars 
built in every city in the sultanate. Later chroniclers, such as Ibn 
Shakir al-Kutubi, in his biographical dictionary, and Ibn Taghri­
Birdi, the fifteenth-century chronicler and son of a Mamluk amir, 
give shorter lists of Bay bars' s structures that depart slightly from Ibn 
Shaddad's. Together, these sources provide detailed accounts of his 
works in and around the Citadel; none of these buildings remains 
today. 

Al-Zahir Baybars was the third sultan of Egypt to have a lasting 
impact on the development of the Citadel of the Mountain. It attained 
under him a new status as the center of the Mamluk sultanate that 
encompassed both Egypt and Syria. ~alfil.i al-Din had started its con­
struction, but he had not finished it and never lived there; al-Kamil 
made it the seat of the Ayyubid sultanate. Baybars, after some hesi­
tation, decided to enlarge and refurbish it, and rearrange its interior 
spaces to conform to the new Mamluk structures of the state and the 
army. He also strengthened some of its defenses, endowed it with 
many royal structures, provided it with additional water by con­
structing cisterns and watercourses, and actively involved himself in 
planning the urban expansion around it. 

Baybars' s Buildings around the Citadel 

At the beginning of his reign, Bay bars had a modest number of mam­
luks and greatly depended on the support of his great amirs and their 
regiments of mamluks who formed integral parts of his army. During 
his years of wandering in Syria, he had neither the time nor the 
resources to establish a strong household of his own mamluks. So 
when he ascended the throne, he immediately began to augment the 
ranks of the royal mamluks ( al-mamiitik al-sultiiniyya) while con­
stantly looking for ways to appease and accommodate his great amirs 
and their mamluks. He needed to oversee their actions and at the 
same time keep them away from his residence at the Citadel of the 

30 P.M. Holt, "Three Biographies of al-Ziihir Baybars," in Medieval Historical 
Writing in the Christian and Islamic Worlds, ed. D. 0. Morgan (London, 1982), 
19-29; J. Pederson, "Ibn 'Abd al-Ziihir," E/2, 3: 679-80, and D. Sourdel, "Ibn 
Shaddad," E/2, 3: 933. · 
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Mountain, where they could easily execute a coup d'etat, for they far 
outnumbered his own troops. For some time, he thought of resurrect­
ing the Raw<;la Citadel, deserted since Aybak's time. In 1261, he 
ordered Amir Jamal al-Din Musa ibn Yaghmur, his master of the 
household (ustadar), to refurbish it and restore its qa<as. He also dis­
tributed its towers among the amirs, and made each of them respon­
sible for rebuilding one by requiring that they establish their house­
holds, their storehouses (buyutat, sg. bayt), and their stables there. 31 

Baybars wanted to create centralized barracks for the troops of the 
great amirs at the Raw<;la Citadel, as distinguished from the royal 
troops quartered at the Citadel of the Mountain. He also wanted the 
new barracks to house the regiment of Jandariyya (probably the 
mamluks attached to the office of jandar, who fulfilled the functions 
of swordbearer, executioner, and head of the sultan's security 
guards), a use in line with that under al-~alil). Najm al-Din Ayyub 
when Baybars's own regiment of ba~riyya was lodged there. The 
idea of refurbishing the Raw<;la Citadel was later dropped for reasons 
unknown, but it is possible that Baybars may have realized that it was 
a potential power base for his amirs over which he would have no 
direct control. 32 

Instead he devised another plan for quartering the amirs and their 
troops, where they could be supervised and at the same time kept 
away from his own residence. It is probably at this juncture that 
Baybars conceived the complex plan at the Citadel of the Mountain 
that would create separate zones of activity with the royal palace at 
the center. He built residences for the closest and most trusted great 
amirs inside the Citadel, thus starting a practice that would reach its 
greatest elaboration under al-Na~ir Mul).ammad. He established 
palaces for other great amirs and encouraged the rest to build palaces 
on their own in areas below the Citadel and around the maydan, both 
because these amirs were indispensable to him and because, in the 
peculiarly Mamluk conception of the sultanate, they were also strong 
enough to aspire to his throne, so that he needed to keep them close­
ly shpervised. 

31 Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, Rawcj,, 90; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 192, no. 7; Qalqa­
shandi, SublJ, 3: 373; Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 184; idem, Suluk, 1: 445. 

32 lbn 'Abd al-Zahir, Rawcj,, 125, records the punishment of two Bai).ri mamluks 
who were sent to work at the Raw<;la Citadel; Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh al-?Jihir, on 
p. 347, says that the Citadel building was not completed, but on p. 343, he reports 
that Baybars used the debris of aHlali~'s belvederes (mand?ir) from the Raw<;la 
Citadel to furnish new constructions. 
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This double motive, segregation and suspicion, was to govern the 
organization of the Citadel and its relationship to its urban context 
from then on, with suspicion becoming the leading factor in the sec­
ond half of the Mamluk period, known as the Burji period, when fac­
tional strife multiplied and sultans succeeded one another at an in­
credible rate. Ibn Taghri-Birdi, being of mamluk extraction himself 
and well informed about the Mamluk polity, understood this rationale 
better than any of the earlier chroniclers from whom he drew his 
information on the Citadel, when he stated that Baybars "feared that 
his mamluks might interfere in the affairs of the city's population if 
they resided among them."33 Perhaps this remark was inspired by the 
state of affairs in Cairo when Ibn Taghri-Birdi himself was writing in 
the middle of the fifteenth century, and people were constantly har­
assed and overburdened by the amirs and mamluks who lived among 
them. Separating the mamluks from the population, however, may 
well also have been Baybars's purpose, not because of any imminent 
friction between the amirs and the population, but to secure the sul­
tan's center and create a reliable barrier between the royal and the 
urban spheres. Furthermore, having the amirs live within range of the 
royal residence and still removed from it conformed with the hierar­
chical Mamluk structure as it was developed by Baybars at the same 
time and complemented his equally centralizing iqta< system. 

Baybars's housing for his amirs led to urban expansion south of 
Fatimid al-Qahira; the neighborhoods of the mosque of Ibn Tllh1n, 
the Birkat al-Fil, and the east-west Shari' al-A ''.?am (Grand Street) 
became new residential districts (fig. 19).34 The sources refer several 
times to the palaces and religious endowments that were located in 
these districts built by amirs whose names appear during Baybars's 
rule. By the time he died, the areas to the northwest, west, and south­
west of the Citadel were all integrated into Cairo's urban fabric, with 
very few areas left vacant. This development obviously affected the 
nature of the relationship between the Citadel and the city, which had 
by now become connected. It may have been part of the plan con­
templated and probably even started by al-Kamil, who had ordered 
the animal markets shifted to the vicinity of the Citadel and con-

33 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 191. 
34 lbn Shaddad, Tiirlkh al-?,iihir, 359-60; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 196-97; 

lbn Shakir al-Kutubi, Fawiit al-Wafiyyiit wa-1-Dhayl 'Alayhii, ed. li)san 'Abbas 
(Beirut, 1973), 1: 242. 
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CD 0100 

Fig. 19: Reconstruction of the Citadel's surroundings in Baybars's time 

structed the maydan at the foot of the spur, although, as lbn Sa'id al­
Maghribi reported, the built-up areas were still further to the north 
and west and the land surrounding the Citadel was still uninhabited 
during the Ayyubid period.35 

Equestrian facilities. Baybars constructed two maydans where the 
furusiyya exercises, the principal form of Mamluk military training, 
and polo games ( al-kura or al-akra) took place: the Maydan al­
'.,?:ahiri, built southwest of al-Qahira on newly recovered land in al-

35 lbn Sa'id al-Maghribi, Mughrib, 390--91, says that "the land under the Citadel 
was dusty and had no built-up or green areas," which shows that he saw it between 
1207, when al-Kamil moved to the Citadel and 1213, the date given for the estab­
lishment of the maydan. 
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Burji (the present-day area of Bab al-Luq) from which the Nile had 
receded in the thirteenth century, and the Maydan al-Qabaq (named 
after the game of qabaq),36 also known as the Maydan al-Aswad 
(Black Maydan) built in the area north of the Citadel which later 
became the Qarafa al-Kubra (Great Cemetery).37 For his own exer­
cises, he seems to have favored the former. Some of the qiYas and 
belvederes he is reported to have built around it may have been even 
more monumental than the ones he built at the Citadel. 38 This large­
scale construction project was prompted by economic considerations; 
Baybars had no intention of creating a competing center of power. 
The building of a maydan may have been the best solution for stabi­
lizing the land gained from the Nile and at the same time appropriat­
ing it for the sultan. Building it near the river also eliminated the need 
to transport water to keep the grass alive in the scorching heat. Later 
on, al-Na~ir Mut.iammad turned it into a garden (bustan), before zon­
ing its land for urban development, because the Nile had in the mean­
time receded much further and the task of watering had become very 
costly.39 

The maydan at the foot of the Citadel, first built by al-Kamil and 
known variously as the Maydan al-Qal'a (Citadel Maydan), the 
Qaramaydan (Black Maydan), or the Maydan al-Akhc;lar (Green 
Maydan), was not rebuilt, but Baybars refurbished the surrounding 
area. He established several stables for his steeds and those of his 
closest mamluks, and a house for the royal elephants north of the 
maydan on the edge of the horse market. He turned an old mau­
soleum (turba) under the Citadel and overlooking the maydan into a 
DAR AL-'ADL and founded a hammam west of the horse market 
and attributed it to his son al-Malik al-Sa'id. He constructed a large 
stable for his son's and his mamluks' horses in the southern end of 
the maydan between the two gates of Qaraqush's wall leading to the 

36 Qabaq, lit. pumpkin, a game where horsemen shoot a pumpkin-like object 
hanging on a high pole while riding past it; see, Nabil M. 'Abd al- 'Aziz, al-Khay/ wa­
Riyiirf,atahii fi 'A~T Sa/iifin al-Mamiilik (Cairo,1976), 66-67, no. 6. 

37 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 145, 198-99; David Ayalon, "Notes on the Furusiyya 
Exercises and Games in the Mamluk Sultanate," Scripta Hierosolymitana 9 (1961): 
38-39. 

38 Ibn Shaddiid, Tiirikh al-'{',iihir, 342-44, lists a qubba and two monumental 
qii'a» Baybars built for himself, and twelve qii'as for his courtiers and amirs and for 
some state functions. 

39 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 117, 198; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 191, no. 6, and 9: 37, 
no. 1. 
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Southern or Little Qarafa, and increased the water supply by building 
a well and a large cistern nearby.40 He also erected a watercourse 
(qastal) to bring water from the well of the dar al-baqar (house of 
oxen), opposite the Sayf al-Islam gardens to another well near the 
Bab al-Silsila (which no longer exists but is marked on Colonel 
Green's plan), and from there to the main well of the Citadel, proba­
bly the one near the Bi'r Yusuf. It was said to be surrounded with a 
high wall-which probably means that it was raised like an aque­
duct-and Baybars's royal titles were inscribed on it in gold.41 

Water supply. The well of the dar al-baqar, or rather the tower with 
the saqiya on its top, still stands today behind the madrasa of Sultan 
I:Iasan. It is referred to in the waqf of Sultan I:Iasan as the Bi'r al­
Naqqala (Carrying Well) that takes the water to the sultan's stables 
across the horse market (fig. 20).42 Dar al-baqar, as its name indi­
cates, was some sort of stable for the oxen used to tum the water­
wheel, and was later turned into a palace and horse stable by al-Na~ir 
Mut.iammad.43 Its name survived until the Ottoman period as I:Iada­
rat al-Baqar, the street behind the madrasa of Sultan I:Iasan, known 
today as Sikkat al-Muqaffar (a distortion of al-Mu?affar, from the 
dome of Sinjar al-Mu?affar, built there in 1322).44 

The saqiya of the dar al-baqar must have been built before Bay­
bars's time, most probably by the Ayyubid prince Sayf al-Islam, 
Salal:t al-Din's brother, or one of his descendants, to provide water for 
their gardens. The gardens of Sayf al-Islam, which were called the 
"Gardens of 'Abbas" in Fatimid times, had been appropriated by 
Salat.i al-Din's family together with most other Fatimid properties. 
They lay to the west of the madrasa of Sultan I:Iasan and extended 
toward the Birkat al-Fil (Elephant Pond), now no longer extant (see 
fig. 19). Baybars bought them from the last Ayyubid and later divid­
ed them into building lots.45 The watercourse must have been built 

40 Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh al-Zahir, 342. 
41 Ibid., 342. The report is .confusing but it nevertheless elucidates an important 

aspect of how the Citadel was supplied with water. 
42 Awqaf 88lq, waqf of Sultan I:Iasan ibn al-Na~ir Mui).ammad, dated 15 Rabi' II 

760 (1359), p. 20, 1. 11. 
43 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 68. 
44 'Ali Pasha Mubarak, al-Khirar al:Tawfiqiyya al-Jadida, 20 vols. (reprt. Cairo, 

1969), 2: 43-44; M. Georges Salmon, Etudes sur la topographie du Caire, la Kal'at 
al-Kabch et la Birkat al-Fil (Cairo, 1902), 113-14, and map. 

45 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 364, 476; Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh al-?,ahir, 279-80; Idrisi, 
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Fig. 20: Plan of the saqiya of the dar al-baqar behind the madrasa of Sultan I:Iasan 

after he acquired the gardens. The stone corbels that must have car­
ried a stone channel above can still be seen along the southwestern 
fa~ade of the madrasa of Sultan I:Iasan. To reconstruct the part that 
crossed the Rumayla is impossible, but we have a clue that allows us 
to reconstruct the end of the channel on the Citadel side. The waqf of 
I:Iasan al-RU.mi (1535) states that the entrance vestibule contained a 
channel (majrd), built before the zdwiya, that carried the wat~r to the 
Citadel's Bab al-Silsila.46 That all this was undertaken to provide the 

Anwar, 2, speaks of a man;ara on the Birkat al-Fil where an Abbasid envoy was 
staying in 1226. 

46 Awqaf 1079, waqf of I:Iasan ibn Ilyas al-Rumi, dated 8 Shawwal 941 (1535), 
l. 25-26. Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 123, attributes similar works to al-Na~ir Mutammad on 
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Citadel with an additional source of water shows how quickly it was 
expanding, especially its palatial side which this new water supply 
served. 

The Dar al-'Adl al-'?iihiriyya. Al-Zahir Baybars built or renovated a 
DAR AL-'ADL under the Citadel. His two biographers, Ibn Shaddad 
and Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, give inadequate reports about this structure, 
although they elaborate on his ardor to uphold the principle of justice 
and to attend ma?iilim sessions. Ibn Shaddad speaks only of a fenced, 
square platform ( ma$f aba) installed in the middle of the court in front 
of the Citadel gate, covered by a canopy to protect it from the sun and 
the rain, and designated for the public sittings of the vicegerent and 
the vizier. In the same list of structures, he mentions a tablakhiina 
(drummery, a place where the military band played at specific times 
during the day)47that Baybars built for his son al-Malik al-Sa'id 
across from the DAR AL-'ADL under the Citadel, without attributing 
the second structure to him.48 Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir reports that in 1262 
Baybars ordered the renovation and remodeling of a building under 
the Citadel and the establishment of the DAR AL-'ADL in it, sug­
gesting that the structure existed before Baybars's times.49 Maqrizi, 
too, in two different statements, says that Baybars built, or renovat­
ed, the DAR AL-'ADL.5° Casanova demonstrated that the structure 
was a mausoleum (turba) of a Fatimid family of princes, the Banii al­
Muhtar, but mistakenly assigned its refurbishing and transformation 
into the DAR AL-'ADL to al-Kamil without any historical basis.51 

Baybars is the patron who restored that turba, which was probably in 
disrepair like many other Fatimid remains, put it to a new use as the 
DAR AL-'ADL, and added the canopied ma$faba in front of it for 
less formal ceremonies.52 He sat in the DAR AL-'ADL on Mondays 

the same site, but calls the preexisting well, the Bi'r al-Zahiri (Well of al-Zahir), 
which further proves Baybars's work to provide the royal stables with a new source 
of water. 

47 William Popper, Egypt and Syria under the Circassian Sultans, map no. 7, 
Cairo: citadel. 

48 Ibn Shaddad, Tiirfkh al-(:,iihir, 341-42. 
49 Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, Rawd, 182. 
50 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 205," 213; idem, Su/Uk, 1: 501. 
51 Casanova, "Histoire," 608, Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 236, and Ibn Taghri-Birdi, 

Nujum, 9: 74, corroborate the report of Shafi' ibn 'Ali, cited by Casanova. 
52 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 501; lbn 'Abd al-Zahir, Rawg, 210, says that Baybars sat 

under the awning (f!u!fa) in the masfaba next to the diir al-'adl to review the parades 
in the maydan. 
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and Thursdays, both to inspect ma?iilim petitions and to review the 
Mamluk army, unlike his Ayyubid and Mamluk predecessors who 
delegated this duty to their deputies.53 After his death, the structure 
became known as the DAR AL-'ADL AL-QADIMA (the old), and 
was occasionally used for official events presided over by high-rank­
ing administrators.54 It was converted into a rablakhiina in 1322 
during the reign of al-Na~ir MuI:tammad.55 The rablakhiina was refur­
bished by Siidiin Amir Akhiir (the superintendent of the royal stables) 
in the first decade of the fifteenth century; he added a second floor 
above it, for it was originally an enclosure without a roof.56 It was 
still in use, or misuse, at the end of the fifteenth century when a dis­
pute between the amirs, fought around the Citadel as usual, made the 
rablakhiina a strategic place to hold.57 

The site of Baybars's DAR AL-'ADL is difficult to ascertain, be­
cause the carriage route MuI:tammad 'Ali completed in 1825 changed 
the topography of the area so completely. Al-Na~ir's rablakhiina, or 
Baybars's DAR AL-'ADL, was supposed to have been located 
between the Bab al-Silsila and the Bab al-Mudarraj. The Bab al­
Silsila (probably the present Bab Katkhuda) was the main royal en­
trance to the Citadel from the maydan. The Bab al-Mudarraj was the 
last and closest to the present-day road (Sikkat al-Mal:tjar) of a series 
of gates which formed the public entrance to the Citadel and stood at 
the end of a stepped path that ascended from a spot near the Bab al­
Silsila to an elevation 15 meters above the maydan.58 Baybars's 

53 Maqrizi, Khirat, 2: 205; Ibn-Shaddad, Tiirlkh al-Ziihir, 277-82. For a list of 
cases reviewed by Baybars in the diir al-'adl, see Jorgen Nielsen, Secular Justice in 
an Islamic State: Mazalim under the Ba/:lrl Mamluks, 6621/264-78911387 (Leiden, 
1985), 144-47. 

54 Ibn al-Furat, Tiirlkh, 7: 259; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 712; report the assessment of a 
poll tax (jawiill) from non-Muslims in 1283 there. Maqrizi, Khitar, 2: 206, says that 
the structure was used for ma'?iilim sessions presided over by the nii'ib until the reign 
of Qalawun. 

55 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 205, 213, and, SulUk, 2: 236; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 
74. 

56 Maqrizi, Khitar. 2: 213, says that the addition was strategically sound, for the 
fablakhiina stood in front of the Ashrafiyya Madrasa (built in 1375) which could 
have been used as an entrenchment from which to shoot at the Citadel. 

57 Ibn al-Shil;ma, al-Badr al-Ziihir fl Nafjrat al-Malik a/-Nii$ir Mu/:lammad ibn 
Qiiytbiiy, ed. 'Umar al-Tadmuri (Beirut, 1983), 82-84, describes the battle in 1496 
between the supporters of Mul;rnmmad, the son of Qaytbay, and Qan~uh Khamsmi 'a, 
a great amir and usurper, around the Citadel. 

58 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 205, speaks about the Bab al-Mudarraj, the Bab Siirya, and 
the Bab al-Darfil as if they were situated along the same path. Casanova, "Histoire," 
610-12, explains the disposition of gates described by Maqrizl. 
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DAR AL-'ADL was somewhere along this 300 meter-long-path. It 
had to be high enough for the sultan to sit in the royal stand under the 
awning ( ~uffa) to review parades in the maydan and horse market. 

A brief reference in the waqf of the ziiwiya of ljasan al-Rumi, built 
in 1522, further establishes the location of Baybars's DAR AL­
'ADL. The waqf, dated to 1535, states that the rablakhiina of al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad was above the ziiwiya, which still stands today on the 
eastern side of the road leading to the original Bab al-Mudarraj.59 

The waqf also specifies that the ziiwiya is situated between the Bab 
al-Mudarraj and the Bab al-Silsila, exactly the site given in Maqrizi's 
Khirar as that of al-Na~ir's rablakhiina. Baybars's DAR AL-'ADL, 
then, was under the Citadel, alongside the road named Sikkat al­
Rumayla on the map of the Description de l' Egypte, and might have 
stood where Mul).ammad 'Ali's daftarkhiine stands today (see fig. 
19). 

Baybars' s Buildings at the Citadel 

It is not possible from the limited sources available to reconstruct 
what Baybars built at the Citadel chronologically, but its results are 
discernible and indicate a preconceived plan. He appears to have 
been the one who decided to divide the Citadel into two distinct 
enceintes separated by the Sur al-Qulla (Qulla Wall): a military and 
an administrative area in the north and a palatial complex in the south 
for the sultan and his entourage, which were then subdivided into 
smaller and more specialized areas. The northern enclosure seems to 
have been given many new qii'as for administrative functions, all 
crowded into its western end, around the Ral).bat al-Qal'a (Citadel 
Square), to which the passageway of the Bab al-Mudarraj led.60 The 
enclosure's eastern side remained allocated to the lodging of the 
mamluks who formed the royal army of Egypt. The southern enclo­
sure started to take the shape that it would later assume. The semi­
public and ceremonial structures faced the administrative complex 
across from the Sur al-Qulla, with the royal palaces along the edges. 
Baybars extended the royal section of the southern enclosure to the 
west and south to accommodate the new structures he added. In this 
extension he exploited a commanding view of the capital to the north-

59 Waqf of I;Iasan al-Riiml, line 21, see MuJ:iammad I;Iussam al-Din Isma'il 'Abd­
al-FattaJ:i, "Man~iqat al-Darb al-AJ:imar," Master's thesis, A~yiit University, .1986, 
311. 

60 'Umarl, Masalik, 141; Qalqashandl, Subl:t. 3: 372; Maqrizl, Khifaf, 2: 204. 
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west and southwest. This direction of expansion was not new; rather 
it was in line with the original orientation of the palaces al-Kamil 
built.61 The originality in it appears to be more in the emphasis on 
visual contact with the city below the hill than in the expansion itself. 

Sur al-Qulla. No source refers to the construction of the Sur al-Qulla 
which separated the two enclosures before 1320, when al-Na~ir 
Mul:iammad rebuilt the Bab al-Qulla, enlarged its vestibule (durkah), 
and added a second door to it.62 When that gate was first built is not 
known, but it may have been during Baybars's reign because he is 
credited with building a qulla, which gave the gate its name, and 
which was demolished by Qalawiin in 1286.63 There are many con­
cise references to the Bab al-Qulla, and they all indicate that its func­
tion was to control access from the Citadel to the sultan's palatial 
complex.64 Its form is unknown, although it seems to have been more 
of a guarded passage than just an opening in a wall. Ibn al-Furat inad­
vertently gives a few clues to its position and configuration, when, in 
reporting an encounter between two antangonists in al-Ashraf 
Khalil's government in 1291, he speaks of a long passageway with 
doors at either end.65 Inside the passageway was a stone bench for the 
master of the household ( ustadar) and the supervisor of the palaces 
(nd?ir al-buyut) to sit while waiting to be admitted to the palace and 
a vestibule that led to the royal wardrobe (firashkhana). Ibn al­
Furat' s text, written in the fifteenth century and therefore after the 
gate's rebuilding, indicates that al-Na~ir Mul:iammad cleared the area 
between the Bab al-Qulla and the eastern side of his mosque in 1318, 
suggesting that the Bab al-Qulla originally led into a maze of struc­
tures and vestibules between it and the original mosque of the Citadel 
in the southern enclosure, rather than to the open space that exists 
there today (pl. 13). 

The complexity of this area supports the contention that the Bab al­
Qulla was added after other structures were already in place. Since 

61 Idrisi, Anwar, 32; Ibn Wa~il, Mufarrij, 5: 160, says that al-Kami! saw a funer­
al passing under the Citadel from his palace. 

62 Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 169; Ibn al-Furat, Tarlkh, 8: 38, but the editor 
calls Baybars's structure a qubba (dome) rather than a qulla. 

63 Maqrizi, Khi(a(, 2: 212. 
64 Ibid., 2: 212; Casanova, "Histoire," 646-47, lists a few references from lbn 

Taghri-Birdi to clarify the location of the original Bab al-Qulla. 
65 Ibn al-Furat, Tarlkh, 8: 109; a truncated version is given by Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 1: 

762. 



112 CHAPTER FOUR 

Baybars had built a qulla there, it may have been meant to provide 
the sultan, his family, and his bodyguards with a last refuge in case 
of attack. It is plausible that the sultan was as wary of an outside 
assault as he was of an inside insurrection, and that his choice of 
location for his qulla reflects this double threat. It follows that the 
qulla would be accompanied by a curtain wall that separates the mil­
itary and administrative parts of the Citadel from the sultan's domain. 
This step fits nicely with the proposition that Baybars created a series 
of barriers to accommodate the functions of the hierarchy of his 
Mamluk amirs, after he had decided to drop the idea of using the 
Rawqa Citadel for that purpose. 

An overall plan of organization that may have dated from the time 
of al-Kamil emerges from this reconstruction. The undivided and 
much smaller Ayyubid Citadel may have been arranged so that the 
sultan's domain overlooked the city and the military area faced the 
desert. The two were separated by the RaJ:ibat al-Qal'a, which lay at 
the western end of the present northern enclosure, between the two 
main gates of the Citadel. It stands to reason that the square would be 
the point of entrance for the Citadel, because from there traffic could 
split off to the barracks or the palaces as appropriate. The Siir al­
Qulla appears to have been erected parallel to the long side of the 
RaJ:ibat al-Qal'a further to demarcate the two spheres of action. In the 
center of the wall was the Bab al-Qulla, the sole entrance for com­
moners and soldiers to the sultan's southern enclosure during the day. 
It was closed at night to isolate the palaces from the outside, a cus­
tom that may have been copied from Fatimid practices in the Qa~r al­
Sharqi (Eastern Palace) in Cairo. 

Amirial qiYas. Baybars is credited with building a few residences for 
his amirs at the Citadel. They included a large house ( dar) for his son 
al-Malik al-Sa'id, with a few small qa<as next to it for the prominent 
jamadariyya,66 a qa<a for Bilik al-Khazindar, a house for Amir 
Sunqur al-Ashqar, three connected qa<as for Amir Baysari, and a 
square platform (ma~taba) in the middle of the square facing a gate 
(probably the Bab al-Mudarraj) covered with a canopy.67 Some of 

66 A jamaddr is usually the sultan's wardrobe master, one of the ceremonial 
offices in the Mamluk court, whose duties extended beyond merely taking care of the 
sultan's wardrobe, Qalqashandi, Sub~, 5: 459. The jamaddriyya appear to have been 
constituted into a separate regiment from early on, perhaps even from the time of al­
Salil). Najm al-Din Ayyiib. 

67 Ibn Shaddad, Tdrfkh al-'(",ahir, 341. 
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these structures were at the western end of the northern enclosure, 
probably to provide living quarters for the office-holding amirs in the 
administrative area, which, according to al-'Umari, formed the north­
ern and eastern borders of the Ral:,ibat al-Qal'a (fig. 21).68 The rest 
may have been in the southern enclosure near the royal quarters, but 
this can not be confirmed from the sources. 

The house of al-Malik al-Sa'id Baraka Khan was built near the Bab 
al-Mudarraj and the Dar al-Niyaba (Residence of the Vicegerent), 
with windows overlooking the Ral:,ibat al-Qal'a. Its construction date 
is not known, but could not have been before 1264, when al-Malik al-

Fig. 21: Reconstruction of the Citadel's division under Bay bars 

68 'Urnari, Masalik, 141-43; Maqrtzi, Khirar, 2: 210; Qalqashandi, Sub~, 3: 372. 
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Sa'id, then a boy of four, was named co-sultan, and probably even 
later. In fact, the site was occupied by a big depression (jura), which 
was dug by order of Baybars in 1264 to scare the Dhimmis (Chris­
tians and Jews) into paying more tribute by threatening to burn them 
in it.69 Baybars later filled it up by constructing sixteen vaults, which 
presumably formed the basement for the house he erected for his son. 
This basement was used as a cistern by plastering its interior surface 
with khiifiqi (an Egyptian waterproof mortar); water was brought 
there by a siiqiya outside the Citadel, perhaps the siiqiya of diir al­
baqiir. 70 The house remained in use for a long time and seems to have 
been allocated regularly to one of the office-holding great amirs, such 
as Amir Taghji, who was one of the great amirs during the sultanate 
of al-Man~ur Lajin (1296-98).71 

Bilik al-Khazindar was an extraordinary Zahiri mamluk who was 
appointed in 1268 at the age of eighteen to the prestigious post of 
vicegerent (na,ib al-salfana) in Egypt, a position second only to the 
sultan himself. Baybars built him the Dar al-Niyaba on the southeast 
or qibli side of the vestibule ( durkiih) of the Bab al-Qulla, overlook­
ing the Ral)bat al-Qal'a. According to Ibn Shaddad, the diir was a 
qii'a which had a large iwan with a gallery (riwiiq) on top supported 
on four wooden ornamented pillars. The Dar al-Niyaba was the orga­
nizational focus of the administrative area with other structures 
intended to house state functions, such as the Qa'at al-$fil).ib (Vizier's 
Hall), the bayt al-ma! (treasury), the diwiin al-jaysh (army depart­
ment), and the Qa'at al-Insha' (Chancery Hall) constructed around 
it.72 

Shams al-Din Sunqur al-Ashqar and Badr al-Din Baysari al­
Shamsi were probably Baybars's two most devoted Bal)ri khush­
diishiyya; some chroniclers call them his "two wings."73 Baysari, 
moreover, had been Baybars's companion since the beginning of 
their careers as mamluks; they were brought together from their 

69 Maqrizi, Sulilk, 1: 640; Mufac;lc;lal, Nahj, 12: 477; Yiinini, Dhayl, 2: 321. 
70 lbn Shaddad, Tdrlkh al-?,dhir, 341; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujilm, 7: 190, does not 

say what the basement was used for, although he probably copied his report from Ibn 
Shaddad. 

71 Mufac;lc;lal, Nahj, 14: 613; Baybars al-Man~iiri, Zubdat al-Fikra ft Tdrlkh al­
Hijra, vol. 10, ed. S. M. Elham, Kitbuga und Lagin (Freiburg, 1977), 28; Maqrizi, 
Khita!, 2: 387, 397; 'Ayni, 'Iqd, 3: 423. 

72 'Umari, Masdlik, 143; Qalqashandi, Sub~, 3: 371; Maqrizi, Khitaf, 2: 205. 
73 Ibn Shaddad, Tdrlkh al-?,dhir, 290; lbn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 287; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 2: 

186. 
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native land to the Ayyubid realm as slaves, sold separately to differ­
ent masters, and then met again in Cairo when they both entered the 
service of al-~alil;i Najm al-Din Ayyub.74 Building these structures 
for the two amirs at the Citadel kept them nearby, which was useful 
for Baybars both because they belonged to his circle of advisers and 
because he could watch them for any signs of disloyalty, since, 
according to the Mamluk system, their claims to the throne equaled 
his. Sunqur al-Ashqar's house was built in 1267, but its location is 
unknown. We know it had an iwan, a majlis, and a f:turmiyya, which, 
though unsubstantial as a description, nonetheless provides a few 
clues about the architecture of amirial and royal residences.75 

!wan is both the most frequently encountered and most problemat­
ic term in medieval Islamic architecture. Its meaning expanded from 
its Persian origin as an open audience hall to the many metamor­
phoses it underwent in various classes of Islamic architecture. In a 
Mamluk qa<a, an iwan was simply the space opening onto the central 
space of the qa<a, usually through an arch.76 Maj/is is usually trans­
lated as a sitting room without any particular architectural features. 
But the work of both D. S. Goitein on the Geniza documents, which 
date from the eleventh to the thirteenth century, and Hazem Sayed on 
Ayyubid and Mamluk waqfs showed that majlis denotes an architec­
tural element with a specific plan and appearance which distinguish 
it from any other element.77 It normally has a T-shaped arrangement, 
with a deep room in the center, called $adr (back or center), flanked 
by smaller and narrower spaces, known as kummayn (sleeves). It was 
separated from the central space of the qcla or from the courtyard by 
a portico (riwaq) which usually had three doors corresponding to the 
three parts of the majlis and folding doors of carved or plain wood 
(fig. 22).78 

74 lbn Shaddad, Tarikh al-'?-iihir, 290; ~afadi, Waft, 10: 329; Kutubi, Fawiit, 1: 
235; Yiinini, Dhayl, 3: 240. 

75 lbn Shaddad, Tiirlkh al-'?-iihir, 341; lbn 'Abd al-Zahir, Rawe/,, 330; Maqrizi, 
Suluk, 1: 570. 

76 Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 17-18; Goitein, Daily Life, 67; Mostafa, Madrasa 
des Barquq, glossary, p. 176. 

77 Goitein, Daily Life, 64-67; Hazem Sayed, "The Development of the Cairene 
Qa'a: Some Considerations," Anna/es lslamologiques 23 (1987): 31-53. 

78 Hazem Sayed, "The Rab' in Cairo: A Window on Mamluk Architecture and 
Urbanism," Ph.D. diss., MIT, 1987, 119-55, argued that the T-shaped space with a 
portico and three doors may have been a specific category of majlis, known as a ~lrl, 
after the city of al-l:Iira in the Jazira. He also sketched a chronology of the develop­
ment of residential spaces in Cairo from the majlis-based to iwan-based qii'a 
between the years 1150 and1400. 
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Courtyard 

C1 
Fountain 

Fig. 22: A typical plan of a Maj/is 

The exact meaning of the word f:iurmiyya in the Mamluk architec­
tural vocabulary is not established yet, nor is its etymology.79 Three 
derivations have been thus far suggested. The first is f:iaram, which 
means "the segregated" or "the protected," and which is usually taken 
as a reference to the women's room. Both Goitein and Ibrahim and 
Amin adopted this definition for a qa<a /:turmiyya, although there is 
nothing in the examples they produce from the Geniza documents 
and from Mamluk waqfs respectively that support it.80 Another is the 
colloquial term f:iardml, which means thief, referring to the status of 
the room as stolen, or inserted between two levels. Jean-Claude 
Garcin, following a reference of Mul)ammad Mul)ammad Amin, 
defines a qa<a f:iurmiyya as that situated between the first and second 
floors, which is usually understood as a mezzanine. But the only evi­
dence he adduces to support this reading is a passing remark in a 
waqf dated to the year 1475, whereas the usage in many other waqfs 
contradicts it.81 Still another is hurr, which means the center of the 

79 For the different derivations of the root IJ-r-m, see J. G. Hava, al-Fara'id al­
Durriyya, 'Arabillngllzi (Beirut, 1982), 120. 

80 Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 36; Goitein, Daily Life, 63-64 and no. 92. 
81 Garcin, "Habitat," 206, and reference 2, reads !Jurmiyya as !Jaramiyya which 

would mean that its origin is the term !Jariimi. Another term in the architectural 
vocabulary of the period, mustaraqa, is derived from a verb that means to steal 
(saraqa) and is also understood as mezzanine, see Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 105-6. 
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house, and which is sometimes used to designate the central court­
yard.82 

ljurmiyya was usually used as a qualifier for a type of qa'a, the 
qa'a /:turmiyya, rather than a part of a qa'a as Ibn Shaddad's descrip­
tions suggest. There it appears where the word durqa'a (which liter­
ally means the entry to the qa'a) would have been expected, for the 
latter is usually the space that both iwan and majlis opened onto.83 
Given its possible derivation from /:turr, it may have referred to a spe­
cific type of central space and thus was the equivalent of durqa'a, 
which was perhaps a more general term. Another possibility is that 
durqa'a was a local Cairene term for what was a /:turmiyya else­
where.84 Ibn Shaddad, who was from Aleppo and who came to Cairo 
late in life to serve in Baybars's administration, may have been 
applying Aleppine terminology to describe Cairene structures. He 
uses /:turmiyya several times when he lists a component of the qa'as 
built by Baybars; the word durqa'a does not appear at all in those 
descriptions. 

The expression qa'a /:turmiyya appears in a few waqf documents, 
but the context in which it is used does not always make its meaning 
clear. In the waqf of Sultan al-Mu'.?affar Baybars al-Jashankir (1308-
10), a qa'a /:turmiyya is described as having one iwan and a durqa'a, 
the former roofed, the latter open (kashf), which suggests that it is a 
qa'a with only one sitting room that opens onto an uncovered 
space.85 In the waqf of Sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay (1422-38), a qa'a 
/:turmiyya is described as having two iwans and a durqa'a, the most 
common qa'a arrangement.86 The text does not specify whether the 
central space of this qa'a is roofed or open. The qa'as mentioned in 
the two waqfs are older than the waqfs themselves. In fact, the qa'a 
in Baybars al-Jashankir's waqf belonged to the palace of al-Khaw­
lani, who is mentioned as one of the lesser amirs who followed 
Bay bars and his companions when they left Aybak in Egypt and went 
into exile in Syria in 1254.87 The qa'a in Barsbay's waqf was part of 

82 Ghiilib, Mawsu'at, 130-31. 
83 For durqii'a, see Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 50-51. 
84 This hypothesis is corroborated by Goitein, Daily Life, 64, where he states that 

he found the term in only two documents from Alexandria. 
85 Dar al-Wathii'iq al-Qawmiyya 22/4, waqf of Sultan Baybars al-Jiishankir, 

dated 26 Shawwal 707(1307), in Sayed, "Rab'," 326. 
86 Awqiif 880q, waqf of Sultan al-Ashraf Barsbiiy, several dates, first 16 Jamada 

II 827 (1423) and last 24 Rajah 841 (1437), 67, lines 2, 8, 9. 
87 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 392. 
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the palace of Salar, who was the vicegerent until 1309, the terminus 
ad quern for the building. The two qii'as, then, were more or less con­
temporaneous to Baybars's qii'as at the Citadel. 

A qii'a IJ,urmiyya is probably a place whose central space, or 
durqii'a, is open to the sky. Ibn Shaddad may have used the term to 
designate the open central space itself, whereas the two waqfs use it 
to refer to a qii'a whose central space is unroofed. That IJ,urmiyya is 
not encountered in descriptions of later Mamluk qii'as corroborates 
the observation advanced by a number of scholars about the general 
tendency in the development of the Cairene qii'a type toward the 
reduction of the central space and its roofing by a cupola.88 The qii'a 
of Sunqur al-Ashqar and other similar contemporary qii'as appear to 
belong to a transitional subtype, in which the central space was still 
too large to be roofed. 

Ibn Shaddad says about Baysari's structure that it consisted of 
three contiguous qii'as with all their dependencies (IJ,uquq) and an 
apartment (tabaqa) above the tishtakhiina of the Citadel. This brief 
description offers us a clue as to the location of this structure, and 
perhaps that of Sunqur al-Ashqar as well, which would fit the pro­
posed hierarchical arrangement of residences at the Citadel. Tish­
takhiina literally means "house of the washbasin," and the structure 
was used to store bowls, basins, cushions, and carpets.89 It was one 
in a series of royal storehouses ( al-buyut al-sultaniyya) which includ­
ed, in addition to the (ishtakhiina, the IJ,awii 0 ijkhiina (pantry), the 
firiishkhiina (tent room), and the royal kitchen.90 These service struc­
tures, along with unspecified houses for amirs located nearby, were 
razed in 1318 when al-Na~ir Mu~ammad enlarged and monumental­
ized the mosque of the Citadel. The texts state that the area that was 
cleared for the rebuilding was on the qibli (southeast) side of the 
mosque;91 thus, the storehouses could have been anywhere along the 
southeast wall of the mosque, but they most probably were on the end 
closer to the actual Sur al-Qulla. Ibn al-Furat indicates that the door 
of the oldfiriishkhiina was on the site where the northeastern gate to 

88 Garcin, "Habitat," 170-75; more exhaustive is Sayed, "Cairene Qii'a," 31-53. 
89 Qalqashandi, Subf:i, 4: 10-11. 
90 Maqrizi, Khi(a(, 2: 205; Qalqashandi, Sub/:!, 4: 10-13. For these services, see 

'Abd al-Mun'im Majid, Nu?um Daw/at Salii(ln al-Mamallk wa-Rusilmahum ft Mi:fr 
(Cairo, 1982), 2: 18-33. 

91 Casanova, "Histoire," 622-23; Maqrizi, Khi(a(, 2: 325; Niiwayri, Nihaya, 30, 
fol. 118; Baktiish al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 167. 
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al-Na~ir's mosque was in his time; this means that the storehouses 
were located closer to the northeastern side of the mosque, facing the 
Sur al-Qulla, than to its qibli side.92 Baysari's building was connect­
ed to the tishtakhiina, and even extended above its first floor, which 
suggests that this amirial residential structure was erected across the 
Sur al-Qulla from the RaQbat al-Qal'a inside the sultan's domain, and 
perhaps inside the second door of the Bab al-Qulla that separated the 
two enclosures of the Citadel (see fig. 21). 

In the western and southern sections of the southern enclosure, 
inside the royal part of the Citadel, Baybars built his ceremonial and 
most monumental structures, as well as some functional and service 
buildings. One was the Dar al-Dhahab (House of Gold), which 
appears to have been his private reception hall. He constructed two 
{ibiiqs (barracks)93 overlooking the court outside the Citadel mosque, 
and opening onto the area of the iwan for his mamluks. He also ren­
ovated the Burj al-AQmar and the Burj al-Zawiya (Tower of the 
Comer) near the Citadel's Bab al-Sirr (Secret Gate), and built anoth­
er tibiiq next to it. But his major ceremonial building was a great 
domed structure ( qubba) which he erected in the RaQbat al-l:labarij 
(Court of I:Iabiirij).94 

Dar al-Dhahab. Among Baybars's royal structures, lbn Shaddad, al­
Kutubi, and Ibn Taghri-Birdi all speak of a Dar al-Dhahab.95 lbn 
Shaddad calls it a qa<a, and tells us that Baybars himself named it the 
Dar al-Dhahab, perhaps a reference to the by then celebrated Bayt al­
Dhahab of Khumi:irawayh (r. 884-96), the son and successor of Ibn 
Tulun, or the Qa'at al-Dhahab of the second Fatimid caliph al-'Aziz 
(r. 975-96), which was the principal ceremonial hall at the Eastern 
Palace.96 lbn 'Abd al-Z:ahir and Maqrizi mention only a new house 

92 Ibn al-Furiit, Tiirikh, 8: 109. 
93 In this context, {abaqa means an apartment, usually one situated on the upper 

level of a building; {ibiiq is a group of {abaqas constructed together as a barrack; see 
Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 75-76; Laila Ibrahim, "Middle-Class Living Units in 
Mamluk Cairo: Architecture and Terminology," Art and Archaeology Research 
Papers 14 (Dec. 1978): 26-28; 'Abd al-Latiflbriihim 'Ali, "Wathiqat al-Amir Akhur 
Kabir Qariiqujii al-f.Iasiini," Majallat Kulliyat al-Adiib 18, 2 (Dec. 1956): 184, no. 3. 

94 Ibn Shaddiid, Tiirikh al-?,iihir, 339-41; Safadi, Wiifi, 10: 339-40; Kutubi, 
Fawiit, 1: 242; YfJnini, Dhayl, 3: 257; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 2: 177. 

95 Ibn Shaddiid, Tiirikh al-Ziihir, 340; Kutubi, Fawiit, 242. 
96 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 1: 316; for Khumiirawayh's palace, and 385 for al-'Aziz's 

qii'a. For the role these and other period palaces must have played as precedents in 
the development of Mamluk residential architecture, see Garcin, "Habitat," 165-67. 
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(dar al-jadida) built by Baybars at the Citadel and that it was com­
pleted in 1265; they describe it as lavishly ornamented.97 From the 
concurrence of dates of building and locations among the sources, we 
can agree with Casanova that all these names referred to one and the 
same structure, which overlooked the Siiq al-Khayl.98 The site can­
not be positively fixed; we only know it was "near" ('ind) the Bab al­
Sirr, but that and all the other places mentioned as being near it have 
disappeared. The Bab al-Sirr must have been the gate leading to the 
square in front of the Iwan al-Kabir, mentioned in lbn 'Abd al-Ziihir's 
report, for that was the only gate that might have commanded a view 
of the horse market, although it was neither secret nor the only bab 
al-sirr at the Citadel. The term bab al-sirr turns up often in the 
sources and waqfs, and probably simply denoted any private door 
reserved for the family as opposed to a main door for visitors.99 The 
Citadel's several abwab al-sirr were apparently used by the sultan, 
high amirs, and officials, and otherwise kept closed. 

The Bab al-Sirr in front of the iwan was the ceremonial entry to the 
palatial complex on official occasions. 100 It was most probably locat­
ed at some point along the wall near the present-day Bab al-Wastani 
on the northeastern side of the southern enclosure and was removed 
by Mul).ammad 'Ali when he rebuilt the whole area in 1825. The map 
of the Description de I' Egypte shows a gate (no. 59) that opened into 
the palatial complex, opposite the lwan al-Kabir, called the Bab al­
Shirk (Trapdoor Gate), a name that may be a holdover from the days 
when it was used as the private gate for the sultan. 101 The map does 

97 lbn 'Abd al-Z:ahir, Rawq, 246; Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 1: 544; idem, Khirar, 2: 212. 
98 Casanova, "Histoire," 610-12, deduced from his sources that al-Z:ahir's house 

and the one he built for his son al-Malik al-Sa'id stood opposite each other across 
from the depression (Jura). He relied in his reconstruction on a manuscript of lbn 
Taghri-Birdi's chronicle at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris in which the distort­
ed text could be understood as he interpreted it. The publishedNujum, 7: 190-91, and 
the older sources, make it clear that al-Malik al-Sa'id's house was in the northern 
enclosure and the Dii.r al-Dhahab in the southern. 

99 Ibrahim 'Ali, "Wathiqat Qaraquja," 226, no. 17; Zakarya, Palais, 112; Sayed, 
"Rab'," 125, 460; Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 19. 

100 'Umari, Mastilik, 144, says that the sultan has many secret gates; Qal­
qashandi, Subf:i, 3: 371-72, lists the Bab al-Sirr in front of the iwan among the three 
gates of the Citadel. 

101 Casanova, "Histoire," 593-94; Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 36; lbn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujum, 8: 172, no. 1, and 9: 181, no. 3, where Ramzi identifies the Bab al-Sirr with 
the Bab al-Shirk, and notes MuJ:tammad 'Ali's rebuilding of the area. He, however, 
asserts that Bab al-Sirr is the same as the Bab al-Sab' I;Iadarat, which was in a total­
ly different location. 
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not show any structure, or ruins of a structure, on either side of the 
Bab al-Shirk, but at some distance to the north on the tip of the wall 
of the southern enclosure, no. 85 is designated "subterranean stores" 
near the Burj al-Shakh~. These badly ruined underground spaces are 
still accessible today from underneath the Police Museum. Two qa'as 
still remain, with a passageway (dihliz) between them. The windows 
of the larger qa'a overlook the winding carved path, and may have 
had a view onto the horse market. Although it is impossible to assert 
that this was the qa'a of Baybars, its existence underground proves 
that the sub-surface level of that side of the southern enclosure may 
yield more undiscovered structures and the Dar al-Dhahab might well 
be one of them (see fig. 21). 

Ibn Shaddad says that the Dar al-Dhahab consisted of a majlis, an 
iwan, two :fuffas, and a J:iurmiyya, and was surmounted by a single 
rabaqa which had a rayyara over the qa'a's badhahanj (windcatcher 
or ventilator). The qa'a appears to have been similar to that of Sunqur 
al-Ashqar in its arrangement of the two areas for sitting, the iwan and 
the majlis, on either side of the central J:iurmiyya. It differs in that it 
had two :fuffas (alcoves), reminiscent of the smaller, side iwans that 
existed in the prototypical biaxial plan of a Cairene qa'a. 102 The two 
:fuffas of Baybars's qa'a could have been two simple alcoves, or more 
elaborate arrangements of multiple arches, usually three together, 
supported on slender columns on each side of the durqa'a that would 
be found in similarly ornate Mamluk qa'as at a later date, such as the 
1334-39 qa'a in the Palace of Bashtak (pl. 14). 

The tabaqa in lbn Shaddad's description probably referred to a 
simple room on an upper floor. He does not say how the rabaqa and 
the qa'a's badhahanj were related. In a Mamluk qa'a a badhahanj is 
usually in the form of an open shaft rising above either one of the 
iwans or one of the martabas or nooks (khaza'in, sg. khizana) on the 
sides of the iwans. 103 The side of the badhahanj facing the direction 
of the desirable breeze was open and covered with a wooden grille. 
The roofing of the shaft slopes back so as to direct the fresh air inside 

102 A !fuf!a in a medieval qa'a is a shallow alcove; see Sayed, "Rab',"145, no. 
212; Zakarya, Palais, 149, gives a definition based on later waqfs of the partly orna­
mental, partly functional three-arched !fU!fa. 

103 Zakarya, Palais, 115; Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 19. David A. King, "Archi­
tecture and Astronomy: On the Ventilators of Medieval Cairo and Their Secrets," 
Journal of the American Oriental Society 104, 1 (1984): 97-133, analyzed all avail­
able data from medieval sources. 
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and downward. The sentence could mean that the tabaqa was con­
structed above the bddhahanj, for the word tayyara, which means 
"the one flying over," usually signifies the room on top of the whole 
structure. However, a room above the windcatcher could obstruct the 
circulation of air, and there are no examples of such an arrangement 
among the surviving bddhahanjs or in waqfs. Another, more plausi­
ble interpretation, though one that makes the sentence redundant, is 
that the bddhahanj's surface is itself the tabaqa tayyara, or that.the 
tabaqa tayyara occupied the part of the roof behind the bddhahanj. 
Be that as it may, the text does indicate that the qa<a had a ventilator, 
and that its roof had relatively little other construction. 

In his short sentence, Ibn Shaddad actually gives a description of a 
space that belonged to one of the dominant variants of the qa<a type 
in the period 1250-1300 as tabulated by Hazem Sayed. 104 The qa<as 
of both Bay bars and of Sunqur al-Ashqar properly fit the general for­
mal characteristics of that variant at that stage of development. An 
iwan and a majlis on both ends of a qa<a represent the transitional 
stage between the double-majlis qa<a, which prevailed in the Fustat 
houses of the early Fatimid period, and the double-iwan qa<a, which 
became the norm in Cairo's residential architecture from the four­
teenth century on. 105 In this regard the qa<as of the Citadel appear to 
conform to the general trends in Cairene residential architecture. 
They may have been more monumental than ordinary residential 
qa< as, either in their overall volume, or their roof height, or in their 
space, or the lavishness of their decoration. But there is no indication 
of that in the available sources. Remains of contemporary amirial 
qa<as around the Citadel and elsewhere in Cairo tend to have vol­
umes grander than those of later residential qa<as from the Circassian 
period, but we have no basis for comparison with contemporary 
Cairene qa<as belonging to ordinary people, of which no examples 
remain. 106 

104 Sayed, "Rab'," 154-55; idem, "Cairene Qa'a," 44, indicates that the variant 
with one majlis and one qa'a constituted one third of the total. 

105 Goitein, Daily Life, 67, notes that the word iwdn is absent from his documents 
before the advent of the Mamluk period. 

106 The development of Mamluk qd'as is traced in Alexandre Lezine, "Les salles 
nobles des palais mamelouks," Anna/es lslamologiques IO (1972): 149-205; Jacques 
Revault, "L'architecture domestique du Caire a l'epoque mamelouke," in Revault et 
al., Palais et maisons du Caire, epoque mamelouke, 39-125; Laila Ibrahim, "Resi­
dential Architecture in Mamluk Cairo," Muqarnas 2 (1984): 47-59; formal monu­
mentality in Mamluk architecture is succinctly discussed in Sayed, "Rab'," 35-54. 
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Bur} al-Ziiwiya. Baybars is credited with the restoration of a tower 
referred to in Mamluk sources as the Burj al-Zawiya (Tower of the 
Comer), probably named after its location at a right-angled bend in 
the wall (ziiwiya). Ibn Shaddad and Kutubi locate this tower near the 
Bab al-Sirr; Ibn Taghri-Birdi puts it near the Bab al-Qal'a (Gate of 
the Citadel, presumably meaning the Bab al-Mudarraj). 107 It is most 
likely the one called the Burj al-Shakh~ (no. 86 on the map of the 
Description de l' Egypte ), which stands where the western wall of the 
southern enclosure veers sharply to the southeast to form a right 
angle. An Ottoman source locates the Burj al- Shakh~ near the upper 
gate ( al-biib al-fuqiinl), the Ottoman name for the original Bab al-Sirr 
of the Citadel. 108 

This tower, whose top was recently uncovered during some reno­
vation work done at the northern comer of the southern enclosure 
before the establishment of the Police Museum there, is possibly the 
only structure surviving of the ones Baybars built. It is round in sec­
tion with an upper frieze of carved lions on the only part above what 
is now ground level. The frieze is divided into eight segments, each 
consisting of two lions passant to the left in relief flanked by project­
ing statues of the head, chest, and forepaws of an animal that is most 
probably meant to be a lion as well (see pl. 8). 109 The lions are not 
identical, but they are of similar size and carved in the same style. Al­
Zahir Baybars used the lion passant as his rank and adorned many of 
his buildings with representations of it, such as the Qanatir al-Siba' 
(Bridge of the Lions) which crossed the main canal (khalij) bringing 
the Nile water to al-Qahira.1 10 There is little doubt that this tower was 

107 lbn Shaddad, Tarikh al-?,ahir, 341; Kutubi, Fawat, 1: 242; lbn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujum, 7: 190. 

108 Mu~~afii Ibrahim, Waqa'i' Mi~r al-Qahira Bayn 1100 wa 1150, MS H.0.38, 
Vienna National Library (copy at Creswell Library, AUC, Cairo), 123. 

109 Nasser Rabbat, "Rank," E/2, 7: 431-33. The question as to whether the ani­
mal in Baybars's rank is a lion or another member of the cat family remains 
unsolved. The Arabic word for his rank is sab', which means lion or wolf; see Abii 
Hilal al-'Askari, Kitab al-Talkhis li-Ma'rifat Asma' al-Ashya', ed. 'Izzat I:Iasan 
(Damascus, 1970), 2: 644. 

11° For the extant examples of Baybars's ranks, see Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 148-
54. Maqrizi, Khi!a!, 2: 147, and Yiisufi, Nuzha, 264, say that al-Na~ir removed 
Baybars's rank because he did not like seeing the emblem of another sultan on mon­
umental structures. Al-Ashraf Kha!H also removed Baybars's rank from several 
structures in Damascus, notably from the walls of its citadel; see Abii Shama, Dhayl 
al-Rawqatayn, 237. 
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built by him as well, although it has no inscription identifying the 
patron. 

A Burj al-Siba' (Tower of the Lions) is in fact mentioned in the 
sources, but it is not attributed to Baybars, or to anyone else for that 
matter. According to the texts, it is located precisely where the dis­
covered tower is, near the Bab al-Sirr. 111 The Tower of the Lions of 
the texts was used to confine the two caliphs, al-l:liikim (r. 1262-
1302) and his son and successor al-Mustakfi (r. 1302-40), and their 
families: the former because Baybars and Qalawfm after him did not 
want to risk having an independent-minded caliph; the latter because 
he more than once enraged al-Na~ir Mut.iammad by sanctioning the 
rule of the usurper Baybars al-Jashankir and by acting as a legal 
authority higher than the sultan. 112 One of these instances is men­
tioned in lbn Taghri-Birdi's chronicle where he calls the structures 
the Dar al-Salil:tiyya and the Dar al-Ziihiriyya. 113 Most sources speak 
of the Tower of the Lions only as the dwelling for the caliph, and a 
few chroniclers even name it the Burj al-Khalifa (Tower of the 
Caliph). 114 If lbn Taghri-Birdi is to be trusted, the difference in 
the placenames may imply that there was a residence, the Dar 
al-Ziihiriyya, named after its builder al-Zahir Baybars, inside the 
Tower of the Lions, an indirect indication that the tower was also 
built by Baybars. The other name used by lbn Taghri-Birdi, the Dar 
al-~alil)iyya, may refer to the qa<a of al-~alil) Najm al-Din Ayyub, 
which was near the walls overlooking the maydan. 

Bay bars is reported to have "enveloped" or "covered" ( ghashshii) 
the Burj al-Zawiya with two covers or coats (ghishii>yn, dual of 
ghisha'), which is a difficult sentence to interpret. The shaft of the 
round tower is hidden from the northwest and northeast sides behind 
straight walls which intersect at an acute angle, following the carved 
path underneath that led up to the Bab al-Sirr of the southern enclo­
sure. The lower parts of these walls are either Ayyubid or Mamluk, 

111 Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 31, fols. 63, 79. 
112 For al-I:Iiikim, see Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 29, fol. 92; Ibn al-Furiit, Tiirikh, 8: 230. 

For al-Mustakfi, see Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 416; Ibn I:Iajar al-'Asqaliini, al-Durar al­
Kiiminafi A 'yiin al-Mi' a al-Thiimina, 4 vols. (Hyderabad, 1929-32), 2: 142; Ibn Iyiis, 
Bada'i', 1, 1: 474. 

11 3 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 8: 148. 
114 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 403; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 115, reports that al­

Mustakfi was incarcerated in Burj al-Sibii' and his cousin in another, unnamed, 
tower, just like his father al-I:Iiikim who had been forced to live there. Shujii'i, Tiirikh 
al-Nii$ir, 1: 92; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 359; call the tower Burj al-Khalifa. 
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their upper parts may have been rebuilt by MuI:iammad 'Ali. The 
original walls may have been Baybars's two added "coats." The 
report on the Burj al-Zawiya also states that Baybars extended cor­
bels (rawashin, plural of rawshan) out of his tower. These may have 
been the lion sculptures protruding from the uncovered tower. He is 
also said to have constructed a dome on top of the tower, whose ceil­
ing he ornamented. Adding domes to preexisting towers is a practice 
that will be encountered several times. Ottoman and French sources 
speak of the pleasant impression produced by the view of the 
Citadel's many domes on top of its towers. 115 The underlying pur­
pose seems to have been aesthetic, especially in the Mamluk period 
when many new constructions at the Citadel were sited and oriented 
to provide views of the city and the Nile. 

The Qubba al-'(',a~iriyya. Perhaps the most monumental of Baybars's 
structures was the domed hall called the Qubba al-ZaI:iiriyya and 
mentioned in all the sources which record his constructions at the 
Citadel. It was supported by twelve marble columns of different col­
ors, was profusely ornamented, and had figures of the sultan and his 
amirs represented ( !fUWwirat, which could mean "painted") on its 
walls. 116 

Three of the four sources that give the location of the qubba, Ibn 
Shaddad, al-Kutubi, and al-Yunini, place it in a court named the 
RaI:ibat al-l:labarij (?)(Court of I:Iabarij). These references, instead of 
giving us a clue to the site, confuse matters considerably, for that 
name is found in no other source, and the word ~abarij, moreover, 
has no known meaning. It does not seem to have been a toponym, 
which would at least have proved that the orthography is correct. It 
may simply be a copyist's error. The earliest chronicler who uses the 
word is Ibn Shaddad; he could not have copied it from another 
source, because he was a contemporary of Baybars and known to 
have relied on his own observations in chronicling Baybars's rule. 117 

There is only one surviving manuscript, and it is said to be an auto-

115 Evliya <;elebi, Seyd/.latndme, 9-10: 384-85; Description de l' Egypte, etat 
moderne, planches, vol. 1, pl. 68, shows three towers on the southern wall of the 
northern enclosure with conical domes on their tops. 

116 Ibn Shaddiid, Ttirikh al-{,tihir, 340; Ku tu bi, F awdt, 1: 242; Ibn Kathir, Biddya, 
13: 275; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7:190. For another discussion of this qubba, see 
Michael Meinecke, Die mamlukische Architektur in Agypten und Syrien (64811250 
bis 92311517) (Gliickstadt, 1992), 1: 29-31. 
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graph copy. His account is summarized by al-Yfmini and al-Kutubi, 
who also report on Baybars's constructions at length and in whose 
texts the word /:tabarij also occurs. Both are Syrian scholars of the 
fourteenth century who may have relied totally on lbn Shaddad with­
out either having seen the Citadel or having had firsthand knowledge 
of its toponymy .118 

The fourth chronicler, lbn Taghri-Birdi, also copied his informa­
tion from Ibn Shaddad or one of the later Syrian authors. The editor 
of lbn Taghri-Birdi's published text writes that the two manuscripts 
he used in editing the work had the word kharij but he replaced it with 
J:tabiirij because that is how he found it in Yiinini's and Kutubi's 
texts. 119 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, a Cairene and the son of an important 
Mamluk amir, had easy access to the Citadel. He apparently consid­
ered J:tabiirij a misspelling of the court's name and corrected it to 
khiirij on the basis of his know ledge of the Citadel's toponymy. 
Khiirij (outer), for the Ral:ibat al-Kharij (Outer Court), is a more 
appropriate designation for a court, but Ibn Taghri-Birdi was a fif­
teenth-century historian reporting events of the thirteenth century, so 
we cannot be sure that the name he used is the original one. 

Locating this court also presents a problem, for there is no other 
reference to an "outer court" in the Citadel from any period. lbn al­
Furat relates among the events of the year 1284 that Qalawiin ordered 
the demolition of the qubba of Baybars to build a new qubba in "the 
court," without specifying which court. 120 Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, who 
wrote a eulogistic chronicle of Qalawiin' s reign similar to the one he 
wrote for Bay bars, states that Qalawiin's qubba was in the RaI:ibat al­
I:Iamra (Red Court). 121 This is the second name used to designate 
what appears to be the same court, since Qalawiin's qubba replaced 
that of Baybars. Like the RaI:ibat al-I:Iabflrij, the name RaI:ibat al­
I:Iamra is not encountered in other sources. Al-Ashraf Khalil restored, 
or perhaps rebuilt, the structure attributed to his father (the sources 
are very unclear about the extent of work achieved during his short 

117 See the editor's introduction to Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh al-Zahir, 24-27. 
118 Ibn l:fajar al-'Asqalilni, al-Durar al-Kamina, 3: 451-52: for Kutubi's biogra­

phy, and 4: 382, for Yunini's biography; English biographies in Little, An 
Introduction to Mamluk Historiography, p. 57 for Yunini and p. 67 for Kutubi. 

119 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 190, and no. 1. 
120 Ibn al-Furat, Tarikh, 8: 38. 
121 Ibn-'Abd al-Zahir, Tashrif al-Ayyam wa-1-'Usur ft Sirat al-Malik al-Man~ur, 

ed. Murad Kamil (Cairo, 1961), 139. 
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reign). This last structure was in tum destroyed in 1311 by Khalil's 
brother and successor, al-Na~ir MuQ.ammad, to be replaced by his 
famous Iwan al-Na~iri, also known as the Dar al-'Adl. The location 
of this iwan is marked on the map of the Description de l' Egypte, 
where it is labeled the Palais de Joseph (no. 82). The court in which 
it stands is actually the RaQ.bat al-Qal'a (Citadel Square), bordered on 
the eastern side by the mosque of al-Na~ir, which replaced the origi­
nal mosque of the Citadel, and on the west by the iwan. It was on 
almost the same location as the court that today extends to the north­
east of the mosque of MuQ.ammad 'Ali. It appears that this site was 
always occupied by the main court in the Citadel. What may be 
deduced from all this is that the iwan of al-Na~ir stood at the same 
place as the qubba of Baybars, and that the elusive Court of al­
I:Iabarij could only have been the main court of the Citadel, the one 
called in later sources the RaQ.bat al-Iwan (Court of the Iwan) (see fig. 
21). 

Part of the confusion results from the complex range of meaning 
that the two words, iwiin and qubba, communicated in medieval 
times, and from their apparent interchangeability in our sources. Both 
normally denoted architectural elements: the first a vaulted hall open 
at one end or a raised portion of the floor in a vaulted hall, the sec­
ond any kind of dome. Yet both were used to designate an entire 
structure in a number of instances throughout pre-Islamic and Islamic 
history. In commemorative architecture, the word qubba often signi­
fied the mausoleum of an amir or a pious man, which was usually, 
but not always, a cubical structure covered with a dome. 122 In the 
palatial context, qubba is less common, but it is still encountered in a 
few famous examples, especially in the early or classical period. 
There are references to the Qubbat al-Kha9ra (the Green Dome) as 
the name of a number of Umayyad palaces in Damascus, Wasit, and 
Rusafa, and the early Abbasid palace built by Abu Ja'far al-Man~ur 
in the center of the round city of Baghdad. 123 Later palaces with the 
same generic name, qubba, are also attested as far afield as Egypt and 
North Africa. They include the Qubbat al-Hawa (Dome of the 

122 For the various types of qubba as mausolea, see Ernest Diez, "JS.ubba," E/2, 5: 
289-96. 

123 References in Oleg Grabar, "al-Mushatta, Baghdad and Wasit," in The World 
of Islam: Studies in Honour of Philip K. Hitti, ed. J. Kritzeck and R. B. Winder 
(London, 1959), 105-6; Jacob Lassner, The Topography of Baghdad in the Early 
Middle Ages: Texts and Studies (Detroit, 1970), 239-40, no. 22. 
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Winds), which was built in 809-11 on the hill upon which the Citadel 
was later constructed and the palace known as the Qubba (la Cuba) 
in Palermo, Sicily, built for the Norman king William II in 1182.124 

Similarly, the word iwiin is used in several instances to designate 
an entire palace. The most important examples are the legendary 
Iwiin Kisrii (Arabic for Chosroes), the Sasanian palace in ancient 
Ctesiphon, and the Iwiin al-Kabir (Great Iwan), which was the main 
ceremonial hall in the Fatimid Eastern Palace in Cairo built by al­
'Aziz in 979. 125 These palaces were presumably named after their 
most visually impressive element, whether iwan or dome. Both fea­
tures appear to have represented one underlying concept: monumen­
tality, in both its formal and spatial aspects. The iwan in a palace 
seems to have conveyed, in most cases, a ceremonial value as the 
place of honor in which royal audiences took place. The dome, too, 
seems to have symbolized authority and domination. 126 

At the Citadel of the Mountain, iwiin and qubba appear both to 
have been used to designate the main ceremonial hall in the Mamluk 
palatial complex. The structure known as the Iwiin al-Qal'a (Iwan of 
the Citadel) is mentioned in the sources from the time of al-Ziihir 
Baybars on, for he was crowned there in 1259.127 Neither he nor his 
predecessors are credited with its building, however. After the mur­
der of al-Mustan~ir in 1261 in his campaign against the Mongols, 
another Abbasid claimant was produced and recognized as caliph 
with the title al-/:liikim bi amr Allah (the ruler by the order of God) in 
1262 in a ceremony at the Iwiin al-Kabir of the Citadel.128 Baybars 

124 A recent book on La Cuba is Giuseppe Caronia and Vittorio Noto, La Cuba 
di Palermo (Arabi e Normanni net XII Secolo) (Palermo, 1988); Lezine, "salles 
nobles des palais Mamelouks," 70, and no. 3. 

125 In every Arabic lexicon, iwan is mentioned in connection with the Iwan Kisra, 
see, for example, A. A. al-Bustani, al-Bustan (Beirut, 1927), 1: 85; E. W. Lane, 
Arabic-English Lexicon (London and Edinburgh, 1863-1893), 1, 1: 129. This mon­
ument might have represented the archetype for iwans; see Nasser Rabbat, "The 
Iwans of the Madrasa of Sultan J:Iasan," American Research Center in Egypt 
Newsletter, 143/144 (Fall-Winter 1988-89): 5-9. 

126 For iwan, see Oleg Grabar, "Iwan," El2, 4: 287-89; for the dome, see E. 
Baldwin Smith, The Dome: A Study in the History of Ideas (Princeton, N.J., 1951, 
repr. 1978), 41-44. 

127 Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, Raw</,, 70; Yiinini, Dhayl, 1: 372; Ibn al-Dawadari, al­
Durra al-Zakiyya, 63; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 438; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 102. 

128 Ibn-'Abd al-Zahir, Raw</,, 141; Ibn al-Dawadari, al-Durra al-Zakiyya, 94; 
Yiinini, Dhayl, 2: 96; Ibn Kathir, Bidaya, 13: 236; Ibn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 186; 
Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 477; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 119. 
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al-Man~uri called the structure the "lwan al-Kabir al-Kamili," sug­
gesting that the iwan was built by al-Kamil. 129 We know that 
Baybars built a qubba supported on twelve columns as an audience 
hall. We know it was located in the Citadel's court, where the Iwan 
al-Kabir was located. We do not know whether this qubba replaced 
the iwan. Ibn al-Dawadiiri, who generally speaks of Bay bars holding 
audiences in the iwan, says in one instance that Baybars "sat in al­
iwiin wa-l-qubba with the newly appointed caliph," not long after the 
latter's confirmation ceremony, implying that the two words refer to 
a single structure. 130 Maqrizi offers us another clue when reporting 
the celebration of the circumcision of Baybars's second son Najm al­
Din Khic;lr in 1273. He says that "Baybars sat in the seat of his sul­
tanate in the Qubba al-Sa'ida."131 Other sources always assigned the 
seat of the sultanate to the Iwan of the Citadel. 

It is possible from the few references we have to deduce that the 
building that Baybars erected as the qubba was either an addition to 
or part of the iwan of al-Kamil, for we have no report that the iwan 
was demolished when the qubba was constructed. The use of the two 
words, iwiin and qubba, together or interchangeably in designating a 
single structure could be interpreted in one of two ways. It may sig­
nify that the original structure of al-Kamil did not have a dome, and 
that the building of Baybars added a dome to it and caused viewers 
to shift their emphasis from the iwan to the dome when they men­
tioned the new audience hall. Or it may mean that both architectural 
elements belonged to Baybars's rebuilding and both were prominent 
in the perception and description of the new hall so that people used 
them interchangeably at will. In fact, the Citadel iwan, reconstructed 
at least four times in the following sixty years, always featured both 
a dome and iwans. 

The walls of the qubba's interior were decorated with a cycle of 
princely scenes. lbn Shaddad says that the scenes represented 
Baybars and his amirs and retinue in the day of the procession 
(mawkib). Instead of proceeding to describe the scenes, he cites parts 
of a poem by Abi al-Fityan Mul)ammad Ibn I:Iayyus (d. 1081), one of 
the most acclaimed poets of Bilad al-Sham in the Seljuqid period, 

129 'Ayni, 'Iqd, 1: 348, on the authority of Bay bars from his still unpublished 
Zubdat al-Fikra ft Tiirikh al-Hijra. 

130 lbn al-Dawadiiri, al-Durra al-Zakiyya, 73, for the reference to the iwan and 
qubba, pp. 63, 94, 303, where he mentions only the iwan. 

131 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2:112. 
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which he says almost depicts the representations on the qubba's 
walls. It is a very meager source of information to rely upon: a poet­
ical quotation written in praise of a structure used to describe anoth­
er structure that belonged to a different time and place. But given the 
lack of information on figural representations in Mamluk palaces, the 
poem does furnish a few clues to the composition and the topic rep­
resented: 

And you behold the birds of the air upon its sides 
Some in flight, others perching 
And racehorses whose hooves never leave the ground 
As though they gallop beneath their riders 
Then those who hurl thunderous blows that do no harm 
And those who wear yalmaqs 132 that cannot be removed 
A group of them have drawn their shining blades, and another 
Has drawn his bow, whose arrow has no target 
And cannot leave the bow 
And his snares are always fatal for the birds 133 

If the themes described in this quotation correspond to the scenes in 
Baybars's qubba, then Ibn Shaddad's account does not tell us every­
thing. He says that Baybars had his figure and those of his courtiers 
represented as in the procession. Obviously, the scenes depicted by 
Ibn I:Iayyus are hunting scenes. The men portrayed may have been 
mamluks, for they are the ones who usually wore yalmaqs. The exis­
tence of birds perching implies that there were also trees, probably in 
the background. Birds were hunted both by bow and by snare. We are 
not told if the men who drew their blades were part of the hunting 
scene as well. Unfortunately, we have no clue as to whether these 
scenes were composed in a manner similar to hunting scenes in other 
media, such as metalwork or miniature painting. 

Figural representations in Islamic architecture, though not very 
common, appeared in many regions and different periods. The qubba 
of Baybars was not the first structure in Egypt to be decorated with 
figural representations, and not even the only one of his constructions 
at the Citadel to have them. 134 Ibn 'Abd al-Ziihir tells us that the "diir 

132 A yalmaq, a word of Turkish-Mongolian origin, means "a furred coat of the 
Tartars (Mongols)," see Hava, al-Farii'id al-Durriyya, 904. 

133 Diwan lbn ljayyus, Abi al-Fityiin Muf.tammad, 2 vols., ed. Khalil Mardam 
Bek (Damascus, 1951), 2: 569. I am grateful to my friends Shawkat Toorawa and 
Michael Cooperson for their help in understanding and translating the poem. 

134 Laila Ibrahim, "Residential Architecture in Mamluk Cairo," 52, collected ref­
erences of precedents in royal structures from Egyptian sources. 
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al jadida" (new house), that is the Dar al-Dhahab, also had represen­
tations of soldiers. 135 The chronicler recited a poem of his own com­
position to praise the structure; in this poem it is apparent that repre­
sentations in architecture were not foreign to him. He also alludes to 
a difference between Baybars's choice of representation and those of 
his predecessors, in which Baybars's qualities as a fighter and a 
leader of armies are stressed. From the known themes of the Islamic 
princely cycle, Baybars is said to have preferred scenes of horsemen 
and warriors to surround him in his qila, unlike the rulers before him 
who chose to portray themselves among singers and in drinking set­
tings, possibly a direct reference to Fatimid and Tiilfmid precedents. 
Ironically, however, he died in 1276 at the Qa~r al-Ablaq he had built 
in the outskirts of Damascus of complications following a night of 
drinking qimiz (fermented mare's milk), a treacherous alcoholic bev­
erage favored by both the Turks and the Mongols. 

Like $alat.i al-Din and al-Kamil, Baybars was buried in Damascus 
although he had prepared a mausoleum for himself in Cairo. Like his 
two predecessors, he was a man of action and a fighter. We are told 
that "people in his time were constantly interested in weapons, in 
training, and infurusiyya exercises," a trait that not only marked the 
behavior of his mamluks and soldiers, but also appeared in his choice 
of buildings, in their exterior appearance, and in their interior surface 
articulation.136 Except for the qubba, the structures he built at the 
Citadel were functionally necessary, and the little we know about 
their arrangements and plans gives us no evidence of interest in pomp 
or monumentality. We are also told that, unlike other rulers, he opted 
to have only scenes of warriors and hunters depicted on the walls of 
his two audience halls at the Citadel. Bay bars did in fact organize the 
Citadel and build new structures in it, but it had to wait for al-Na~ir 
Mut.iammad to monumentalize it and adorn it with lavish palaces and 
courts. 

135 Ibn-'Abd al-Z,ahir, Raw<}, 246; again the verb used in the poem is ~awwar (to 
paint). 

136 Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh al-2ahir, 317; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 111; idem, Suluk, 1: 
512. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

THE CITADEL UNDER QALA WUN AND 
AL-ASHRAF KHALIL 

Mamluk rule in Egypt and Syria (1250-1517) was based on a one­
generation aristocracy and came closer to a meritocracy-rule by the 
most qualified among the amirs belonging to the upper echelon of the 
army-than it did to a hereditary system. 1 Service in the Mamluk 
army was the only path to political power in the sultanate. For that 
reason, the army was a very exclusive institution. It was open only to 
non-Arabs, and consisted mainly of Turks in the first half of Mamluk 
rule, called the Turkish or BaJ:.rri period, and Circassians in the sec­
ond, called the Circassian or Burji period. It also included small num­
bers of Mongols, Kurds, Greeks (Rum), and others in its ranks, but 
they were all given Turkish names regardless of their origin, perhaps 
as a sign of distinction or an attempt at integration. Most of the sol­
diers, especially those serving in the main regiments, started their 
careers as mamluks (that is, slaves destined to be freed). They were 
brought from their native lands-the Dasht-i-Kipchak in southern 
Russia, the Crimea, and Caucasia-at a young age, preferably before 
puberty. Once they had arrived in the Mamluk realm, they were 
bought either by the sultan or the amirs to be trained for a number of 
years before they were manumitted and conscripted into the army to 
begin their ascent through its ranks, sometimes all the way to the 
top--that is, to the position of sultan. With few exceptions, the Mam­
luk army was closed to non-mamluks, even to the sons of mamluks 
who were born free and called awliid al-niis (the sons of the distin­
guished people); they were compelled either to join the less presti­
gious auxiliary corps, the l:zalaqa (lit. ring), or to become administra­
tors or scholars. 

1 Holt, Crusades, 138-50; idem, "Mamluks," £12, 6: 322-23; Irwin, Mamluk 
Sultanate, Introduction; David Ayalon, "Aspects of the Mamluk Phenomenon," Der 
Islam 53 (1976): 196-225; 54 (1977): 1-32; Krawulsky, Introduction to 'Umari, 
Masalik, 45-68; Jean-Claude Garcin, "Le systeme militaire mamluk et le blocage de 
la societe musulmane medievale," Anna/es lslamologiques 24 (1988): 93-110; 
Ulrich Haarmann, "Mi~r," £12, 7: 165-69; Amalia Levanoni, "The Mamluk 
Conception of the Sultanate," International Journal of Middle East Studies 26, 3 
(Aug 1994): 373-92. 
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The sources furnish little information about the training of mam­
luks in amirial households and their careers after manumission, but 
we know a fair amount about those bought by the sultan, whose 
household was obviously the largest and most organized in the realm. 
They were lodged in special barracks (generally called tibiiq) at the 
Citadel and put through several years of rigorous training including a 
religious education that inculcated in them a military mentality and a 
respect for Islamic tenets. They were then freed, conscripted as sol­
diers (Jund) in the royal mamluks corps ( al-mamiillk al-sulriiniyya), 
and given a salary (jiimikiyya), a horse, and a sword. After a certain 
period as a soldier (jundi), any royal mamluk could acquire a func­
tion (wa+ifa) and the right to purchase his own mamluks. Then, 
instead of ajiimikiyya, he would receive an iqtii< (revenues from land 
allotment), which would be calculated and collected by the state trea­
sury and then disbursed to him as his stipend. Then he could rise 
through the ranks to the position of amir, or commander, of a unit of 
cavalry usually made up of his own mamluks, and would be assigned 
a larger iqtii< whose revenues would include a portion for the jiimi­
kiyyas for his mamluks as well. The first amirial grade was that of 
amir khamsa (amir of five horsemen), followed by amir <ashra (of 
ten to twenty horsemen), amir arba<fn (of forty to seventy horsemen), 
and finally amir mi'a (of a hundred horsemen). From this last rank 
rose the high officials, the provincial governors, and the sultans.2 

The hold on power at the top was always precarious: any great 
amir could become sultan provided he could gain the support of the 
majority of the great amirs in Cairo, or of the governors of the Syrian 
provinces who, at least theoretically, all had equal claims to the 
throne. The jockeying for power took place when a sultan died-or 
was killed-without having designated an heir, as when Baybars 
acceded to the throne after the assassination of Qutuz, which he 
apparently masterminded. Otherwise, the natural tendency of every 
sultan was to appoint his favorite son as his successor and to do his 
best to secure that succession. Then almost immediately after his 

2 On the Mamluk training system, see David Ayalon, "L'esclavage du 
Mamelouk," Oriental Notes and Studies 1 (1951): 1-66, esp., 9-26; also, idem, 
"Mamlukiyyat: (B) Ibn Khaldun's View of the Mamluk Phenomenon," Jerusalem 
Studies in Arabic and Islam 2 (1980): 34~9, esp., 345-46, for a translation of Ibn 
Khaldun's passage on the education of mamluks; R. Stephen Humphreys, "The 
Emergence of the Mamluk Army," Studia lslamica 45 (1977): 67-99; 46 (1977): 147-
82. 
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death, a struggle would follow among the great amirs, who usually 
were the khushdiishiyya of the deceased sultan or his former mam­
luks, to wrest the sultanate from the successor he had designated. The 
strongest among them, and the one who had managed to procure the 
support of the majority, ended by removing the reigning son and 
installing himself as sultan. Regardless of where the plot to topple the 
sultan was hatched, the final showdown always took place in or 
around the Citadel. 

Baybars had done everything possible to ensure the succession of 
his son al-Malik al-Sa'id Baraka Khan (named after his maternal 
grandfather, the Turkoman Khawarizmian chieftain Berke Khan). He 
had named him co-sultan in 1264, when Baraka Khan was only four 
years old, educated him in statecraft under the supervision of his able 
vicegerent Bilik al-Khazindar, and later married him off to the 
daughter of Amir Qalawun al-Alfi, whose preeminence among the 
Salil;ii amirs was by then unmistakable, in the hope of securing the 
latter's support and allegiance when the time came. In spite of all 
these preemptive steps, however, Baraka Khan's reign lasted barely 
two years (1277-79) after his father's death, and it was precisely the 
father-in-law, Qalawun, who led the dissatisfied amirs in deposing 
Baraka Khan and installing his younger brother Badr al-Din Sala­
mish in his stead. Qalawun in fact wanted the throne for himself; he 
only intended for Salamish to serve as a figurehead in the transition­
al period needed to appease the '.,?:ahiri amirs (followers and former 
mamluks of al-'.,?:ahir Baybars) who held the major castles and cities 
in the sultanate. 3 A few months later, after he had removed the most 
influential of the '.,?:ahiri amirs from their positions, he deposed Sala­
mish and installed himself as sultan. 

No construction seems to have taken place at the Citadel during the 
short reigns of Baybars's two sons. Baraka Khan had his name at­
tached to a number of structures in and around the Citadel, but these 
had all been built by his father, probably to assert in some visible way 
the dynastic continuity he had boldly and openly pursued from the 
time he appointed his son as heir apparent in 1264, until he had him 
officially recognized as co-sultan in 1268 and started sharing some of 

3 Ibn al-Furat, Tarfkh, 7: 147-48; Maqrizi, Suliik, 1: 656; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujum, 7: 288. It appears that Qalawiin's contemporaries guessed that this was his 
tactic, and even accepted it. 
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the ruling responsibilities with him.4 A house was built for Baraka 
Khan in the Citadel; a hammam in his name was established in the 
Siiq al-Khayl north of the maydan; a place under the Citadel near the 
DAR AL-'ADL was constructed for the tablakh<ina (military band) 
attached to his troops; and stables for his horses were added near the 
walls of the city north of the Citadel. Other halls and service struc­
tures were also built in his name around Cairo and Damascus.5 

The term kh<i$$akiyya, which appears to designate a special group 
of mamluks, occurs for the first time in the sources immediately after 
the death of al-Z:ahir Baybars.6 Kh<i$$akiyya is the colloquial rendi­
tion of the Turkish kh<issekl, in tum derived from the Arabic kh<i$$O, 
"select," "special," a word generally denoting members of the upper 
class or a privileged group around some leading figure (originally the 
caliph).7 In the Mamluk period, the kh<i$$akiyya were the most trust­
ed royal mamluks who functioned as the sultan's bodyguards and 
pages.8 We do not know when this group was constituted into a spe­
cific corps with set duties and prerogatives, but Baybars may have 
introduced the principle of kh<i$$akiyya when he reorganized the 
Mamluk army. The kh<i$$akiyya of Baraka Khan, invariably de­
scribed as young, privileged, and inexperienced, seem to have been 
those mamluks chosen by Baybars to study and exercise with his son 
and perhaps even to live in the royal palace. When Baraka Khan 
became sultan, they surrounded him and dominated his reign, caus­
ing a rift between him and the great Sali~i amirs of his father, which 
made his later fall easy to bring about.9 

4 lbn 'Abd al-Z:ahir, Raw<f,, 203-9, 338; Baybars, Tu}Jfa, 52; Yiinini, Dhayl, 2: 
406; Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 1: 515-16; Thorau, Baybars, 152-53, 196. 

5 Ibn Shaddiid, Tarlkh al-Zahir, 341--45. 
6 'Ayni, 'lqd, 2: 186--90; Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 1: 644; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 179; 

M. Quatremere's translation of Maqrizi's Histoire des sultans mamlouks, de 
I' Egypte, ecrite en arabe par Taki-Eddin-Ahmad-Makrizi (Paris, 1837), 1: 158, no. 3, 
gives the first definition of the term in modem scholarship. 

7 See M.A. J. Beg "al-Kha~~a wa-1-'Amma," EI2, 4:1098-1100. 
8 David Ayalon, "Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army," Bulletin of the 

School of Oriental and African Studies 15 (1953): 203-28 (part 1); 448-76 (part 2); 
16 (1954): 57-90 (part 3); esp. part 1, pp. 213-16; idem, "Khii~~akiyya" EI2, 4: 1100; 
lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 179-80, no. 4; Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 62-63; Holt, 
Crusades, 223, calls them the Marnluks of the Privy Chamber which is a misleading 
approximation. 

9 Mufa<;i<;lal, Nahj, 14: 299-300; Maqrizi, Sulitk, 1: 643-55 
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The Reign of Qalawun ( 1280-90) 

When Qalawiin assumed the throne in 1280, he took the regnal title 
al-man~ur (the victorious). 10 Unlike most of his Mamluk and Ayyu­
bid predecessors, al-Man~iir Qalawiin became sultan late in life, after 
he had acquired a large number of well-trained mamluks and after he 
had mastered the political game through several decades of being an 
amir. He swiftly proceeded to establish his control over the sultanate 
by appointing his own mamluks, the Man~iiris who were raised in his 
household, as governors of the provinces. In this way he established 
an efficient, loyal, and durable power base. He went down in history 
as the only Mamluk sultan who managed to found a dynasty, for the 
rule remained in his family for more than a century after his death. 
Even when the sultanate was usurped during the long reign of his sec­
ond son, al-Na~ir MuI:iammad, the three usurpers, Kitbugha, Lajin, 
and Baybars al-Jashankir, were Man~iiri amirs and their reigns were 
seen by some Mamluk chroniclers as a continuation and not an inter­
ruption of the dynasty's reign. 11 Moreover, the memory of Qalawiin 
was so hallowed that newly appointed amirs swore their oaths of alle­
giance at his tomb, as they once had at the tomb of his ustadh aH)alil:t 
Najm al-Din Ayyiib, the founder of the ba/:lriyya regiment and titular 
patron of the Mamluk regime. 12 But his memory surpassed that of his 
ustadh. Unlike al-~alil). Najm al-Din Ayyiib whose tomb was used for 
this purpose only for as long as his Salil:ti mamluks were alive, 
Qalawiin's tomb maintained its aura of sanctity among the Mamluks 
for decades after his death. 13 

Though he did not build many structures in his lifetime, al-Man~iir 
Qalawiin is one of the few Mamluk sultans whose name is associat­
ed in the public memory with a major architectural project. To this 
day, he is remembered for the complex, the Bimaristan al-Man~iiri, 

10 The primary source for Qaliiwfm's reign is Ibn-'Abd al-Ziihir, Tashrif al­
Ayyam wa-l-'U$iir ft Sirat al-Malik al-Man$iir; its only surviving manuscript, how­
ever, covers only five years of Qaliiwiin's reign. Two later sources deal with the 
whole reign, Ibn al-Dawiidiiri, Kanz al-Durar wa-Jdmi' al-Ghurar, vol. 8, al-Durra 
al-Zakiyyafi Akhbdr al Daw/a al-Turkiyya, and Ibn al-Furiit, Tdrfkh, vols. 7 and 8. 

11 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujiim, 7: 326. This view certainly reflects current concepts 
of family and mamluk bonds and should remind us of the difficulties we face when 
we attempt to interpret their social structure, when even the examples and analogies 
their historians used are inspired by the specificities of the Mamluk system. 

12 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 385 
13 Ibid., 2: 380--81. 
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he constructed in 1283-84 in the center of al-Qahira on the site of the 
Fatimid Qa~r al-Gharbi (Western Palace) and endowed with a gener­
ous waqf; it included a madrasa and a qubba (here a mausoleum) 
which still exist, and a hospital (bimaristan, an unusual endowment 
for the time) which has disappeared. One reason for Qalawun's 
enduring reputation is the monumentality of his complex and its 
prime location in the center of al-Qahira, which makes it such a vis­
ible and prominent component of the image of the city. Another was 
the bfmaristan which was open and free for all, and still another the 
qubba which remained for so long the place where Mamluk amirs 
pledged their loyalty. Yet another was that its endowment was among 
the largest in the history of Egypt, and, unlike many other waqfs, 
withstood long periods of unrest almost intact, and continued to yield 
sufficient revenues to maintain the buildings properly until the nine­
teenth century. 14 

Qalawun's fame as patron of this great architectural project may 
have been the reason behind the erroneous ascription of the mosque 
of the Citadel to him instead of his son al-Na~ir Mul)ammad. This 
confusion started early in the Ottoman period and lasted until late in 
the nineteenth century. 15 Early maps of the Citadel, including that of 
the Description de l' Egypte and that of Grand Bey (1868), carried 
this misidentification. Qalawun, however, is reported to have spon­
sored a few structures at the Citadel. They are the Dar al-Niyaba, the 
Burj al-Man~uri, and the Qubba al-Man~uriyya. He is also credited 
with establishing a special regiment of royal mamluks whom he quar­
tered in the towers (abraj, sg. burj) of the Citadel and called the 
mamalik al-burjiyya (mamluks of the towers), hence the name Burji 
we use today to designate the second half of the Mamluk period 
(1382-1517), because most of its sultans came from this burjiyya 
regiment. 16 

14 The waqf of the Bimiiristan al-Man~iiri was published by Mut:iammad 
Mul:iammad Amin as an appendix to the first volume of al-I:Iasan ibn I:Iabib, 
Tadhkirat al-Nabih ft Ayyam al-Mam;ur wa-Banih (Cairo, 1976), 295-396; Amin 
discusses the importance of the large endowment in keeping the complex functional 
for a long time, 308-9. See also, idem, al-Awqaf wa-1-l:layat al-Ijtima'iyya ft Mi~r 
(Cairo, 1980), 155-75, where he repeats much the same assessment. 

15 See, for example, Mu~tafa Ibrahim, Waqa'i' Mi~r a/-Qahira, 157, where he 
names the mosque after Qalawiin when reporting an event that took place in 1711. 

16 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 756; Ibn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 308; Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 1, 1: 362; 
David Ayalon,"Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army," part 1, p. 223, and 
idem, "Burdjiyya" in £12, 1: 1324-25. 
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The mamalik al-burjiyya appear to have been distinguished pri­
marily by ethnic solidarity and were otherwise less clearly separated 
from the rest of the army. They were chosen primarily on the basis of 
their country of origin: most were Circassians, a few were either 
Armenian or Greek from Anatolia or A$ (Abkhazians ). 17 Their selec­
tion as burjiyya does not seem to have carried any elevation in status. 
They were assigned positions among the sila~dariyya, the jumaq­
dariyya (of jumaqdar, ax-bearer),jashanklriyya (of jashanklr, taster), 
and ushaqiyya (of ushaql or jift, stable-attendant). It is unclear 
whether the kha$$akiyya' s positions as dawadariyya (pl. of dawadar, 
pen-box holder, epistler), suqat (pl. of saql, cupbearer), jamadariyya 
(pl. of jamadar, wardrobe master), and khazindariyya (pl. of khazin­
dar, treasurer) were regarded as higher, or more favored and better 
rewarded, than those of the burjiyya, but several hints support such 
an idea. 18 A cursory survey of titles the higher amirs had in the mid 
Bal:rri period reveals that most of them were suqat, which may mean 
that they have started their careers as kha$$akiyya. 19 

Towers at the Cairo Citadel, like anywhere else, were intended pri­
marily as strongholds for defense. From early on, however, they were 
often also used as temporary fortified residences or as prisons for 
amirs and other high officials. Qalawun was the first sultan to use a 
number of them as barracks for his burjiyya mamluks, perhaps for 
security, or because of overcrowding in the Citadel. Circassians were 
mistrusted by other mamluks, especially the Kipchaks who constitut­
ed the ruling elite from whose ranks the sultans came in most of the 
BaI:rri period.20 Hostility and jealousy ran deep and may have been 
the prime reason for separating them from the rest of the royal mam­
luks and for housing them in the towers where they could be better 

17 All sources agree that the Circassians formed the majority among the Burjiyya, 
then they add either the Abkhazis, Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 756, or Greeks, Ibn Duqmaq, 
Jawhar, 308; or Armenians, Maqrizi, Khitaf, 2: 214. 

18 For the khd$$akiyya's positions at court, see Maqrizi, Khitaf, 2: 214; Ayalon, 
"Kha~~akiyya" EI2, 4: 1100. 

19 Leo A. Mayer, Saracenic Heraldry (Oxford, 1938), 10; William Leaf and 
Sally Purcell, Heraldic Symbols, Islamic Insignia and Western Heraldry (London, 
1986), 73, note that the most frequently encountered ranks on Mamluk objects are 
those of the saql, followed by the silalJdar, jamadar, and dawadar. If this were not 
the result of coincidence in the survival of art objects, it could be construed as indi­
cating that these amirs were the richest, and thus the most favored. 

20 David Ayalon, "The Circassians in the Mamluk Kingdom," Journal of the 
American Oriental Society 69, 3 (1949): 135-47; idem, "Cerkes" in EI2, 2: 21-25, 
esp. "Mamluk Period," 23-24, and references there. 
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contained.21 Ironically, these suspicions were borne out more than a 
century later, when a Burji Circassian, Barqiiq (1382-89, 1390-99), 
abolished the Qalawunid dynasty and installed the Circassians in 
power for the remainder of the Mamluk period. 

Overcrowding in the Citadel resulted from the rapid increase in the 
purchase of mamluks by the Bal)ri sultans in the second half of the 
thirteenth century. Al-~alil). Najm al-Din Ayyiib, the founder of the 
baf:iriyya regiment, from whose ranks the future Mamluk sultans 
sprang, was able to amass almost a thousand Kipchak mamluks dur­
ing his sultanate. Baybars is reported to have acquired four thousand 
mamluks, mostly Kipchaks. Qalawiin doubled that number and did 
not restrict himself to one ethnic group. He seems to have been well 
aware of the need to maintain absolute superiority in the number of 
mamluks in his household vis-a-vis the mamluks of the great amirs if 
he wanted the rule to remain in his family. Maqrizi ascribes to him 
the revelatory saying, "All kings are remembered by their wealth or 
monuments, and I have established bastions to defend me, my prog­
eny, and all Muslims; those are the mamluks."22 He then selected 
3,700 of his non-Kipchak mamluks to form the burjiyya regiment. 
Al-Ashraf Khalil is said to have wanted to raise the number of his 
royal mamluks to ten thousand, but it is not clear whether he suc­
ceeded. 23 The sources report no building activity at the Citadel in this 
short period to match this surge in mamluk purchase; Qalawiin may 
have been forced to use the towers to house his burjiyya for lack of 
other space. 

Using the towers for this purpose would not have been possible 
before Qalawiin's time, for it would have jeopardized the Citadel's 
defenses. That consideration, however, ceased to be important when 
it became clear that Cairo would no longer be threatened by either 
Crusader attacks, like those led by Amarlic which prompted the 
building of the Citadel in the first place, or Mongol assaults follow­
ing the two defeats inflicted on their armies in Syria in 1260 and 

21 They were also locked in their fibaqs at night, see Niiwayri, Nihaya, vol. 29, 
S. M. Elham ed., Kitbuga und Lagin (Freiburg, 1977), 80-81, moment before he was 
assassinated in 1298, sultan Lajin asked the main conspirator, Kurji, the head of the 
Burji Mamluks (muqaddam al-Burjiyya), if he had locked them up. The same report 
is in Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 856, and Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 8: 102. Ibn Taghri-Birdi 
adds that the Burji Mamluk regiment had become known in his time as the mamalik 
al-tibaq. 

22 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 213. 
23 Ibid., 2: 214; Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 69-70. 
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1281. The coincidence of this urgent need for space with the dimin­
ishing strategic value of the towers and their capacity as controllable 
lodgings made them the logical choice for Qalawfm's burjiyya mam­
luks. The shortage of quarters for the swelling numbers of mamluks 
was to become chronic. Qalawiln's two sons, al-Ashraf Khalil and al­
Na~ir Mul~iammad, razed structures more than once at the Citadel to 
make room for new tibaqs for the mamluks. 

Dar al-Niyaba. Qalawiln is credited with building the Dar al-Niyaba 
for his vicegerent (na)ib) I:Iusam al-Din Turuntay al-Man~ilri in 1288, 
but the structure was actually built by Baybars for his na)ib, Bilik al­
Khazindar. Qalawiln probably renovated that structure, added a sec­
ond-floor apartment for his vicegerent which was called the Tabaqa 
al-I:Iusamiyya (of I:Iusam al-Din Turuntay), and opened the window 
( shubbak) on its ground floor that Turuntay is reported to have sat in 
regularly when he presided over official proceedings.24 Unless the 
word shubbak in this context means some sort of a niche in the wall, 
the setting described suggests that the attendants and petitioners 
would have to stand outside while clerks surrounded Turuntay inside 
the qa<a. The Tabaqa al-I:Iusamiyya had a man'?ara; it burned down 
in 1321. It seems to have been considered a separate unit which could 
be assigned functions different from the rest of the structure, such as 
the ceremonial reading of the hadith collection of Sal.iil.i al-Bukhari. 
In one instance, it is reported to have been left unoccupied when 
Amir Ulmas took up residence in Dar al-Niyaba in 1326.25 

Al-'Umari speaks of a ceremony held regularly in earlier times in 
the Dar al-Niyaba as having been a scaled-down version of the bi­
weekly royal ceremony ( al-mawkib al-sultanl) with a public audience 
(khidma) and a banquet (simat). 26 It ceased when al-Na~ir Mul;iam­
mad abolished the office of the vicegerent by the end of his third 
reign in 1337, approximately the time when al-'Umari was writing. 

24 Casanova, "Histoire," 647-48; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 214--15; Yiisufi, Nuzha, 348. 
The iwan on the first floor was the most important and ceremonial feature of the 
structure until the second reign of al-Nii~ir Mul;tammad; see Baybars, Tu!Jfa, 187, 
191. 

25 Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 30, fol. 100, for the religious recital; 31: 8, for the Man;i:ara 
al-f.Iusamiyya; 31: 74, for the appointment of Ulmas. 

26 'Umari, Masiilik, 107, 116; copied by Qalqashandi, SublJ, 4: 16-17; Maqrizi, 
Khifat, 2: 215. Both added details on the changes of the rules in the Burji period. The 
word mawkib, which literally means procession, was used in Mamluk sources to 
denote ceremony as well; see Paula Sanders, "Marasim," E/2, 6: 518 and "Mawa­
kib," 6: 849-52. 
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This ceremonial practice certainly dates to the period of Qalawun 
precisely because the sources credit him with having built the struc­
ture in which it took place, even though it definitely existed from at 
least the time of al-Z,ahir Baybars. This mistaken ascription to 
Qalawun of a building by his predecessor may be read as a sign, not 
of the importance of Qalawun's architectural additions, which were 
not particularly distinguished, but of the changes introduced by him 
to Dar al-Niyaba's function and significance, which erased the mem­
ory of Baybars's work and uses. In Baybars time, the qiYa seems to 
have been used only as a residence for the na,ib Bilik al-Khazindar; 
no ceremonial function was attached to it. Qalawun, who is said to 
have favored Turuntay, must have instituted the condensed proces­
sion and banquet as one of the vicegerent's duties and privileges. 
That new function may also have prompted the building of the 
shubbak to provide a focal point in the hall for Turuntay to sit in 
when he presided over the mini-banquet. The Dar al-Niyaba was 
reportedly razed, along with other administrative structures, by al­
Na~ir Mul).ammad when he abolished the office of na,ib in 1337, but 
this seems to be incorrect; it could not have been entirely destroyed, 
for it was rehabilitated in 1343 shortly after his death. It then became 
the real center of government where the daily troop reviews, the 
administration of iqta', and the biweekly audiences with a banquet 
were held.27 

The Bur} al-Man$i1rf. Qalawun also built a huge tower, the Burj al­
Man~uri, next to the Bab al-Sirr al-Kabir (Great Secret Gate) in 1283, 
and erected above it some "rooms with a view" (mushtarafat, sg. 
mushtaraf) whose walls were covered with marble.28 The mushta­
rafat of Qalawun belong in the same category as Baybars's dome 
above the Burj al-Zawiya and the rafraf that al-Ashraf Khalil later 
built above the Burj al-Rafraf. Building rooms on top of towers was 
apparently a royal privilege. In addition to taking advantage of the 
view, it perhaps emphasized the status of the royal residence by liter­
ally raising it above the other buildings in the Citadel to make it visu-

27 Shuja'i, Tiirlkh al-Nii$ir, 235; Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 215; idem, Suluk, 2: 410-11; 
lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 10: 32. 

28 Mushtaraf, as an architectural term, does not appear in any of the lexica con­
sulted. Its derivation from sh-r-f, "to overlook," supports its interpretation as a "room 
with a view." It should not be confused with shariirifwhich means merlons. 
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ally commanding. Qaliiwun moved to these mushtarafat a year later 
according to Qalqashandi and Maqrizi, on the authority of Ibn 'Abd 
al-Zahir, presumably from his lost book on the topography of Cairo, 
al-Raw<f,a al-Bahiyya al-?,ahira fi-Khitat al-Mu'izziyya al-Qahira, 
since Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir's chronicle of Qaliiwun's reign mentions nei­
ther the construction of the tower nor the transfer of his residence 
there.29 But no other chronicle of Qaliiwun's reign, including Maq­
rizi's own Kitab al-Suluk, mentions it either, though most sources 
record the burning of the Burj al-Man~uri and the tibaqs next to it in 
1315, during the reign of al-Na~ir MuI:iammad.30 The group of mam­
luks who lived in the tibaqs were silalJ,dariyya (of the silalJ,dar, the 
arms-bearer), according to Nuwayri, and jamadariyya (of the jama­
dar, wardrobe master), according to Maqrizi. Both groups were 
among the kha$$akiyya whose job it was to surround the sultan in cer­
emonial processions, which suggests that the tibaqs were inside the 
palace complex and that Qalawun's tower opened onto the palatial 
complex. 

Although this tower was heavily damaged from the fire and possi­
bly replaced by another, unreported structure, one can propose a site 
for it. The Bab al-Sirr al-Kabir mentioned in the accounts is most 
probably the same as the Bab al-Sirr in the southern enclosure used 
by the sultan and his important visitors. It stood at the end of the path 
ascending from the lower enclosure, and therefore the tower must 
have been located somewhere along the northeastern wall of the 
enclosure overlooking the path carved in the spur between Baybars's 
Burj al-Zawiya and the round tower called today the Burj al-Wastani 
because it stands next to the Bab al-Wastani (it is called the Burj al­
Tabbalin or the Tower of the Drummers, no. 104 on the map of the 
Description de l'Egypte) (see fig. 14).31 This last name may have 
been a distortion of an older, Mamluk name, the Burj al-Tablakhana 
(Tower of the Drummery), whose first appearance in the sources 

29 Qalqashandi, SubJ:i, 3: 370; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 204. Although Ibn 'Abd al­
Zahiri's annals of Qalawun's reign, Tashrif, are not complete, the years in question, 
1283-84, are covered in it, and no mention of the building of the tower is to be found. 

30 Nuwayri, Nihaya, 31, fol. 90, calls the fibaqs next to it, Tibaq al-Silahdariyya; 
Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 163, says only the fibaqs of the mamluks without spec­
ifying their occupation; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 157 calls themjamadariyya. 

31 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 351; reproduced in Casanova, "Histoire," 
718, and Sayyed, Wa$f al-Qahira, 230. He, however, discusses neither the history 
nor the name of the tower. 
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dates to the year 1389, and whose builder is not recorded.32 It is pos­
sible that the Burj al-Man~flri was in the same location as the later 
Burj al-Tablakhana. It could have been rebuilt after it had burned 
down and assigned the new function of housing the military band, or 
it might just have been named after the tablakhiina, which stood on 
the slope of the hill south of it.33 This last Mamluk tower was 
replaced with another tower, the Burj al-Wastani, at an unknown 
time, because, according to Creswell, this last tower standing there 
today could not have been constructed before artillery came into use 
in the late fifteenth century, and therefore probably belongs to the 
Ottoman period (pl. 15).34 

Thus the Burj al-Man~flri may have stood where the Burj al-Was­
tani stands today, although this hypothesis is very difficult to con­
firm. We have no textual reference to the reconstruction of a tower in 
the location of the Burj al-Man~flri and no certain chronology for 
buildings along the northwestern wall of the northern enclosure, 
between the Burj al-Tablakhana or the Burj al-Wastani and the pro­
posed location of the Burj al-At.1mar. Nor do we have any archaeo­
logical evidence to support any conjecture, because Mut.iammad 
'Ali's reconstruction has been particularly damaging to the topogra­
phy of the area extending north from the Burj al-Wastani to the Bab 
al-Mudarraj and the area extending west from the Burj al-Wastani to 
the Burj al-Zawiya. 

The Qubba al-Man$11riyya. Qalawun's most important addition to the 
Citadel was the Qubba al-Man~uriyya, called the Iwan al-Man~flri in 
later sources. Ibo al-Furat says that Qalawun ordered it built to 
replace Baybars's Qubba al-Zahiriyya, which he had torn down in 
1286.35 From the wording of Qalawun's order as it is recorded, it is 

32 Ibn al-Furiit, Tarikh, 9, 1: 81, says that Sultan Barqiiq ordered the display of 
his banners on the Burj al-Tablakhiina al-Sul~iiniyya. 

33 Casanova, "Histoire," 737-38, suggests that the tower was named after the 
tablakhiina of al-Nii~ir Mui).ammad which stood nearby. The tower itself could have 
been turned into a tablakhiina during the reign of Barqiiq, who is known for having 
changed the functions of many structures in the Citadel. 

34 Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 31-32, asserts that the construction technique of the 
tower puts it in the early Ottoman period. 

35 Ibn al-Furiit, Tiirikh, 8: 38. Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 212, says that Qaliiwiin demol­
ished the qulla of Bay bars and built a qubba in its place on exactly the same date Ibn 
al-Furiit gives for the tearing down of Baybars's qubba. The concurrence of dates 
suggests that Maqrizi's sentence should have qubba instead of qulla. The mistake 
must be in the printed text not the manuscript. The qulla, also built by Baybars, was 
not rebuilt until the time of al-Nii~ir Mui).ammad. 
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very difficult to know whether the demolition of Baybars's qubba 
was total or partial; other Mamluk sources tend to pass the event over 
in silence.36 Ibn 'Abd al-Z:ahir, who held high chancery positions 
under Baybars, Qalawfm, and al-Ashraf Khalil and who was a semi­
official court historian for both Baybars and Qalawfm, does not refer 
to any demolition when he reports Qalawiin's building of his qubba. 
His account of the Qubba al-Man~iiriyya was included in a panegyric 
to Qalawiin, similar to the one he had written earlier to eulogize 
Bay bars. This put him in a delicate position, and he probably thought 
it best to ignore the demolition of Baybars's qubba rather than try to 
justify an action that must have been prompted solely by Qalawiin's 
wish to erase his predecessor's traces. This problem did not exist for 
Ibn al-Furat, who was chronicling events that happened more than a 
century before he wrote them down. 

The few references we have suggest that both buildings belonged 
to the same general type: each had a central dome resting on arches 
supported by columns, surrounded by iwans on all four sides. Qala­
wiin' s qubba appears to have been the more grandiose version; 
Baybars's reportedly had only twelve columns, but Ibn 'Abd al-Z:ahir 
tells us that the Qubba al-Man~iiriyya had ninety-four small and large 
columns, not counting those on the porticoes (depending on how we 
interpret the word riwaqat).37 This number, if correct, must have 
included all the columns in the qubba, both those supporting the 
dome and those adorning the interior and exterior surf aces of the 
building. Decorative columns could be numerous, especially in early 
Mamluk buildings where double-arched windows with three engaged 
columns each were the norm. They can be found on other structures 
of Qalawiin, such as his other qubba in his complex in Bayn al­
Qa~rayn, completed in 1285 (pl. 16), and the one he built in 1283-84 
for his wife Fatima Khatiin, also known as umm al-SalilJ, (al-Salil).'s 
mother) after her son al-Salil). 'Ali, Qalawiin's favorite son and heir 
apparent. 

Building the Qubba al-Man~iiriyya and tearing down the Qubba al-

36 Mamluk sources tend to be vague in their general use of building terms. 
Casanova, "Histoire," 616, noted the apparent interchangeability of the verbs bana, 
ansha', and 'ammara in designating either building or rebuilding. I suggest that 
ansha' meant to build from scratch, but the two other verbs were applied indiscrim­
inately. 

37 Ibn-'Abd al-Z,iihir, Tashrif, 139. Riwaqat (sing. riwaq) may have meant either 
side alcoves, or just arcaded porticoes, or a mixture of both. 
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Zahiriyya can be ascribed to Qalawun's wish to be the patron of this 
most visible and public structure in the palatial complex, for he did 
not demolish any other structure Baybars had built. The successors of 
Qalawun, his two sons al-Ashraf Khalil and al-Na~ir Muryammad, 
rebuilt this same audience hall within the next half-century, presum­
ably because they, too, wanted to have their own names attached to 
it. By the time Khalil demolished his father's hall in 1293, the sources 
were calling it the lwan al-Man~uri instead of the Qubba al-Man­
~uriyya. From then on, the structure's name changed in the sources 
from the Iwan al-Man~uri to the Iwan al-Ashrafi, and later to the 
lwan al-Na~iri, following its various rebuildings. Eventually, it was 
simply called the Iwan or the Iwan al-Kabir. 

The sources offer no explanation for the switch from the word 
qubba to the word iwan; it may simply reflect a local, contemporary 
development. Qalawun had built a funerary qubba in Bayn al­
Qa~rayn in al-Qahira, which was also known as the Qubba al-Man­
~uriyya, so using qubba for his throne hall at the Citadel would have 
caused some confusion. But a more contextual explanation is that the 
meaning of the word qubba had evolved in a way that obscured its 
secular and majestic architectural association. Domes in the Islamic 
lands, as elsewhere, were first regarded as symbols of preeminence 
and sovereignty in both secular and funerary architecture: in secular 
architecture a dome was a prerogative of the ruler; in funerary archi­
tecture it signaled the burial place of any important figure. 38 The 
Mamluks, probably following the precedent of the Fatimids, popu­
larized this connotation of nobility by including a qubba in one of 
their most important royal insignia, the jitr (Persian chatr ), also 
known as the Qubba wa-1-Tayr (the Dome and the Bird), a dome­
shaped parasol with a golden bird on top of it usually carried above 
the sultan in processions.39 But in medieval Cairo, with the spread of 
domed mausolea for religious and public figures, the funerary con-

38 Ernst Diez, "Kubba," EJ2, 5: 289-96, overlooks the secular connotation of the 
word. Oleg Grabar, "From Dome of Heaven to Pleasure Dome," Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians 49, I (March 1990): 15-21, shows that in Islamic 
architecture, as in its classical predecessor, the dome is most often related to king­
shi~. 

9 'Umari, Masiilik, 98; Qalqashandi, SubJ:i, 3: 473, 4: 7-8; M. 'Akkush, "al­
Qubba wa-1-Tayr Aw Mithal min-Rusum al-Mulk wa-Alatihi fi Dawlat al-Mamalik 
bi-Mi~r Kama Waradat fi Sura Farisiyya," al-Muq(ataf (June 1932): 46--51. (A trans­
lation ofR. L. Devonshire. "An Egyptian Mameluke Feature in a Persian Miniature." 
Apollo 14, 83 [Nov. 1931]). 
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notation of qubba had become so dominant that the word was slow­
ly abandoned in the palatial architectural vocabulary of Mamluk 
Egypt and became applied solely to funerary domes.40 

The word iwan replaced qubba in designating the throne hall at the 
Citadel because it had no funerary associations and because the royal 
connotation it did have had remained fairly consistent throughout the 
medieval period. Architecturally, an iwan always meant either a hall 
open at one end or a palace. From early Islamic times, iwiin, as a term 
for an entire structure, seems to have been connected in some way to 
the concept of exemplary majesty as illustrated by the countless 
medieval Arabic poetic references to the legendary palace called 
Iwan Kisra in Ctesiphon (Ar. al-Mada'in), which is evoked as a sym­
bol of grandeur although very few people really saw it. In fact, the 
expression Iwan Kisra and the image of Iwan Kisra in the medieval 
collective memory might have offered the source for the architectur­
al denotations, as well as the memorial connotations of the word 
iwiin.41 Over time, the word's meaning developed to encompass all 
types of audience or reception halls, such as the Cairene great iwans 
of the TUlunids and Fatimids, but it retained its ceremonial and royal 
connotations. This is most probably why it replaced qubba in the 
names of the structures of al-Ashraf Khalil and al-Na~ir MuI:iammad, 
though at least al-Na~ir's is said to have had a huge dome in its cen­
ter. Both structures conveyed an image of royal grandeur appropriate 
for the ceremonies they were built for. 

The Reign of al-Ashraf Khalll ( 1290-93) 

Qalawun's designated heir and co-sultan, his first son al-Salil:i 'Ali, 
died in 1288, two years before his father. Qalawfm is reported to have 
mistrusted his second son al-Ashraf Salal:i al-Din Khalil to the point 

40 Doris Behrens-Abouseif, "The Qubba, an Aristocratic Type of Zawiya," 
Anna/es lslamologiques 19 (1983): 1-7, notes other uses of the word qubba in 
Mamluk Cairo, though in the Burji period, that strengthen the argument that the term 
has definitely migrated to the funerary domain. 

41 Rabbat, "The Iwans of the Madrasa of Sultan J:lasan," 5-6; For the Arabic 
poetic references, see Father Ans~iis al-Karmali (the Carmelite), "Salwii al-Asrii fi 
Iwiin Kisrii," al-Mashriq 5 (1902): 740-46, 780--86, 834--40; 'Abd al-Salam 'A. 
Fahrni, /wan al-Mada'in bayn al-Buflturf wa 1-Khaqanf: Dirasa Adabiyya Muqarana 
bayn al-Qa:jfdatayn al-'Arabiyya wa 1-Farisiyya (Jeddah, 1983), Introduction. 
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that he refused to sign his document of investiture (kitiib al-'ahd) 
which was drafted by the chancery after the death of al-Salil,l 'Ali, but 
Khalil nonetheless became sultan when his father died suddenly in 
September 1290 in his camp near Cairo while he was preparing to 
lead an attack on the port city of Acre in Palestine, the last base held 
by the Crusaders. Unlike Baraka Khan, whose circumstances of 
accession were otherwise similar, al-Ashraf Khalil proved to be an 
able, if overly ambitious ruler. During his short reign (1290--93), he 
managed to complete the mission first undertaken more than a centu­
ry earlier by Salal,l al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyllb, the sultan with whom he 
shared the same honorific title-he cleared the Syrian coast of 
Crusaders. His energies were not just directed to his military cam­
paigns. He had many plans for the restructuring of the state and the 
economy. He is said to have contemplated a redistribution of lands 
and revenue by initiating a new survey of agricultural land (rawk), 
which would have changed the structure of the Mamluk army and 
state, and which was later accomplished by his brother and successor 
al-Na~ir Mul,lammad.42 

Contemporary chroniclers, especially the Syrians, complain about 
the destruction al-Ashraf Khalil inflicted upon the fortresses and 
citadels of his realm. He ordered the coastal fortresses of Palestine to 
be the dismantled after they had been recaptured from the Crusaders. 
He destroyed some castles, such as the citadel of Shawbak, in the 
interior Syrian plain. Even in the citadels of his two capitals, Damas­
cus and Cairo, he razed several structures.43 The reason usually given 
for the demolition of the ex-Crusader castles was to prevent a sea­
borne attack from Europe, but in fact, it may have been a pretext to 
further a long-term economic plan. Khalil may simply have wanted 
to render these port cities unsafe for international trade so that it 
would be redirected from Syrian to Egyptian ports, which were firm­
ly under his control. The citadel of Shawbak had in any case been 
partially destroyed by an earthquake early in 1292, and may therefore 
have been structurally unsound. Dismantling it would also prevent its 
use as a stronghold by the rebellious Bani Fa<;ll, the chief bedouin 

42 Ulrich Haarmann, "Khalil" E/2, 4: 964--5; !twin, Mamluk Sultanate, 76-82. 
43 Mu]Jammad ibn Ibrahim al-Jazari, Jawiihir al-Sulukfi 1-Khulafii' wa-l-Muluk, 

Dar al-Kutub al-Mi~riyya, MS 7575H, fol. 164; Nuwayri, Nihiiya, 29, fol. 72; 
Zettersteen, Beitriige, 23; ~afadi, Waft, 13: 405. They all complain about the demo­
lition of the Syrian castles. 
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tribe in the Syrian desert, with whom he was having trouble at the 
time.44 

Contrary to what the chroniclers would lead us to believe, Khalil 
did not neglect the citadels of Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo, the three 
largest cities in his realm. In fact, he appears to have involved him­
self in fortifying them and in renovating and adding a few structures. 
He did not have time to finish all the projects he started, but he cer­
tainly accomplished a good deal. In Aleppo, he completed the recon­
struction of the citadel undertaken during Qalawfm's reign by the 
na,ib (governor) Qarasunqur al-Man~uri following thirty years of 
neglect after Htilegti's forces had dismantled it in 1260. Khalil's 
name, titles, and the date 691 A.H. (1292) and Qarasunqur's name and 
titles are inscribed on its main gate.45 In Damascus, his na,ib 'Alam 
al-Din Sanjar al-Shuja'i built several structures inside the citadel, 
which, judging by the names given them, were richly ornamented 
ceremonial spaces. One was a monumental wooden baldachin or 
canopy (tarima), another a dome called the Qubbat al-Zarqa' (Blue 
Dome) because it was covered with blue tiles, and another qa'a, 
called the Qa'at al-Dhahab (Hall of Gold), probably because of the 
gilded plaques that covered its ceiling.46 He also enlarged the may­
dan west of the walled city south of the river Barada to accommodate 
the furusiyya exercises.47 

Sanjar al-Shuja'i had originally made his name under Qalawiln as 
a construction supervisor (shadd), first of the mausoleum of Fatima 
Khatun, Qalawun's wife, near the mausoleum of Sitt Nafisa in Cairo, 
and then of the complex in Bayn al-Qa~rayn with the bimaristan, 
madrasa, and the Qubba al-Man~uriyya in 1283-84.48 In 1292, he 
was entrusted by al-Ashraf Khalil to remain at the Qal'at al-Rum 
(Roum Kale, or the Citadel of the Greeks) on the Euphrates to refur-

44 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 157-65. 
45 Inscription in Ernest Herzfeld, C. I. A., Syrie du Nord, deuxieme partie (Cairo, 

1955), 1: 89-90. References in Mul;lammad Raghib al-Tabbakh, /'lam al-Nubala' bi­
Tarfkh lfalab al-Shahba' (Aleppo, 1924), 2: 337-38; Jean Sauvaget, Alep (Paris, 
1941), 1: 167-68. 

46 Maqrizi, Khirar, 1: 444. For the meaning of (arima, see Goitein, Daily Life, 72. 
47 Ibn I:Iabib, Tadhkirat al-Nabfh, 1: 140; Ibn Kathir, Bidaya, 13: 323, 327; 

Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 775; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 80; Ril;lawi, Qal'at Dimashq, 153-56, propos­
es locations for the buildings. 

48 Ibn-'Abd al-Zahir, Tashrif, 55; Nuwayri, Nihaya, 29, fol. 28; Maqrizi, Khirar, 
2: 406-8; Shuja'i's biography in Safadi, Waft, vol. 15, ed. B. Radtke (Wiesbaden, 
1979), 475-78. 
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bish and fortify it after he had conquered it from the Armenians.49 

Later in the same year, he was recalled from his governorship in 
Damascus back to Cairo and was ordered to carry out building pro­
jects in the Citadel and around it. He was left behind in the Citadel in 
1293, when the sultan and his army went on a campaign to northern 
Syria, to rebuild the structures Khalil had demolished. 50 His name is 
connected in particular with the rebuilding of the iwan of Qalawun at 
the Citadel, which was renamed the Iwan al-Ashrafi (after al-Ashraf 
Khalil) after he reconstructed it. 

Another great amir in the service of al-Ashraf Khalil, the Amir­
Jandar 'Izz al-Din Aybak al-Afram, was also known as an experi­
enced master of public works. He had been responsible for many 
large-scale constructions, fortifications, and waterworks during the 
reigns of both Baybars and Qalawun. He supervised the reconstruc­
tion of the I:Iu~n al-Akrad (Crac des Chevaliers) after it was stormed 
by Baybars in 1271, and a palace north of the Aleppo citadel in the 
same period.51 He too was involved in numerous constructions which 
al-Ashraf Khalil commissioned during his three-year reign. One 
major and vital project with which he was associated was the build­
ing of an intake tower to bring water from the Nile to the Citadel in 
a majra (water channel) which was to be built over the walls of Sala!). 
al-Din. The project was started but not finished by Khalil: al-Afram 
was only able to complete the well and the four waterwheels at the 
river intake; they were used later by al-Na~ir Mul).ammad.52 Khalil 
planned to increase the water supply at the Citadel, presumably antic­
ipating further construction and possibly enlargement. As it was, he 
left an architectural legacy that included at least two palatial struc­
tures, the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya or the Qa~r al-Ashrafi (as Maqrizi calls 
it in one instance) and the Iwan al-Ashrafi, a royal pergola (rafraf), 
and possibly lesser service buildings. Had he lived longer, his plans 
for the Citadel might have altered its development. 

49 Baybars, Tu~fa, 131; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 778; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 116. 
50 Al-Jazari, Jawiihir al-Suluk, fol. 209. 
51 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 7: 151, 156. On al-Afram's career, see lIWin, 

Mamluk Sultanate, 38, and references. 
52 Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 30, fol. 80; Shuja'i, Tiirikh al-Nii:;ir, 95. Other, later chroni­

clers attribute the whole project to al-Na~ir Mul}.ammad, but Niiwayri was an eye­
witness. 
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The Qii'a al-Ashrafiyya 

Al-Ashraf Khalil had the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya built in 1292 and inau­
gurated it on the occasion of the circumcision of his younger brother 
MuI:iammad and his nephew Musa, the son of his deceased brother al­
Salil:i 'Ali.53 It is not known whether he intended to use his qii'a as a 
private reception hall, as his brother al-Na~ir MuI:iammad had meant 
his Qa~r al-Ablaq to be, because he died before he could put it to use 
again. Throughout the reign of al-Na~ir MuI:iammad, the Qa'a al­
Ashrafiyya, the only structure belonging to his predecessors that he 
did not demolish and rebuild, was put to several uses, all of them tem­
porary. Early in his rule, it appears to have been the sultan's private 
throne room, as opposed to the iwan which was the public hall. Al­
Na~ir once ordered his great amirs to sleep there when a crisis threat­
ened his authority early in his third rule in 1311 so he could police 
their movements.54 Later on, after he built the Qa~r al-Ablaq in 1313 
for his private throne hall, the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya was relegated to 
lesser uses, such as a guest house for visiting dignitaries when they 
came to court. 55 

After al-Na~ir died, the qii'a's functions changed again. It became 
the favorite base for a number of powerful amirs who succeeded each 
other as the effective rulers of the sultanate while the weak sons and 
grandsons of al-Na::;ir nominally reigned (1341-82). At least three of 
these amirs lived there. One was Qaw~iin, who became the nii,ib for 
the child Sultan al-Ashraf Kuchuk, the second son of al-Na~ir 
MuI:iammad who succeeded his father (1342). The second was 
Aljaybugha, a kha$$aki amir and a confidant of al-Mu~affar l:Jajji (r. 
1346-47); and finally Sheikhu who was the amir kabir (grand amir) 
during the sultanate of al-Na~ir l:Jasan (1347-51, 1354-61).56 

53 Ibn al-Furat, Tiirikh, 8: 169; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 211; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 170. Doris 
Behrens-Abouseif, "The Citadel of Cairo: Stage for Mamluk Ceremonial," Anna/es 
lslamologiques 24 (1988): 55, identifies al-Ashrafiyya as the qii'a built by al-Ashraf 
Sha'ban, on the basis of one reference to it by Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', I, 2: 183; the only 
reference to Sha'ban's having built a qii'a. The rest of our Mamluk sources all 
attribute the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya to al-Ashraf Khalil. 

54 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 92; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 26. 
55 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 128, Musa ibn Muhanna, the chieftain of Bani Fac;ll, stayed 

there in 1313; Yiisufi, Nuzha, 205; Muhanna, his son, was lodged there in 1334. 
56 For Qaw~iin's residence in this qii'a, see lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 10: 21; Ibn 

Duqmaq, Jawhar, 369; for Aljaybugha, see Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 10: 166-67; for 
Sheikhii, see Maqrizi, Khifa(, 2: 314; Ibn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 398. 
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By the end of the Balµi period, the qa'a had become the de facto 
quarters for the amfr kablr, replacing the Dar al-Niyaba in the north­
ern enclosure where vicegerency audiences were formerly held. Amir 
kablr had become the favorite title of those strong amirs who con­
trolled the sultan, regardless of the title they officially bore.57 Aljay 
al-Yflsufi, who was the stepfather of Sultan al-Ashraf Sha'ban (r. 
1363-77) assumed the title amfr kablr and began to hold court at the 
Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya on Mondays and Thursdays (the usual days of the 
royal khidma) after the sultan appointed him his atabek al-'asakir 
(1373-74).58 Barqflq, who lived in the stables when he was the mas­
ter of the royal stables (amfr akhUr),59began holding his biweekly 
audiences in the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya after he had become the atabek 
al-'asakir in 1377 under Sultan Man~flr 'Ali 11.60 The Qa'a al-Ashra­
fiyya's association with these powerful amirs who manipulated the 
Qalawunid epigones of al-Na~ir MuI:iammad was so enduring that a 
later Burji chronicler, al-Khatib al-Jawhari al-Sayrafi, erroneously 
claims that it was the official residence of the regents in the "old 
days" (by which he probably means the last days of the Qalawunid 
dynasty).61 They probably took up residence in the qa'a to be close 
to the royal palaces, a reasonable precaution, especially at night, 
when the Bab al-Qulla that separated the two enclosures would be 
closed. Had they remained in the Dar al-Niyaba in the northern enclo­
sure like their less ambitious predecessors, they would have been cut 
off from the palatial complex after sunset, and would have had no 
control over the royal mamluks locked in their tibaqs inside the 
southern enclosure. Later on, the status of the qii'a as a royal struc­
ture appears to have dwindled, for it was first used as a prison for 
lesser amirs and eventually as a tibaq for the khafifiakiyya. 

Location. The location and general characteristics of the Qa'a al­
Ashrafiyya can be reconstructed by collating evidence from several 
texts. It was raised above a basement ( qabU) that either was the royal 
buttery ( sharabkhana) or was adjacent to it.62 It faced the place 
across al-Rumayla where the madrasa of Sultan I:Iasan would later 

57 See David Ayalon, "Amir Kabir," E/2, 1: 444. 
58 Maqrizi, Suluk, 3: 212; Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 1, 2: 111, 117. 
59 See Ayalon, "Amir Akhiir," EI2, 1: 442. 
60 Maqrizi, Suluk, 3: 324; Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 1, 2: 220. 
6! Jaw hart, Nuzhat al-Nufus, 2: 10. · 
62 Ibn al-Furat, Tiirfkh, 9, 1: 169; Maqrizi, Suluk, 3: 682 
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(between 1356 and 1361) be built, and its roof was as high as its 
minaret, as we can infer from eyewitness reports about a tightrope 
walker who walked between them on his rope.63 The Qa'a al-Ashra­
fiyya was connected via a set of stairs to a biib al-sirr that opened 
into the royal stables below the southern enclosure. 64 Its window 
overlooked the maydan, the royal stables, and the palace of Qaw~un, 
which was known in the Burji period as the palace of the amir kabir. 
The remains of a great qa<a and stables belonging to it are still stand­
ing today across from the maydan.65 Though it definitely was a royal 
hall, the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya clearly did not belong to the sultan's pri­
vate quarters, since it was accessible to amirs and other dignitaries. 

The qa<a must have been situated somewhere along the western 
wall of the southern enclosure, for this is the only side of the Citadel 
that overlooks the maydan where a rope could possibly have been 
stretched between the minaret of Sultan I:Iasan and the roof of a struc­
ture standing there (see fig. 14). This wall extends between the Burj 
al-Zawiya (no. 86, identified on the Description de l' Egypte' s map as 
Burj al-Shakh~) and the protruding Burj al-Rafraf (no. 84, labeled on 
the map as the Maison de Joseph, a name presumably designating 
some palatial structure that the French cartographers thought was 
built by Salfil.i al-Din Yusuf along the wall). Edme Frarn;ois Jomard, 
the savant who wrote the entry on Cairo in the Description de 
l' Egypte and the editor of the final published work, provides a brief 
description of this structure in his essay. He mentions monumental 
well-hewn stone walls, decorated from the inside with various orna­
ments, mosaics, and gilded paintings, and a number of vaults ruined 
beyond repair. He adds that there was another room in the same 
palace with twelve granite columns that supported a dome inscribed 
with gilded writing.66 It is very difficult from this short account to 

63 Jawhari, Nuzhat al-Nufils, 3:73-74, and '.?'.ahiri, Zubda, 31-32, report the story 
of a "Frank" who came to Egypt in 1424, converted to Islam, and showed his skill 
as a tightrope walker by walking across a rope strung between the minaret of Sultan 
I;Iasan and the roof of the Tabaqa al-Ashrafiyya (by the fifteenth century the qa'a 
had become a tabaqa). 

64 Ibn al-Furat, Tarikh, 9, I: 190; Maqrizi, Su/ilk, 3: 696-97; and Ibn Duqmaq, 
Jawhar, 477, all mention the gate when it was blocked by Amir Mintash when he led 
a short-lived rebellion against Sultan Barquq in 1390, that managed to hold the 
Citadel for a few weeks. 

65 Shuja'i, Tarikh al-Na:;ir, 184, and Maqrizi, Su/ilk, 2: 589, report a conversation 
between two of Qaw~un's mamluks as they looked at their master's palace from the 
qa'a's window. 

66 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 352; Sayyed, Wa:;f al-Qahira, 231-32. 
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determine the boundaries of the structure Jomard refers to as "le 
palais," and to know how many other qiYas it contained. He himself 
admits that the confusing debris of many structures in the same loca­
tion precludes a detailed description of the appearance and features 
of any of them. The second qa' a he mentions with its twelve columns 
brings to mind the qubba Baybars built, but it was demolished by 
Qalawiin long before Jomard's time. The only other structure we 
know from the sources to have columns is the pre-Mamluk Qa'at al­
'Awamid, so Jomard may in fact be describing the elusive qa'a attrib­
uted to either al-Kamil or al-Salil). Najm al-Din Ayyub. Incidentally, 
accepting this inference corroborates the location proposed earlier for 
the Qa'at al-'Awamid, on the edge of the wall of the original and 
smaller southern enclosure. 

Modem scholars have identified the "Maison de Joseph" men­
tioned in the Description de l' Egypte as the Qa~r al-Ablaq of al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad, basing their opinion on reports by several European vis­
itors-Maillet (1692-1708), Thompson (1734), Niebuhr (1761), Jo­
mard (1801), Mayer (1801), and Viscount Valentia (1809)-who 
they thought all refer to the same palace, although in fact that was not 
the case.67 With the exception of Jomard, these visitors had no infor­
mation about the topography of the area in the Mamluk period, or the 
names and descriptions of the palaces there. They only described 
what they briefly saw during their visits to the Citadel-the majestic 
ruins as they stood after a few centuries of total neglect-without 
even knowing their original or contemporary names. Maillet, Nie­
buhr, and Mayer are clearly describing a qa'a in the Qa~r al-Ablaq; 
Jomard some other qa'a, as we know because of one telling omission 
in his account. Pre-nineteenth-century Egyptian chroniclers tell us 
that during the Ottoman period al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's Qa~r al-Ablaq 
was the workshop where the cloth cover (kiswa) for the Ka'ba was 
woven. Maillet, Niebuhr, and Pococke note this in their reports and 
comment on the fabric and the embroidery at length, but Jomard does 
not speak of it, suggesting that he is describing another structure alto­
gether. The building where the kiswa was made may be the one label­
ed the Bayt al-Tarazi (House of the Embroiderer, no. 75) on the map 
of the Description de l' Egypte, amid what is described as "palatial 
ruins" on the western edge of the southern enclosure. Perhaps the 

67 Casanova, "Histoire," 635-41; Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 261-63. 
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name was a way of suggesting the place where the kiswa was woven 
and by inference the original Qa~r al-Ablaq. 

The structure a little to the south of the Bayt al-Tarazi on the map 
is labeled the "stairs of the Sab' l:Jadariit"; they led from the palace 
level to the stables. This monumental staircase corresponds to the one 
described in a thirteenth-century account of the Qa~r al-Ablaq by Ibn 
Fac;ll Allah al-'Umari, and makes it plausible to propose that the site 
of the Qa~r al-Ablaq was near the Bayt al-Tarazi and the Sab' 
l:Jadariit and further south of the "Maison de Joseph." 

The French "Maison de Joseph," further identified by Jomard as 
"the house of Yusuf ~aliiQ al-Din" was therefore not the ruined Qa~r 
al-Ablaq, but most probably the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, for this is the 
only Mamluk palatial structure other than the Qa~r al-Ablaq reported 
to have been located on this side of the southern enclosure. It was 
confused with the Qa~r al-Ablaq in later accounts, perhaps because 
the latter's fame had eclipsed it, but we know that the Qa'a al­
Ashrafiyya remained functional until at least the middle of the fif­
teenth century, and probably later. 68 There are no reports of it as 
being demolished, and no compelling reasons to reject the possibili­
ty that European visitors were describing it rather than the Qa~r al­
Ablaq, since both must have been equally neglected and disfigured 
beyond easy recognition. The qa'a probably remained standing, if in 
a ruined state, until MuJ:iammad 'Ali in the 1820s and 1830s razed all 
existing structures to build his terrace behind his mosque overlooking 
the city. 

The proposed site for the Qii'a al-Ashrafiyya adjoins the Burj al­
Rafraf, whose crowning rafraf is ascribed to al-Ashraf Khalil as 
well.69 The Burj al-Rafraf presents a series of problems in its dating 
and its history, although its location is fairly well established. The 
annals of Baraka Khan's rule refer to it as the place from where he 
addressed the amirs who encircled the Citadel and say that it over­
looked the stables, but do not credit him with its construction.70 In 

68 Jawhari, Nuzhat al-Nufus, 3: 6; before he became sultan, Barsbay lived there 
in 1422. 

69 Rafraf here seems to mean a light-roofed structure, something like a pergola, 
see Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 55; Ghalib, Mawsu'at, 204; Zakarya, Deu.x palais, 
144. 

7° Casanova, "Histoire," 612 and 616-17; Ibn al-Furat, Tarikh, 7: 145, and 
Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 654, say that Baraka Khan talked to the amirs from the top of the 
B urj al-Rafraf. 
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fact, as argued earlier, its core could have been part of the original 
enclosure of ~alal). al-Din's Citadel. Its orientation and location both 
seem to have been deliberately chosen to dominate the approach from 
the Khan al-~aliba al-Kubra (Great Crossing), a major thoroughfare 
dating at least from the Fatimid period and connecting the mosque of 
Ibn Tuliin to the Suq al-Khayl, which by Mamluk times formed the 
administrative boundary between al-Qahira and al-Fustat.71 A rafraf 
could have been built atop that tower from early on to take advantage 
of the view, thus giving it the name Burj al-Rafraf. Al-Ashraf Khalil 
may merely have replaced the old rafraf with a new one that ap­
peared to be monumental and therefore attracted the chroniclers' 
attention and made it worth recording among Khalil's works.72 

According to Maqrizi, al-Na~ir Mul).ammad demolished his broth­
er's rafraf and built a new tower next to it in 1312.73 This new tower, 
which overlooked the stables, housed a group of mamluks, presum­
ably from the khii$$akiyya, for it was located inside the southern 
enclosure. Ibn Taghri-Birdi agrees that al-Na~ir Mul).ammad de­
stroyed the tower built by his brother, but he says that he built his 
Qa~r al-Ablaq in its place.74 He then built another rafraf above "it"­
whether "it" refers to the palace or the tower is unclear-and anoth­
er tower nearby, to which he transferred the mamluks. 

Casanova discovered an inscription put on the tower after al­
Na~ir's first pilgrimage in 1313, which confirms Maqrizi's date of 
1312.75 The plan of the tower's upper story (the only one accessible 
today) clarifies the divergent reports by Maqrizi and Ibn Taghri-Birdi 
on the relationship between the tower of Khalil and that built by al­
Na~ir Mul).ammad (see fig. 6). A complete vertical break in the walls 
goes all the way to the ground level and shows that the protruding 
section in the plan is a later addition. This suggests that the texts 
meant that al-Na~ir demolished only the rafraf built by his brother, 
and not the whole tower, and then built an addition to that tower, not 
a separate one. 

71 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 1: 360, says it was named al-~aliba al-Kubra because it inter­
sected with the north-south al-Shari' al-A '~am (Grand Street). It was also called al­
Shiiri' al-A'zam, as it formed the main east-west street coming from the Nile; see 
Salmon, Etudes sur la topographie du Caire, 106-7. 

72 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 79-80, ascribes the earlier rafraf to Baybars, but, like Maqrizi, 
he may have been mixing up the rafrafwith the iwan. 

73 Maqrizi, Khi{a(, 2: 212-13; idem, Su/Uk, 2: 118. 
74 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 179. 
75 Casanova, "Histoire," 628; Max van Berchem, C. /.A., Egypte, 1: 88. 
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Since the rafraf of Khalil and the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya were appar­
ently connected, they may well have formed parts of a larger com­
plex, with the rafraf either adjacent to or on top of the qa'a. This was 
the semipublic palace of the sultan, which constituted the transition­
al unit between the harem, or the private quarters, located to the south 
of the rafraf, and the Iwan al-Ashrafi, or the public audience hall, 
directly to the east. Two references, in addition to Jomard's assertion 
that the qa'a he saw was part of a larger palace, support this proposi­
tion. First when Baybars al-Jashankir usurped the throne in 1308, he 
is reported to have ridden his horse from the Bab al-Qulla to the royal 
palaces, and then sat on the throne in the palace above the Burj al­
Tarima (Tower of the Baldachin).76 Like the pergola and baldachin, 
rafraf and tarima are used synonymously, so both could refer to the 
same light-weight wooden structure-that is, the Burj al-Tanma and 
the Burj al-Rafraf were the same thing, and the hall in which Bay bars 
al-Jashankir sat was in the Burj al-Rafraf. The second reference is 
from al-Na~ir Mul,lammad's second reign (1298-1308). In 1307, 
Maqrizi describes how the sultan was sitting by the shubbak (win­
dow) of the royal rafrafwhich overlooked the stables to watch a fight 
that had erupted in the maydan, when an arrow shot by an amir land­
ed on the window sill next to him.77 This royal rafraf, Nuwayri ex­
plains, was the place where the sultan sat regularly for private audi­
ences, so it must be the one built by Khalil, which al-Na~ir demol­
ished a few years later. 

The Mamluk qa'a discovered during the excavations undertaken in 
the Sa.Qat al-'Alam (Place of the Flag) by the Egyptian Antiquities 
Organization in 1985 stands within the shaded boundaries of the 
"Maison de Joseph" on the map of the Description de l' Egypte, a 
short distance to the north of the Burj al-Rafraf and almost parallel to 
its long side (see fig. 12). Following the identification of the "Maison 
de Joseph" with the Qa~r al-Ablaq by both Casanova and Creswell, 
the EAO decided that this qa'a was the Qa~r al-Ablaq of al-Na~ir 
Mul,lammad. But, given the available textual and archaeological evi­
dence, it is almost certainly the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya. This attribution 
is further supported by the four granite shafts lined up next to each 
other on the eastern side of the qa'a unearthed during the 1985 exca-

76 Ibn al-Dawiidfui, al-Durr al-Fiikhir, 158. 
77 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 34, 35. Nuwayri, Nihiiya, 30, fol. 43; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 4: 427, 

speak only of the shubbiik. 
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vation. They are inscribed with a continuous exaltation that reads, 
"Glory to our master the sultan-the greatest al-Malik al-Ashraf­
sultan of Islam and Muslims-may God bestow glory on his sup­
porters." 78 The excavation report states that the columns were not 
deeply buried and suggests that they belonged to the Iwan al-Kabir of 
al-Na~ir Mut.iammad, which had thirty-two columns supporting its 
roof. 

Had the columns belonged to the Iwan al-Kabir, however, we 
would expect them to be inscribed with his honorific al-nd$ir, or per­
haps with the honorific al-$dli~ of al-Salil:t Najm al-Din Ayyub, who 
built the Rawc;la Citadel, from which, Maqrizi tells us, al-Na~ir 

Mut.iammad took the columns for his Iwan al-Kabir.79 Instead, only 
the honorific al-ashraf is used, which tells us that the patron of the 
structure to which these shafts belonged held that title. This does not 
imply that the patron in question was necessarily al-Ashraf Khalil; 
many later Mamluk sultans also styled themselves al-ashraf, and at 
least one of them, al-Ashraf Qaytbay, is known to have carried out 
extensive works in the palatial complex, including the refurbishing of 
the Iwan al-Kabir.80 

The sty le and method of the exaltation furnish further clues for 
deciding between al-Ashraf Qaytbay and al-Ashraf Khalil. Praising 
the sultan by the formula that starts with the phrase "Glory to our 
master the sultan" ('izz li-mawlana al-sultan) was made standard in 
Mamluk titulature by al-Na~ir Mut.iammad, but was occasionally 
used by earlier sultans, including al-Ashraf Khalil. 81 The superlative 
"the greatest" (al-a"?am) was rarely used by Mamluks, but was wide­
spread in twelfth- and thirteenth-century Anatolian titulature. The 
word an$druhu (his supporters) seems to have been a precedent for 
the word na$ruhu (his victory) which was standard for all the titular 
formulas of Mamluk sultans from al-Na~ir Mut.iammad on. It appears 
on many inscriptions belonging to al-Ashraf Khalil and to his 
amirs. 82 Had the exaltation belonged to a late Bal:tfi or a Burji sultan, 

78 I:Iadidi and 'Abd al-'Alim, '"A'mal Tarmim al-Qa~r al-Ablaq," 10. 
79 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 184. 
80 Jawhari, lnbii' al-Hasr, 294, 327, 339; lbn lyas, Badii'i', 3: 60-61, 329. 
81 Max van Berchem, C. I. A., Egypte, 1: 457, discusses the development of this 

formula in his analysis of the cartouche on the portal of the palace of Qaw~iin. 
82 The title appears in the waqf document of al-Ashraf Khalil; see Axel Moberg, 

"Zwei Agyptische Waqf-Urkunden aus dem Jahre 691/1292," Le Monde Oriental 12 
( 1918): 22; it appears also in the inscription on the gate to the Citadel of Aleppo 
dated to 1292, see Ernest Herzfeld, C. I. A., Syrie du Nord, deuxieme partie (Cairo, 
1955), 1, 1: 89-90. 



158 CHAPTER FIVE 

the word used would most likely have been na~ruhu. Thus, the com­
bination of the title al-ashraf with the occurrence of al-a'?am and 
an~aruhu suggests that this inscription belongs to al-Ashraf Khalil, 
and consequently the columns on which it appears belonged to one of 
his structures, most probably the adjacent Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya. 

The inscription indicates that the four columns were a complete set 
in themselves, rather than part of a larger group, such as a colonnade. 
They may have been removed from their original position and 
dragged to the place where they were discovered in 1985 by Mul)am­
mad 'Ali's workers while they were collecting available debris to use 
as fill for the terrace they were building in the 1830s. They must orig­
inally have been arranged in a square or lined up so that the text could 
be read consecutively. This means that they constituted the supports 
for either an arcade, a portico, or possibly a maq'ad, or for the four 
sides of a durqa'a. They could have belonged inside the durqa'a of 
the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, although there is no trace of columns bases 
on its floor today. A drawing by Henri Salt accompanying the 
description of the qa'a by Viscount Valentia shows four granite col­
umns in the durqa'a carrying four ablaq arches, which probably sup­
ported a wooden dome that had disappeared long before the drawing 
was made around 1806. It clearly illustrates the four columns stand­
ing on square stone slabs which rested directly on the floor of the 
durqa'a, and which could have been taken away after the columns 
had been removed. 83 

Architecture. Like many qa'as of that period, the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya 
is composed of two iwans with a rectangular durqa'a in the middle 
measuring 14.25 by 12.7 meters (see fig. 13). The span of the larger, 
northwestern iwan is 10.5 meters; the smaller, southeastern iwan is 
9.65 m. The floor of the durqa'a is 10.5 meters lower than the actual 
ground level of the southern enclosure. The floor of both iwans is 30 
cm. above the floor of the durqa'a. The riser of the single step on 
either end is adorned with alternating black, red, ochre, and white 
stripes of marble. The floor of the qa'a was once also paved with 
marble in geometric patterns, traces of which still exist. How deep the 
northwestern iwan was and whether there were any windows or doors 

83 George, Viscount Valentia, Voyages and Travels to India, Ceylon, the Red Sea, 
Abyssinia, and Egypt in the Years 1802, 1803, 1804, 1805, and 1806 (London, 1809), 
3: 376; reproduced in Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 262, and Behrens-Abouseif, "Citadel of 
Cairo," 47, fig. 8. 
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on its back wall could not be determined because the digging had to 
be stopped for fear of cracking the walls of the Citadel proper (pl. 
17). The far end of the smaller iwan is also buried under rubble, mak­
ing it impossible to tell whether or not it opened onto some other 
structure behind it. In the center of the durqii' a an octagonal marble 
fountain was found almost intact; on either side is a door bordering 
the beginning of the large iwan. The northern door opens onto a small 
vestibule on its eastern side which leads to a passageway to the north, 
now blocked by rubble. The western side of the small vestibule is 
occupied by a spiral stone staircase in a circular shaft that presum­
ably went all the way to the roof of the qii'a. The southern door opens 
onto another passageway that runs east-west, parallel to the side of 
the qii'a, whose level is four steps lower than that of the qii'a. 
Obviously these passages connected the qii'a with other structures or 
perhaps courtyards on either side, but it is impossible at this stage of 
the excavation to say what these connections were. As it stands 
today, the qii' a suggests that there may be other remains of the Mam­
luk palatial complex in this area. Again the belief that MuQ.ammad 
'Ali had totally razed all extant structures when he built his mosque 
seems exaggerated. 

In addition to its significance in reconstructing the topography of 
the palatial complex at the Citadel, the qii'a is the only example 
remaining of a royal structure in Cairo from the BaQ.ri Mamluk peri­
od. It furnishes many clues about the relationship between the archi­
tecture of royal halls and that of qii'as still standing in houses of 
princes or rich individuals in the city from that architecturally pro­
ductive period which left us precious little in the way of actual 
remains. With numerous fragments of ornamentation still in situ, the 
Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya also provides an almost complete representation 
of the decorative program of a royal qii'a, which is otherwise known 
only from the extravagant and inadequate descriptions in contempo­
rary sources. 

Although the upper parts of its walls have disappeared, and with 
them the section that most probably would have had the inscription 
band (firiiz) encircling the walls with the name of the patron and date 
of building, the lower parts that remain provide plentiful evidence 
that it was richly decorated. The walls are built of large stone blocks 
cut to various heights (but averaging almost five meters), with baked 
brick above. The interior walls were covered with a layer of plaster, 
upon which a marble dado was fixed from the floor level to the top 
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of the stone construction. Judging by the few bits remaining, the dado 
seems not to have been uniformly articulated around the qii'a. It was 
arranged in rectangular panels of varying widths, framed by narrow 
bands of contrasting colors. This was a very common treatment in 
Mamluk decoration, though usually confined to a place of honor in a 
structure, such as the qibli wall in a mosque. 84 In some places, the 
dado had intricately ornamented white slabs, with reliefs of vegetal 
interlacing patterns. But in other places it had plain, colored marble 
slabs, arranged in geometric patterns of varying complexity with the 
same black, red, ochre, and white colors dominating. 

Above the dado, a continuous frieze, made of small trilobed nich­
es, ran around the walls, even above the doors. The little arches were 
supported on marble colonnettes with gilded capitals. The niches 
were filled with panels of marble mosaics in hexagonal and octago­
nal geometric patterns outlined in mother-of-pearl. The spandrels of 
the arches were covered with marble reliefs of vegetal scrolls similar 
to the ones found in the dado. Above this frieze, another large frieze 
made of panels of glass mosaics ran around the walls. Judging from 
the two remaining fragments, one on the southern wall of the small 
iwan and the other on that of the durqii'a, the scenes were crude rep­
resentations of kiosks, gardens, trees with mother-of-pearl fruits, and 
rivers reminiscent of those in the Umayyad Mosque and the more 
recent Qubba al-Zahiriyya, both in Damascus. The walls above the 
glass mosaics are stripped down to the brick with no trace of decora­
tion remaining, but the existence of longitudinal slits repeated at reg­
ular intervals suggests that the walls were covered with decorative 
wooden panels, fixed by nails into wooden wedges pushed inside the 
slits (pl. 18). 

Architecturally, the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya has no unusual features or 
unexpected arrangements of its components. With its two iwans and 
durqii'a with two ~uffas on its sides, it belongs to the type that had 
become dominant in the beginning of the fourteenth century in 
Cairene religious and secular architecture, and that took the place of 
the majlis/iwan combination in the qii'a arrangement.85 The qii'a at 
the Citadel, in spite of its huge dimensions, is simpler in plan than 

84 Michael Meinecke, "Das Mausoleum des Qala'un in Kairo: Untersuchungen 
zur Genese der Mamlukischen Architekturdekoration," Deutsches Archiiologisches 
lnstitut, Abteilung Kairo, Mitteilungen 27 (1971), 47-80. 

85 Development of qd'as traced in Sayed, "Cairene Qii'a," 44; Creswell, M.A. E., 
2: 264; Lezine, "Les salles nobles des palais mamelouks," 149-205. 
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any of its contemporaneous Bal).ri Mamluk amirial qilas, and ap­
proaches in its simplicity the plans of the much smaller qa'as of 
upper-class administrators and religious men. 86 But its similarity 
with the qa'as in the city proper is limited to the general arrangement 
of its plan. In the composition and profusion of its surface articula­
tion, the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya is truly exceptional. It is the only known 
Bal).ri qa'a whose surface seems to have been entirely covered with 
various forms of intricate decoration. This singular extravagance is 
not shared by any of the Mamluk amirial qa'as known in Cairo; it 
probably reflected royal splendor. None of the surface treatments, 
however, is unique to this qa'a: they can all be found alone or in com­
bination in other examples of Bal).ri architecture both in Cairo and in 
the Syrian cities with significant Mamluk architectural heritage, 
especially in the qibli walls of mosques. 

Mosaic Decoration. The only distinctive feature of the Qa'a al­
Ashrafiyya's decoration are the glass mosaic panels with architectur­
al representations for which we have textual references to precedents 
in Cairo, but actual Mamluk antecedents only in the Qubba al­
Zahiriyya (mausoleum of al-Zahir Baybars) in Damascus.87 The 
scenes in Damascus and in the Citadel are related to a series of mosa­
ic examples which appeared in mosques, palaces, and qubbas in a 
number of important Mamluk cities in the late thirteenth and the early 
fourteenth century. 

Unlike their Umayyad predecessors, Mamluk mosaics from Syria 
and Egypt have not received the attention they deserve. Thirteen 
examples have been recorded in Damascus, Tripoli, Jerusalem, 
Hebron, and Cairo, but they have never been analyzed, perhaps 
because they are small, of poor quality, and of minor relevance to the 
development of Mamluk art. 88 Most of them are found in conchs of 

86 Revault, "L'architecture domestique du Caire a l'epoque mamelouke," 49-74, 
for the princely qd'as; 75-90, for the upper-class qd'as. 

87 Niebuhr, Description de /'Arabie, 1: 94 (reproduced in Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 
261), makes explicit reference to the architectural scenes in the Mamluk palaces at 
the Citadel, which precisely correspond to the scenes in the fragments. 

88 Partial lists are in Louis Hautecoeur and Gaston Wiet, Les mosquees du Caire, 
2 vols. (Paris, 1932), 1: 116; Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 138, 226, and pl. 81 for Lajin's 
mihrab; Meinecke, " Mamlukischen Architekturdekoration," 62, no. 91; Miriam 
Rosen-Ayalon, "A Neglected Group of Mihrabs in Palestine," in Studies in Islamic 
History and Civilization in Honor of Professor David Ayalon, ed. M. Sharon 
(Jerusalem, 1986), 553-63; Caroline Williams, "The Mosque of Sitt f:ladaq," 
Muqarnas 11 (1994): 61-62. 
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mihrabs and spandrels of arched windows and are plainly ornamen­
tal; they consist primarily of vegetal and floriated motifs modeled 
after the Umayyad prototypes found in the Dome of the Rock in 
Jerusalem and the Great Mosque of Damascus. Some may even have 
been made with tesserae collected from pieces that fell off the walls 
of Umayyad buildings.89 

The exception is the Qubba al-Z:ahiriyya in Damascus begun by 
order of Baraka Khan in 1277 and completed in 1281 by Qalawfm 
after Baraka Khan's death.90 Its mosaics are distinguished both by 
their relatively large size and their architectural scenes which fill 
three sides of a frieze that runs around the four walls of the domed 
chamber; the fourth side and the tympana and soffits of the doors and 
windows have natural and stylized vegetal motifs and leafy scrolls.91 
The architectural scenes depict urban and rural idealized structures in 
fanciful settings similar, but not identical, to those in the nearby 
Umayyad Mosque, and of somewhat lower quality. They lack the 
finesse of the Umayyad compositions and rely instead on thick out­
lines and large elements to fill their fields. The scene on the south 
wall has in its center two superimposed arcades surmounted by a 
group of elongated and domed structures around a central tower 
flanked by naturalistic representations and framed in a guilloche pat­
tern. The western wall also has in its center two superimposed 
arcades and a group of structures in the rear symmetrically organized 
around a central tower and flanked by two huge bowls with simplis­
tic flower arrangements (pl. 19). The two ends of the field are taken 
up with identical architectural groups made of two long, gabled struc­
tures and a domed tower. The northern wall above the entrance has a 
huge tree in its center flanked by identical groups of buildings with 
domed towers surrounded by long, gabled buildings (pl. 20). 

These architectural scenes have never been explained, perhaps be­
cause they seemed to be either aberrations among Mamluk mosaics, 
or were a single attempt to adopt the old Umayyad models outside of 
their own context, which was deemed a failure by the patrons and not 

89 As noted by Ibn Fac;ll-Allah al-'Umari, Masiilik al-Ab$iir Ji Mamiilik al-Am$iir, 
vol. 1, ed. AJ:imad Zaki Pasha (Cairo, 1924), 193; 'Abd al-Qadir al-RiJ:iawi, "Fusay­
fusa' al-Jami' al-Amwi," Les annales archeologiques arabes syriennes 10 (1960): 
37-47. 

90 Mufa<,i<,ial, Nahj, 14: 443-44; MuJ:iammad A. Duhman, "al-Madrasa al­
Z:iihiriyya," in Fl Rif:iab Dimashq (Damascus, 1982), 112-29. 

91 Meinecke, "Mamlukischen Architekturdekoration," 64-66. 
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Fig. 23: Representation of the mosaic fragment on the southern wall of the durqa'a 

tried again. But the two mosaic fragments in the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya 
prove that the Qubba al-Zahiriyya's scenes were not an isolated 
experiment and provide new clues to the uses and range of mosaic­
decoration themes under the Mamluks. 

The fragment on the southern wall of the iwan is too faded to gain 
any notion of its content, except that it undoubtedly depicted some 
structure in its left comer. The other fragment, on the southern wall 
of the durqa'a, shows a building flanked by trees reminiscent of the 
scenes at the Qubba al-Zahiriyya, except that this one makes no effort 
to create a sense of depth (fig. 23). It is solely a frontal depiction of 
the structure, almost a conventional fa~ade. The workmanship is dif­
ferent from that of the Qubba al-Zahiriyya, and the tesserae are much 
larger, but the representation is nonetheless expressive. 

The trees are boldly depicted with round fruits and conventionally 
rendered flowers. The structure in the middle appears to be a fine, tri­
partite, domed garden pavilion with wide openings. Its first level con­
sists of an arcaded porch, made of what appears to be a double­
arched opening in the middle, flanked by closed bays, and another set 
of horseshoe-arched openings on the sides, which are almost tre-
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foiled. The arches and their frames, rendered in dark brown tesserae, 
possibly to represent wood, resemble the bays of wooden screens still 
found in Cairene commemorative structures today. The closed bays, 
rendered in white, have in their centers green roundels, probably to 
suggest the rank of the patron, a custom in Mamluk times when 
patrons put their rank on their objects and buildings, even their tents 
and temporary structures.92 

The second level of the representation is more damaged than the 
first, but enough of it remains to permit a general description. In the 
center is a two-story structure surmounted by a pear-shaped lantern 
whose base is embellished by round mother-of-pearl tesserae. The 
lower story has a wide, grilled window in its center; the upper story 
appears to be a colonnaded balcony, but its surface is too tarnished to 
make any conclusion definite. This central structure is flanked by two 
structures whose tops have unfortunately disappeared, but they must 
have been domed lanterns, because the ubiquitous pointed represen­
tations of drums, suggestive of a dome on top, are still intact, and 
because there is a virtually identical scene at the Umayyad Mosque, 
attributed to the restoration of 1330, which has two ribbed domes 
above similarly pointed drums.93 

Unlike the scenes of the Qubba al-Zahiriyya which were still 
steeped in the Umayyad mosaic tradition, the image in the Qa'a al­
Ashrafiyya seems to have been related to an altogether different 
mode of representation, which probably had very little to do with the 
mosaic conventions. It appears to be a rendering in mosaic of similar 
tripartite and domed pleasance structures with arched openings 
depicted as fac;ades in a number of almost contemporary Mamluk and 
Jaziran manuscripts.94 The closest of these examples to the qii'a, a 
miniature in a manuscript of the book Kash/ al-Asriir, is from either 

92 Qalqashandi, Sub!J, 4: 62; Rabbat, "Rank," EI2, 7: 431-33. 
93 Eustache De Lorey, Les mosaiques de la mosquee des Omayyades a Damas 

(Paris, 1931), 23, and fig. 13. 
94 Manuscripts attributed to the "School of Baghdad" are characterized by real­

istic architectural representations in their illustrations, for example the Maqiimiit al­
f:lariri, Leningrad MS S 23, maqiima 42 (1230), and Rasii'il lkhwiin al-Safa. MS 
Essad Effendi 3638, Topkapi Saray (1287); see Marianne Barrucand, "Les represen­
tations d'architectures dans la miniature islamique en Orient du debut du XIIIe au 
debut du XIVe siecle," Cahiers archeologiques 34 (1986): 123-25, no. 24; Duncan 
Haldane, Mamluk Painting (Warminster, Eng., 1978), 6, 15. 
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Fig. 24: Representation of a structure in a manuscript of the book Kashf al-Asriir 

Syria or Egypt and is dated to the mid fourteenth century. 95 It is com­
posed of a central structure flanked by two smaller rooms topped with 
ribbed, slightly bulbous domes (fig. 24 ). The impression this minia­
ture gives is of a structure built of light-weight material and open to 
the outside through numerous large, grilled windows. 

The domed structure with large arched openings in both the minia­
ture and the mosaic scene recalls in its general character the type of 
structures named rafraf or man?ara in Mamluk sources, which, 
because of their light-weight construction material such as wood and 
reed, have all disappeared. A man?ara was primarily a pavilion in a 
pleasance garden with numerous openings. The word is derived from 
the verb na?ara, "to look, to watch," which refers to the structure's 
basic function as a place from where one looks out, perhaps the 
equivalent of a belvedere.96 A rafrafwas like a man?ara in the sense 
that it too was a simple light-weight structure, which was sometimes 
domed and commanded a view, though in this case the derivation of 

95 Kashf al-Asriir, MS Lala Isma'il 565, fol. 6v, Siileymaniye Library, Istanbul, 
in Haldane, Mamluk Painting, 52-53. 

96 Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 117; Ghalib, Mawsu'at, 408-12; Goitein, Daily 
life, 76; Saleh Lamei Mostafa, Moschee des Farag ibn Barquq in Kairo (Gliickstadt, 
1972), glossary, p. 59. 
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the word, from the verb rafraf "to flutter," implies that the structure 
had to be situated on a high place, like the rafraf of al-Ashraf Khalil 
built on top of the Burj al-Rafraf, which was covered by a dome, and 
was opened by windows on all sides to provide a panoramic view of 
the city.97 

These architectural representations, however, were doubtless 
meant to convey a message, or messages, above and beyond their 
architectural iconography. The available primary sources are silent 
on the meaning of both the scenes of the Damascene mausoleum and 
the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya; they do not even mention their existence. But 
a single reference in a Mamluk text indicates the type of message 
assigned to architectural representations in palatial structures. Ibn 
'Abd al-?,iihir says that the walls of the riwaqs in the Qubba al­
Man~urlyya at the Citadel had depicted on them ( ~uwwirat) the like­
ness (~if at) of each of Qalawun's castles (~u~un, pl. of ~u~n) and 
citadels ( qilii', pl. of qal'a) surrounded by mountains, valleys, rivers, 
and seas.98 He does not say in what medium they were rendered, but 
his description recalls the scenes in the Qubba al-Ziihiriyya and, to a 
lesser extent, those in the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya. Since both were 
mosaics, and since we do not know of any other medium that was 
used at that period to reproduce architectural views on walls, it is 
plausible to suggest that those in Qalawun's hall were mosaics as 
well. This inference may be further corroborated by noting that Qalii­
wun was responsible for the completion of the Qubba al-Ziihiriyya in 
Damascus, and that he may have brought Syrian craftsmen to Cairo 
to execute the decoration in his bfmaristan complex, which was built 
shortly afterward (1284), and which has a mosaic conch in the 
madrasa's mihrab.99 The Syrian mosaicists responsible for executing 
the scenes at the Qubba al-Ziihiriyya in Damascus may also have 
done the representations of Qalawun' s castles and fortresses in his 
new audience hall at the Citadel. 

The revival of mosaic techniques introduced into the Mamluk 
artistic repertoire not only a medium and its iconography that had 
long been forgotten, but also the interpretations that had developed 
over time to explain the Umayyad precedents in the Great Mosque. 
Mamluk sultans such as Baybars and Qalawun seem to have had 

97 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 212-13; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 179. 
98 Ibn-'Abd al-Zahir, Tashrif, 139. lbn al-Furiit, Tiirikh, 8: 38, and Maqrizi, 

Khi(af, 2: 212, give similar reports with no reference to images. 
99 Meinecke, "Mamlukischen Architekturdekoration," 64. 



THE CITADEL UNDER QALAWUN AND AL-ASHRAF KHALIL 167 

ample opportunity to admire the mosaic scenes in the Umayyad 
Mosque; they must also have perceived the capacity of these scenes 
to carry messages of a connotative nature. 100 The repairs they 
ordered of them had also produced an acceptable degree of expertise 
for the use of the same techniques in new structures. 

The Umayyad scenes, as they stand today and as they most proba­
bly stood in Mamluk times, are devoid of inscriptions, and no 
Umayyad source explains their meaning. An early Muslim geogra­
pher, al-Muqqadasi (fl. 966-1000), says in passing that they depict 
trees, cities, and writing, without further elaboration. 101 But by the 
thirteenth century, cosmographical and anagogical interpretations 
began to appear in the writing of geographers and historians. Yaqiit 
al-I:Iamawi (1179-1229) reports that the porticoes of the mosque 
contain the representations of every city and every kind of tree in the 
world; he praises the intricate depictions of plants and trees, but does 
not elaborate on the cities. 102 The famous cosmographer Zakariyya 
al-Qazwini (1203-83) repeats al-Muqaddasi almost verbatim and 
does not add anything of his own. 103 Another cosmographer, Sheikh 
al-Rabwa al-Dimashqi, who was Damascene by birth and a contem­
porary of Qazwini (1256-1327), widens the scope by adding castles 
and seas to Muqaddasi's list and gives it an Islamic stamp of 
approval by remarking that the scenes contain no representation of 
forbidden subjects (i.e., human figures). 104 Another Damascene, the 
biographer Ibn Shakir al-Kutubi (d. 1362), pushes the Islamic cos­
mographical interpretation to its logical conclusion by saying that the 

lOO Both Bay bars and Qalawiin spent long stretches of time in Damascus and both 
repaired the Umayyad Mosque and other charitable institutions around it, such as the 
bimiiristiin ofNiir al-Din which was renovated by Qaliiwiin in 1281; Maqrizi, Khirar, 
2: 406, 408. Abii Shama, Dhayl, 236-37, for the work of Baybars at the Umayyad 
Mos~ue. 

10 Muqqadasi, Af:isan al-Taqiisim ft Ma'rifat al-Aqiilim, ed. M. J. de Goeje 
(Bibliotheca Geographorum Arabicorum, vol. 3) (Leiden, 1906), 157; English text in 
Marguerite van Berchem, "Mosaics of the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem and of the 
Great Mosque in Damascus," in K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, 1: 
163. 

102 Yaqiit al-I:Iamawi, Mu'jam al-Buldiin (Beirut, 1964), 8: 465, attributes this 
report to the famous essayist al-Jfil).i~, and only adds praise for the tree representa­
tions. 

103 Zakariyya al-Qazwini, Kitiib Athiir al-Biliid wa-Akhbiir al-'lbiid, ed. 
Ferdinand Wiistenfeld (Gi::ittingen, 1848), 137. 

104 Shaykh al-Rabwa al-Dimashqi, Nukhbat al-Dahr ft 'Ajii'ib al-Barr wa-1-Baf:ir, 
ed. M.A. F. Mehren (Leipzig, 1923), 193. 
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mosaics "depict the Ka'ba's likeness (#fat), set above the mihrab, 
and the images of cities and villages, each represented with all that it 
produced of trees remarkable for their fruits or their flowers or other 
objects. "105 

But the Mamluk sultans were interested in political messages 
about their own status and power. When they considered the mosaic 
architectural scenes, the range of possible meanings they could con­
fer on them was clearly limited by the subjects depicted: buildings 
and their natural surroundings, and settlements, large and small. 
From this, the idea of seeing the stylized architectural scenes as rep­
resenting various citadels, as Ibn 'Abd al-Zahir did, and reading into 
them messages about the geographic extent of the sultan's dominion 
probably developed. Moreover, simplifying the arrangements and 
borrowing the standards of architectural representation from manu­
script illustrations, as was the case with the mosaics of the Qa'a al­
Ashrafiyya, came in part from the popularity of illustrated manu­
scripts at the time and partly from the mosaicists' limited capacity to 
invent new compositions, but were also to a certain degree intention­
al and aimed at making the message clearer to contemporary view­
ers. Verisimilitude, as we understand it today, between the architec­
tural representations and actual cities or castles was not very impor­
tant. What counted was that people recognize these scenes as repre­
senting real castles and cities. 106 Slight differences in conception and 
composition between the various scenes, like those in Baybars's 
mausoleum, would have been sufficient for contemporary viewers to 
identify the different representations with different locations or struc-

105 Ibn Shakir al-Kutubi, 'Uyun al-Tawarikh, trans. Henri Sauvaire, "La Descrip­
tion de Damas," Journal Asiatique 3, 7 (1896): 369-72; English translation in van 
Berchem, "Mosaics," in K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, 1: 161, no. 9. 

106 Reducing the representation of cities to single buildings is an old iconograph­
ic device. One of its most celebrated examples was in the Domus Aurea built by the 
Roman emperor Nero around the year 64 and described by Suetonius, The Lives of 
the Caesars, ed. and trans. J.C. Rolfe (Cambridge, Mass., 1979), 2: 135-37, "There 
was a pond, too, like a sea, surrounded with buildings to represent cities, besides 
tracts of country, varied by tilled fields, vineyards, pastures and woods, with great 
number of wild and domestic animals." See Grabar, "From Dome of Heaven," 
15-16; William L. MacDonald, The Architecture of the Roman Empire: An 
Introductory Study (New Haven, 1982), 31-32, and no. 24 for discussions of this 
important passage. Mosaic examples from the Byzantine period (4th to 6th century) 
in Jordan and Syria provide clear precedents for what is proposed here; see, for 
example, Michele Piccirillo, I mosaici di giordania (Rome, 1986), 172-74, for three 
illustrations of cities from a church in Gerasa; 175-76, for two from Khirbet al­
Samrii; 178-80, for five city representations from Ma 'in. 
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tures. The patron need only supply the intended messages, most prob­
ably verbally, as Qalawun must have done, and the pictorial vehicle 
that broadly engenders them to be accepted by his audience. 107 

At the Citadel, the major objective of every sultan must have been 
to celebrate his conquests and the expansion of his territories, and 
through them to assert his sovereignty and to exalt his own person in 
clear and lasting ways and in prominent places-for example, in his 
throne hall. Architectural representations on the walls provided a 
direct and intelligible medium to convey such messages; there was no 
other medium of pictorial representation in a single space that was 
current at the time. 

The /wan al-Ashrafi and the Figural Motif 

Al-Ashraf Khalil rebuilt, or perhaps only renovated, his father's audi­
ence hall under the supervision of Amir 'Alam al-Din Sanjar al­
Shuja'i in 1293.108 The extent of his work is not very clear, but from 
the meager details that can be gleaned from the references, it seems 
that no major changes were made to the structure. It remained essen­
tially as Qalawun had built it. The Iwan al-Ashrafi did not survive 
long after Khalil's death. Al-Na~ir MuI:iammad's first work in the 
Citadel, after his return to the throne for the third and last time in 
1310, was to demolish his brother's iwan and build a new one in 
1311.109 

In at least one respect, however, Khalil's iwan differed radically 
from his father's, and that was in its decoration. Qalawfm's iwan had 
scenes of citadels and castles, probably executed in mosaic on its 

107 A modern positivist sensibility could never accept such an interpretation, and, 
in fact, van Berchem, "Mosaics," in K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, 
1: 163, rejects the medieval commentators who claim that they can distinguish 
between the images in the mosaics of the Umayyad Mosque and see in them the 
depictions of different locales. The notion of exactness between original and copy in 
Western architecture in the medieval period is discussed in Richard Krautheimer, 
"Introduction to an 'Iconography of Medieval Architecture,"' Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 5 (1942): 1-33; reprinted in Studies in Early 
Christian, Medieval and Renaissance Art (London and New York, 1969), 115-50; 
esp. 126-28. 

108 Ibn al-Dawadari, al-Durra al-Zakiyya, 345; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 206; lbn lyas, 
Bada'i'. 1, 1: 378. 

109 Niiwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 66; Baybars Tubfa, 232; Baktash al-Fakhri, 
Beitriige, 156; Shuja'i, Tarfkh al-Na!fir, 113; Ibn al-Dawadari, al-Durr al-Fakhir, 
238; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 149; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 51. 
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walls; Khalil's iwan, Ibn al-Dawadari reports, had representations of 
his amirs, each with his own rank inscribed above his head.110 Both 
Maqrizi and 'Ayni, however, ascribe these representations to another 
structure. They say that Khalil had his amirs and courtiers represent­
ed on the walls of the rafraf, which he had enlarged, painted, and dec­
orated, and to which he added a dome erected over columns. lll 

These two reports were clearly copied from the same source since 
they use identical expressions. Taken at face value, they suggest that 
Khalil adopted the same pattern of representation for both the iwan 
and the rafraf But closer examination reveals that they are conflat­
ing the two structures, and describing the Iwan al-Ashrafi under the 
heading "rafraf" This is not unusual for Maqrizi, who in many 
instances in his Khitat mixed up data or recorded contradictory infor­
mation, as Casanova had noted. 112 The confusion in this case is evi­
dent because both chroniclers say that the rafrafwas high, had a dec­
orated dome raised over columns, had representations of amirs, and 
was the favorite audience hall of the sultans until it was demolished 
and rebuilt by al-Na~ir MuI:iammad. All these remarks apply to the 
iwan more aptly than to the rafraf, which was a light-weight, wood­
en structure. A dome is what distinguished the qubbas of both 
Baybars and Qalawlln, and the later iwan of al-Na~ir MuI:iammad, so 
a dome can be expected in the iwan of al-Ashraf Khalil as well. The 
contemporary historian lbn al-Dawadari says that the amirs' repre­
sentations were in the iwan, not in a rafraf Finally, the strongest evi­
dence is furnished by the concurrence of dates of building and demo­
lition: Ibn al-Dawadari, Baybars al-Man~llri, Shuja'i, and Nllwayri­
all contemporary chroniclers-report the demolition of the Iwan al­
Ashrafi in 1311; Maqrizi, writing a century later, is the only chroni­
cler who records the structure razed by al-Na~ir MuI:iammad as the 
rafraf and pushes the date of its destruction to 1312.113 

The decoration of al-Ashraf Khalil's iwan raises the fascinating 
and puzzling question of figural motifs and their iconography in 
Mamluk architecture. Although the only information on this subject 
is textual, it is still possible to suggest themes and techniques, con-

I JO Ibn al-Dawadari, al-Durra al-Zakiyya, 345. 
111 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 79-80; Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 213. 
112 Casanova, "Histoire," 552-54, 571. 
113 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 118, mistakenly pushes the date of the iwan's demolition 

to 1315. In this he is followed by Ibn Taghri-Birdi, who, however, does not mention 
the rafraf 
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nections and influences, and, more important, causes and meanings 
for the few examples mentioned. The representation of amirs there 
recalls the similar treatment in the Qubba al-Zahiriyya at the Citadel 
where Baybars and his amirs and retinue were reportedly depicted in 
full regalia as if riding in a procession (mawkib). These two sets of 
images could be grouped in one category-the figural motif-which 
seems to have alternated in the early Balµi royal iconography with 
the other standard representation in which the sultan's cities, castles, 
and citadels were set in natural surroundings. But unlike the archi­
tectural scenes which had been inspired by the Umayyad mosaics, 
figural representations in Mamluk palaces could not have been con­
nected to the same Syrian prototypes and their medium of represen­
tation could not have been glass mosaic, because the Umayyads had 
no representations of amirs and warriors in their repertoire. 

References in the sources to figural representation in the palaces of 
Muslim rulers in those regions that were later incorporated into the 
Mamluk sultanate are numerous, and so are archaeological remains, 
so we have a fair idea of the media and methods used.114 Maqrizi 
reports that Khumarawayh (r. 884-96), the son of lbn Tiiliin, had the 
walls of a majlis in his palace covered with larger-than-life-size 
painted wooden reliefs depicting him and his favorite concubines and 
singers. The hall was called the Bayt al-Dhahab (House of Gold) 
because of the jewelry and golden crowns that were affixed to the 
wooden representations to make them look realistic. 115 In the Fatimid 
period, at least two media were used in the decoration of the caliphal 
palaces for figural representation. The first is wood carving, as evi­
denced in the famous panels with themes of the princely cycle from 
the Fatimid Qa~r al-Gharbi (Western Palace), which were recovered 
from the bimaristan of al-Man~iir Qalawiin. 116 The second is mural 

114 Ai).mad Taymur Pasha, al-Ta$Wlr 'ind al-'Arab, ed. Zaki J:lasan (Cairo, 1942), 
2-11, presents a fair number of poetry examples and historical references; Katharina 
Otto-Dom, "Figural Stone Reliefs on Seljuq Sacred Architecture in Anatolia," Kunst 
des Orients 12, 1/2 (1978-79): 103-46, for a survey of the different types in an adja­
cent region. 

115 Maqrizi, Khitar, 1: 316-17. 
116 Panels in the Islamic Art Museum in Cairo were studied by Edmond Pauty, 

Catalogue du Musee Arabe: /es bois sculptes jusqu' a I' epoque ayyoubide (Cairo, 
1931), 48-50, figs. 46-58. They were recently analyzed along with further Fatimid 
panels on the ceiling of what appears to have been an iwan of a larger qii'a of the 
Western Palace by Sabii).ii Khmeir in her Ph.D. dissertation at SOAS, which was not 
available to me. 
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painting. Though we have no indisputable Fatimid examples, a fair 
number of accounts refer to scenes with figural representation in the 
palaces of the caliphs and viziers, such as the poets painted on the 
walls of the man?ara of Birkat al-I:Iabash, built by the caliph al-Amir 
Bi-At.ikam Allah (r. 1101-31), the dancers painted by two competing 
masters for al-Mustan~ir's vizier al-Yazuri (r. 1049-58), and the por­
trait of the patriarch Joseph in a mansion of a certain al-Nu'man in 
the Qarafa.117 

For the Ayyubid period, the evidence is scantier. We have one his­
torical and one poetic reference to figural representations in a palace 
in the citadel of Aleppo. The palace, built by the Ayyubid sultan al­
Z,ahir Ghazi, the son of Salal). al-Din, in 1193 has long since disap­
peared. It was first built by Nur al-Din ibn Zangi who called it the 
Dar al-Dhahab (House of Gold); it was then rebuilt twice by al-Z,ahir 
Ghazi who changed its name to Dar al-Shukhu~ (House of Figures) 
because of the numerous representations of people in it. The images 
described in a poem recited on the occasion of its inauguration per­
tain to the usual repertoire of courtly scenes: hunts, horsemen, enter­
tainment, drinking, and the like. Unfortunately, we are not told in 
what medium these images were executed. 118 

Both the Ayyubid and the Fatimid scenes can be considered as 
being among the thematic prototypes for the images reportedly 
depicted on the walls of Bay bars' s qubba at the Citadel, although the 
qubba had a more restricted range of topics. According to lbn Shad­
dad and lbn 'Abd al-Z,ahir, there were no images of drinking and 
entertainment, only hunting and royal processions. This stricture was 
intentional; Bay bars was a very austere ruler whose favorite pastimes 
were not drinking parties but hunting and furussiyya exercises. For 
that same reason, the absence of pleasure scenes on the basin known 
as the Baptistere de Saint Louis was recently adduced as evidence for 
attributing it to Baybars. 119 

117 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 1: 486-87, 2: 318-19. See also Richard Ettinghausen, 
"Painting in the Fatimid Period: A Reconstruction," Ars Islamica 9 (1942): 112-13. 
Laila 'Ali Ibrahim and 'Adil Yasin, "A Tulllnid I:Iammam in Old Cairo," Islamic 
Archaeological Studies: Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo 3 (1988): 35-78, discuss a 
surviving example which is possibly Fatimid. 

118 'Izz al-Din ibn Shaddad, al-' A 'laq al-Khaflra fl Zikr Umara' al-Sham wa-1-
Jazlra, ed. Dominique Sourdel (Damascus, 1953), 1, 1: 25-26; lbn al-Shul:ma, a/­
Durr al-Muntakhab fl Tarlkh Mamlakat lfalab, ed. J. E. Sarkis (Beirut, 1909), 
52-53; Kami! al-Ghazzi, Nahr al-Dhahab fl Tarlkh lfalab (Aleppo, 1920), 2: 26. 

119 Doris Behrens-Abouseif, "The Baptistere de Saint Louis: A Reinterpretation," 
Islamic Art 3 (1988-89): 3-13. 
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Fig. 25: Representation of a figure in the stone niche from the Gu' Kummet at 
Sin jar 

The images in Khalil's iwan were even further removed from ear­
lier prototypes. They differed in composition and possibly in mean­
ing, although they, too, represented amirs and khil!f!fakiyya. The one 
sentence that describes them says that the figures were not in com­
posite settings; rather each figure stood alone, representing an amir 
with his rank inscribed above his head, probably as a means of iden­
tification. This arrangement suggests another convention of figural 
representation altogether. 

Similar designs can be found in the Jazira, and these may have pro­
vided the models for Khalil ' s figures. They too do not include com­
posite scenes, but rather single standing figures, which differed from 
each other only in the attribute of their office: one figure with a sword 
signifying the silalfdar, another with a bow and arrow for the bun­
duqdar, another with a napkin and a beaker for the saqf, and so on. 
Two examples-a stone bridge over the Tigris river built by the 
Artuqid ruler of Hisn Kayfa Qara Arslan (1148-67), and a stone 
niche from the Gu' Kummet at Sinjar, dated around 1240 (fig. 25)-
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have recently been analyzed. In both examples, each figure is carved 
in relief, standing by itself in its own frame. On the bridge the frames 
are raised, rectangular stone slabs, and in the niche they are trilobed 
arched panels. The figures have been interpreted as representations of 
the kha$$akiyya of the ruler of these two principalities and the whole 
composition as a symbol of sovereignty. The rulers are not shown, 
but their royal status is implied by the presence of their attendants 
and courtiers, and, in the case of the Sinjar niche, a baldachin is 
carved at the pinnacle of the composition, probably symbolizing the 
absent ruler who would normally have sat there. 120 

Two other Jaziran examples, which have not received the attention 
they deserve, also belong to the list of compositions with isolated and 
framed figures and add to our understanding of the themes and the 
techniques pertaining to this tradition. The first example-now badly 
damaged-belongs to al-Malik al-Ral:tim Badr al-Din Lu'Hi', the 
atabek of the last Zangid princes who ruled Mosul independently 
between 1233 and 1258. It is in fact in his own palace in Mosul, now 
called the Qara Saray, of which only the remains of two qa'as were 
still standing when it was documented by Sarre and Herzfeld in the 
second decade of this century. On the walls of one of these qa'as once 
ran an inscription band with the name and titles of Badr al-Din 
Lu'lii', and under it a series of seated figures inscribed in relief with­
in circles, 20 cm in diameter. 121 There were as many as a hundred, 
and they were said all to have been identical as if pressed into the 
stucco from one mold, although that observation can be questioned 
since it was made long after the figures had started to erode. 122 They 
may originally have had the same general appearance but with dif­
ferences in small details, like the figures of Hisn Kayfa. It is very dif­
ficult to see them only as a decorative pattern; they must surely have 
had an iconographic role. The most readily available meaning, and 
the one found in Mosuli metalwork and manuscript illumination from 

120 Whelan, "Representations of Kha:;:;akiyah," 221-25. 
121 Friedrich Sarre and Ernst Herzfeld, Archiiologische Reise im Euphrat- und 

Tigris-Gebiet, 4 vols. (Berlin, 1911-20), 2: 239--49, fig. 246. Reported in Niqii!a 
Siyiifi, Notes historiques et explications sur Les inscriptions de la ville de Mossoul, 
ed. S. Dewachi (Baghdad, 1956), nos. 541--42; reproduced in Max van Berchem, 
"Monuments et inscriptions de l'Atiibek Lii'lii' de Mossoul," Opera Minora 
(Geneva, 1978),2: 659-72. 

122 Niebuhr, Description de /'Arabie, 2: 292. 
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that period, is that these figures represented the attendants of Lii'lii' 
in what appears to have been his audience hall in his palace. Again 
the figural reliefs were attributes of sovereignty. 

The second example is a door in the court of the monastery of Mar 
Bahnam (St. Behnam) outside Mosul. It has a frame of trilobed 
arched niches linked by knotted loops, similar to those of the Sinjar 
niche. 123 The little arched frames in Sinjar were alternately filled 
with figures of ceremonial officeholders and stylized arabesques. The 
ones in the monastery have identfcal figures of standing monks, their 
heads covered with capuche-like hoods, alternating with similar, 
rigid arabesques. The door is framed by an inscription band in Syriac, 
which contains only undated biblical invocations. The interlacing 
frame that forms the little arches ends in the central arch with a pro­
truding feline head. It is very difficult to date the door frame, but the 
building should fall between 1164, the date inscribed on the altar, and 
1295, the date commemorating the coming of the Mongol Khan 
Bidou to the monastery, which is affixed on the wall opposite the 
door. 

The styles of representation and signification in the four examples 
with carved single figures in separate frames suggest that the Jaziran 
convention was neither technically nor stylistically limited to the 
Mosuli pattern of stone framed doors with trilobed niches. The 
appearance of monks on the door of the Mar Bahnam monastery, 
which most probably belongs to the time of Badr al-Din Lii'lii' as 
well, may have been a case of Christian borrowing of a regional 
Muslim secular theme rather than the other way around. All the other 
examples represent court members and may have signified amirial 
status. Whether they specifically depicted kha~~akiyya, as Estelle 
Whelan suggests, is debatable, unless the term is redefined to mean 
any attendant holding ceremonial office in medieval Islamic courts 
from the Ghaznavids to the Mamluks. Otherwise, the application of 
the word kha~~akiyya to attendants in Jaziran courts is anachronistic, 
because the word was coined by the Mamluks of Egypt to denote the 
sultan's favorite young mamluks who lived in his palace and who 
were usually prepared to rise to higher amirial ranks. 

The amirs of Khalil were represented in his iwan in a manner that 
may have been similar to those of the J aziran examples and probably 

123 Sarre and Herzfeld, Archiiologische Reise, 2: 246, fig. 247; Sulayman al­
Sayigh, Tiirlkh al-Mawsil, vol. 3, Nafii'is al-Athiir (Juniyeh, Lebanon, 1956), 
108-18. 
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closest to the images found in the hall of Lu'h1'. They could have 
been either paintings or reliefs on stucco; they could not have been 
stone carving because for that the chroniclers would have used a verb 
other than ~awwar to describe them. Whatever the medium, Khalil's 
figures belonged to a convention that coexisted with, but differed 
from, the one to which the scenes in Baybars's qubba belonged, 
though the two probably conveyed more or less the same message. 

The custom of arranging figures in painted or carved scenes of 
courtly activities is pan-Islamic, and had its roots in classical, 
Byzantine, and Sasanian imagery. The convention of solitary figures 
set in individual frames appeared after the coming of the Seljuq 
Turks and the ensuing Atabek dynasties in twelfth-to-thirteenth-cen­
tury Anatolia, Jazira, and Syria. In fact, the use of solitary figures in 
interior decoration, whether in carved stone or stucco, is recorded 
only in the northern Jaziran region-Mosul, Diyarbakir and their sur­
roundings-and in the Rum Seljuq domain in central Anatolia. There 
are no known equivalents to the figures of the Sinjar niche or the 
Qara Saray qfla anywhere else in the Islamic world up to that time, 
except for the important fragments of horsemen, winged angels, and 
other mythical creatures associated with the Sultan Alaeddin Key­
kubad (r. 1219-37) and found on the walls of his capital at Kanya 
and among the ruins of Kubadabad, the summer palace he built on 
the shores of Lake Bey§ehir. 124 They seem to have been either a local 
development of the wider Islamic school of figural motifs, or direct­
ly derived from the figural heritage of the area, which shows a mix­
ture of Byzantine and Sasanian models and motifs. The northern 
Jaziran region-Mosul and its surroundings-seems to have had a 
resurgence of figural representations in every medium, from coins, to 
manuscript frontispiece illumination, to inlaid metalwork, and final­
ly to architecture, especially during the reign of Badr al-Din Lu'h1' 
who appears to have exceeded all of his predecessors and contempo­
raries in patronizing works of art and architecture. 125 It is very plau-

124 For a discussion of the known Rum Seljuq examples, see Scott Redford, 
"Thirteenth-Century Rum Seljuq Palaces and Palace Imagery," Ars Orienta/is 23 
(1993): 221-23. 

125 D. S. Rice, "The Brasses of Badr al-Din Liilu," Bulletin of the School of 
Oriental and African Studies 13, 3 (1950): 627-34; idem, "The Aghani Miniatures 
and Religious Painting in Islam," Burlington Magazine 95 (1953): 128-34; Whelan, 
"Representations of Khd:j:jakiyah," 221-24, 232; Priscilla Soucek, "Ethnicity in the 
Islamic Figural Tradition: The Case of the 'Turk'," Tari/; 2 (1992): 73-103, esp. 93-
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sible-and in fact at this point it is the only possibility-that the 
school of Mosul offered the models, and perhaps the craftsmen, for 
solitary figural motifs in architectural decoration in later Mamluk 
applications such as Khalil's iwan. 

The architectural connection between Mosul and Cairo cannot be 
directly demonstrated, but links in metalwork and miniature illumi­
nation have been established, and they strengthen its plausibility .126 

Some of the richly decorated metal objects, replete with figural rep­
resentations, which belong to the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods were 
produced by Mosuli craftsmen, who left their signatures on them. The 
topics depicted on these objects varied, but the majority were courtly 
scenes either of pleasure settings, hunting, or horsemanship. Some 
also had solitary princely figures inscribed in framed medallions 
either repeated or alternating with the composite scenes. 127 Both the 
themes and the techniques are believed to have originated in the 
Iranian world and to have been brought west to Anatolia and Jazira 
by the Seljuqs. Their import into Egypt via Syria followed the estab­
lishment of the Atabek states in Syria and Mesopotamia. Mosuli met­
alworkers, who constitute the majority of the metal artists known to 
us, had worked for several Zangid, Artuqid, and Ayyubid princes in 
Jazira, Syria, and even Egypt. After 1261, when Mosul was stormed 
and destroyed by the Mongols, more Mosuli metalworkers had immi­
grated to Syrian and Egyptian cities where they could find patrons 
among the wealthy and powerful Mamluk amirs. Thus the Mosuli 
style was directly introduced to the Mamluk realm, where it was 
adapted to the new requirements and incorporated the features spe­
cific to the Mamluk heraldic system.128 

102. On themes and figures in Jaziran coinage, see Helen Mitchell Brown, "Some 
Reflections on the Figured Coinage of the Artuqids and Zengids," in Dickran 
Kouymjian ed., Near Eastern Numismatics, Iconography, Epigraphy and History: 
Studies in Honor of George C. Miles (Beirut, 1974), 353-58; Nicholas Lowick, "The 
Religious, the Royal and the Popular in the Figural Coinage of the Jazira," in The Art 
of Syria and the Jazira 1100-1250, ed. Julian Raby (Oxford, 1985), 159-74. 

126 Richard Ettinghausen, Arab Painting (Geneva, 1977), 143-52; Esin Atil, 
Renaissance of Islam: Art of the Mamluks (Washington, D.C., 1981 ), 50-53. 

127 See, for example, a bowl by the Mosuli lbn al-Zayn in the Louvre, no. MAO 
331, or the Baptistere de St. Louis, Louvre no. LP 16, or the basin in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, no. 740-1898; At!!, Renaissance of Islam, 68-79, for photos, 
descriptions, and references. 

128 D. S. Rice, "Inlaid Brasses form the Workshop of Al)mad al-Dhaki al­
Mawsili," Ars Orienta/is 2 (1957): 283-326, discusses the Mosuli style in Mamluk 
metalwork. 
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We can finally say that the early Balµi sultans Baybars, Qaliiwiin, 
and Khalil appropriated all the available techniques of representation 
from the repertoires of Egypt, Syria, and Jazira. They put them all to 
use in their palatial architecture at the Citadel, each choosing his own 
favorite theme and mode of representation. Thus we have the figural 
representations in Baybars's qubba, which were most probably paint­
ed, and which belonged to the secular, classical repertoire of the 
princely cycle. We have the architectural scenes in Qalawiin's qubba 
and in the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya at the Citadel, and in Baybars's mau­
soleum in Damascus, which were influenced by Umayyad mosaic 
techniques and imagery and by the contemporary miniature illustra­
tion from the School of Baghdad. We also have the amirial figures in 
Khalil's iwan which may have belonged to the imported Mosuli tra­
dition and may have been executed in stucco. The decision to use any 
particular technique or medium may have been made by the sultan to 
suit his preference, or as a result of availability of, or acquaintance 
with, extant examples, but the choice of depicting horsemanship, pro­
cessions, hunts, and representations of amirs or of territorial posses­
sions and conquests must have been the sultan's. The use of these 
themes was a royal prerogative, as is evident from the absence of fig­
ural or architectural representations in amirial structures. 

The iconography of these images in the royal palaces was a reflec­
tion, and a condition, of the political and military situation of the 
Mamluk state at that time. 129 The three sultans-Baybars, Qalawiin, 
and Khalil-were primarily leaders of armies who expanded their 
sultanate through war and conquest and distinguished themselves in 
jihad. They were intensely engaged in the counter-crusades against 
the Franks and the Armenians, and they also had to repel many Mon­
gol forays into Bilad al-Sham. On the internal front, they were laying 
down the rules and establishing the structural hierarchy of the newly 
imposed Mamluk system in Egypt and Syria. They functioned with­
in the confines of a concept of rule which relied on the acquisition of 
a personal army of mamluks to maintain supremacy over other great 
amirs in the sultanate who also had their personal retinue of mam­
luks. 

The images in their structures visualized, publicized, and empha-

129 See Redford, "Thirteenth-Century Rum Seljuq Palaces," 219-23, for his 
analysis of a parallel, albeit different, process in the dissolution of distinction 
between private palatial and public domains in Seljuq Anatolia. 
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sized their military conquests and their Mamluk environment, in 
which their khd!i!iakiyya amirs played an important role in the still 
clan-like structure of the Mamluk state. Their use of various import­
ed and revived modes and techniques to decorate their structures indi­
cates that they had no strong and binding cultural tradition of their 
own, and this allowed them to choose from several that were avail­
able. Similarly, they borrowed from other organizational, political, 
judicial, and ceremonial systems to construct their own institutions. 
They inherited most of their structures from the Ayyubids, but they 
adopted some rules and customs from the Fatimids, others from the 
Abbasids, and still others from the Mongols (especially Baybars was 
said to have been an admirer of the Mongol codes of behavior and 
punishment). 

The practice of decorating palace walls with figural representa­
tions was abandoned by the time al-Na~ir Mul!ammad acceded to the 
throne for the third time in 1310, and was replaced by decorative, 
emblematic, and iconographic inscriptions. Al-Na~ir's third reign 
proved to be a turning point in Mamluk history and in the character 
of the Mamluk state. The Crusaders were routed and the Ilkhanid 
Mongol menace had been repeatedly thwarted; the Mamluk sultanate 
had finally achieved political maturity and regional supremacy. Al­
Na~ir was more of a diplomat and master bargainer than a fighter and 
army leader. He preferred alliances and clientage bonds, and rarely 
relied on military power. The sultan's predisposition to use subtle 
methods to achieve his political goals, however, would explain the 
exclusion of war scenes from the princely cycle but not the wholesale 
disappearance of figural representations. The shift to epigraphic sur­
face articulation and the elimination of representational decoration 
should be viewed as a symptom of the weakening of the military 
function of the state and its ruling elite, and the gradual acculturation 
of the mamluk Turks to the more conservative, literate, and icono­
clastic tastes of upper-class Egyptians and Syrians. 130 

All the palatial structures mentioned thus far were located within 

130 This change of mentality is not well charted, but a passage in Maqrizi, Khitat, 
2: 213-14, bewails the Mamluk character during the Qalawunid period and outlines 
the changes that took place with the advent of the Burji age; Krawulsky's introduc­
tion to 'Umari, Masalik, 36-37, gives a similar interpretation in her review of the 
changes in the literary production after the reign of al-Na~ir Mui).ammad; see also 
Nasser Rabbat, "The Ideological Significance of the Dar al-'Adl in the Medieval 
Islamic Orient," International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 27, l (Feb. 1995): 
3-28. 
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the confines of the original Ayyubid southern enclosure. Up to the 
time of al-Na~ir MuI:iammad, the sultans restricted themselves to 
improving the Citadel within its ramparts and providing it with the 
structures needed to tum it into a functioning center for the sultanate. 
Baybars, Qalawiin, and Khalil endowed the complex with a few mon­
umental and sumptuous units: the Dar al-Dhahab, the series of qub­
bas and iwans, and the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya. None of the new struc­
tures was situated in the harem, which must have remained as it was 
planned by al-Kamil when the whole palatial structure was called al­
dar al-suftaniyya or dar al-saltana without any apparent distinction 
between the public and the private domains. 

The three Mamluk sultans, however, may have intended to make 
the separation between the two domains clearer and firmer, function­
ally and architecturally, with their construction of the new reception 
halls. The term Bab al-Sitara (Gate of the Curtain) is used for the first 
time at the end of Baybars's rule; it signified the threshold of the sul­
tan's private quarters where his harem were lodged and symbolically 
veiled behind the curtain (sitara), which may or may not have exist­
ed literally. 131 The real gate located in that area was called the Bab 
al-Sa'at (Gate of the Hours), but the significance of this second name 
is not easy to decipher. 132 The whole private area and the rest of the 
Citadel as well were eventually reorganized and rebuilt by al-Na~ir 
MuI:iammad, who added a number of qa<as to the harem and extend­
ed its outer borders beyond the limits of al-Kamil's palatial complex. 
Khalil may have initiated this large-scale refurbishing project, but he 
could not finish it. His life was cut short by assassination in 1293. 

131 Ibn al-Dawadfui, al-Durra al-Zakiyya, 676; Mufaq<;lal, Nahj, 14: 453. 
132 Ibid., 14: 580, says that Bab al-Sitiira was from inside Bab al-Sa'at; Ibn 

Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 11: 72, speaks of an event that makes it clear that the gate's 
name was Bab al-Sa'at; see also Casanova, "Histoire," 624-25. 



CHAPTER SIX 

THE CITADEL IN AL-NA~IR MUI:IAMMAD'S REIGN: 
FIRST CONSTRUCTION PERIOD (1310-25) 

In the last quarter of the thirteenth century the Mamluks won a series 
of extraordinary military victories against the Crusader principalities 
in Bilad al-Sham and the invading Ilkhanid Mongols which expand­
ed their territory and helped establish their state as the most powerful 
in the region. But between 1293 and 1310, they suffered from a long 
stretch of turmoil and internal instability caused by continuous inter­
necine struggles among the great amirs and a rapid turnover of sul­
tans. After the death of Khalil in 1293, his brother al-Na~ir MuQ.am­
mad was installed as sultan for a little more than a year before he was 
removed. He came back to the throne twice, the first time in 1298 and 
the second in 1310, with three of his father's Man~uri amirs usurping 
it in the intervals. Clearly, this could not have been a time of urban 
or architectural expansion, which requires at least a modicum of sta­
bility and prosperity. 

Al-Ashraf Khalil was slain outside Cairo by a group of dissatisfied 
amirs led by his vicegerent Badr al-Din Baydara. Baydara declared 
himself sultan reputedly with the ominous title al-qahir (the con­
queror), but his reign lasted only for a few days; he and most of his 
supporters were soon killed by another group of amirs loyal to Qala­
wun's family. Undecided about whom among them to promote to the 
sultanate, the victors compromised by choosing MuQ.ammad, Qala­
wun' s eight-year-old second son, and maneuvered to control him 
rather than working out their differences in the open. MuQ.ammad 
was declared sultan in December 1293 and was given the regnal title 
al-n<i$ir (the helper in victory). Two of the most prominent amirs 
among his sponsors, 'Alam al-Din al-Shuja'i and Zayn al-Din Kit­
bugha, became vizier and vicegerent respectively, and each plotted 
against the other to dominate the sultan, and ultimately to usurp the 
sultanate. The clash was not long in coming; al-Shuja'i lost the strug­
gle and paid with his life. 1 

1 The historical background of al-Na~ir Mui).ammad's reign is based on Nu­
wayri, Nihiiya, vols. 30-31; Shuja'i, Tiirikh al-Nii!iir; Baybars, Tubfa; Ibn al-Da-
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Soon afterward, Kitbugha used the old excuse-the need for a 
mature ruler to manage the troubled affairs of the state-to depose al­
Na~ir and send him back to live with his mother in the harem at the 
Citadel. Kitbugha, a Mongol captive who began his career as a Man­
~iiri amir, installed himself as sultan with the regnal title al-'iidil. He 
was sustained in his endeavor by I:Iussam al-Din Lajin, an adventur­
ous amir who, as one of the main conspirators against al-Ashraf 
Khalil, had had to go into hiding for some time after the sultan's 
assassination before Kitbugha interceded with al-Na~ir Mul,lammad 
to have him pardoned. Lajin represented a faction of amirs whose 
support Kitbugha needed, and so he was appointed vicegerent. 

In 1296, Lajin wrested the sultanate from Kitbugha, and declared 
himself sultan under the title al-man$UT, perhaps in honor of his for­
mer master al-Man~iir Qalawiin. Chroniclers of the period noticed 
Lajin's unusual behavior when it came to dealing with the ex-sultan, 
who had been his benefactor and khushdiish. Instead of summarily 
executing him, as would have been expected, he sent him into a 
respectable exile as the governor of Salkhad and then Rama in Syria. 
He also sent the adolescent al-Na~ir Mul,lammad to the citadel of 
Kerak in Jordan, probably to diminish the possibility of a coup led or 
inspired by him. 

Two years later, Lajin himself was assassinated at the Citadel, 
probably while sitting in the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya.2 The amirs who 
killed him were minor officers who had taken advantage of the 
absence of the great amirs to commit their crime. Two of them, 
Taghji and Tafji, aspired to become the next sultan-vicegerent team, 
but they were soon defeated and eliminated by the troops of the great 
amirs who had in the meantime returned from a campaign in north-

wiidan, al-Durr al-Fakhir; Maqrizi, Suluk, vol. 1, pt. 3; vol. 2, pts. 1 and 2; Ibn 
Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, vols. 8, 9, 10. An insightful chronicle, albeit incomplete in its 
present published form (it covers only five years of al-Nii~ir's reign), is al-Yiisufi's 
Nuzhat al-Nafir ft Sirat al-Malik al-Na:;ir; see Donald Little, "The Recovery of a 
Lost Source for Bal).ri Mamluk History: al-Yiisufi's Nuzhat al-Nafir ft Sirat a/­
Malik al-Na[fir," Journal of African and Oriental Studies 94 (1974): 42-54. A con­
cise summary is in Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, chaps. 5, 6, 7. 

2 No chronicler speaks specifically of the Qii'a al-Ashrafiyya when reporting the 
killing of Liijin. Some refer to it simply as the Qa~r al-Kabir (Grand Palace) (e.g., 
Ibn Iyiis, Bada'i', 1, 1: 398); others call it the Qa~r al-Juwwiini (Inner Palace) (e.g., 
Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 8: 100). Both names were applied to the Qa~r al-Ablaq, 
which was not built until fourteen years after this event. The Qii'a al-Ashrafiyya 
was the only palace that would have fulfilled a function similar to the Qa~r al-Ablaq 
and was close to the harem, thus the suggestion. 
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em Syria to find out that their sultan had been assassinated. A junta 
of six amirs of a hundred took over the day-to-day governing of the 
state. As usual there were contenders for the sultanate among them, 
but no one could muster enough support to overcome his opponents. 
The junta tried to solve the impasse by recalling al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad 
from Kerak and installing him as sultan a second time in 1298; by 
then he was thirteen years old. 

The two strongest amirs who emerged at the beginning of al­
Na~ir's second reign were Sayf al-Din Salar and Rukn al-Din Bay­
bars al-Jashankir. The first became the vicegerent for al-Na~ir; the 
second was appointed atabek al-'asakir, that is, the head of the army. 
The expected confrontation between them was soon to follow, but 
Salar was a wiser man than his predecessors, and he let Baybars have 
the upper hand to avoid risking his position, and possibly his life, in 
a showdown. 

In 1303, midway into the second reign of al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad, a 
powerful earthquake struck the Mamluk territories, destroying many 
large structures in Cairo and cracking many minarets, including those 
of al-Azhar, al-l:Iakim, al-Fakahani, al-SaliJ:i, 'Amr ibn al-'A~, and 
the Qubba al-Man~iiriyya in Bayn al-Qa~rayn. Al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad 
and his amirs divided up the damaged mosques, and took it upon 
themselves to rebuild them, with al-Na~ir reserving for himself the 
reconstruction of his father's building complex and minaret. 3 This 
was the first test of the willingness of the rulers to assume responsi­
bility for major construction projects. The precedent was to be fol­
lowed in the third reign of al-Na~ir, when the sultan and his amirs 
would not only respond to emergencies but would also themselves 
initiate large urban projects. 

On the external front, al-Na~ir's second reign faced a renewed 
Ilkhanid Mongol threat. The Mamluk army had to defend itself twice, 
in 1299 and 1301, against the Ilkhanids under Sultan MaJ:imiid 
Ghazan (r. 1295-1307) who had converted to Islam at the beginning 
of his reign and asserted his independence from the authority of the 
great Mongol khan. The first invasion was successful; the Mamluks 
were defeated and Syria fell under Mongol rule. This occupation 

3 Mufac;lc;lal, Nahj, 20: 89; Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 944. Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 1, 1: 416-17, 
says that al-Na~ir ordered each of the amirs to restore the mosque of which he was 
the supervisor (nii:;ir). This is not corroborated by earlier reports, and it is very dif­
ficult to imagine how amirs could have been the supervisors of major congregation­
al mosques such as al-Azhar. 
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turned out to be short-lived, however; the Mamluks, without a fight 
and by a mixture of luck and attrition, were able to recapture Syria 
less than a year later. The second attempt against the Mamluk realm 
was disastrous for the Mongols. Their army was routed in a battle 
fought not far from Damascus against the Mamluk forces led by al­
Na~ir Mul,lammad himself. The next year, Ghazan died, and the 
Mongol threat was much diminished and eventually eliminated for 
the rest of the fourteenth century. 

By that time, the control Baybars al-Jashankir and Saliir exercised 
over the sultanate and the sultan, including the handling of his per­
sonal affairs, had become unbearable to the ambitious but still pow­
erless al-Na~ir Mul,lammad. He abdicated and fled to the citadel of 
Kerak in 1308 with his family and mamluks. Baybars immediately 
took advantage of the situation and seized the throne, adopting the 
title al-mu'?affar (the divinely aided). Saliir managed to remain 
vicegerent in the power transition. Al-Na~ir Mul,lammad did not sit 
by idly at Kerak, however; he sent envoys to the Man~uri amirs who 
governed the Syrian provinces to solicit their help. Eventually, he 
recovered his popularity among his father's amirs, who in 1310 
joined him with their troops in his march on Damascus and then 
Cairo where he succeeded in regaining his throne. This could be 
explained partly by al-Mu'.?affar's inability as sultan to act decisive­
ly, which tarnished his image among the amirs and the people, part­
ly by the popularity of the Qalawunid house among the Cairenes, and 
partly by bad luck, as both economic and climatic conditions during 
his tenure were unfavorable. His one-year reign was bogged down by 
the plague and by a slow and intermittent rise of the Nile, which 
translated into a bad harvest and the possibility of famine.4 After a 
halfhearted attempt at resistance, Baybars al-Jashankir acceded to 
pressure and fled the Citadel, but was soon captured and put to death. 
Al-Na~ir Mul,lammad returned as sultan for the third time. Now a 
mature man of twenty-five and experienced in politics, he was to 
remain sultan for the next thirty-one years. This third reign, stable 
and prosperous, proved to be the golden age of the Mamluk state. 

Al-Na~ir Mul,lammad maintained this stability through a mixture 
of diplomacy, cunning, and ruthlessness. He preferred alliances and 
clientage bonds, and at times relied on the Ismii'ilifidawiyya to elim-

4 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 55-56; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 8: 242--44, Ibn Iyas, Badd'i', 
1, 1: 424-25. 
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inate his political opponents.5 He used military force only on the rare 
occasions when he needed it to assert his supremacy among the rulers 
of his time. He had his name pronounced in the Friday khutba, and 
sometimes struck on coins in various regions of North Africa, Nubia, 
and Anatolia (both acts were considered signs of asserting sover­
eignty) without sending in his troops.6 

On the home front, he inaugurated his third reign with the system­
atic elimination of the old and powerful amirs, mainly the Man~uris 
of his father and the Burji khushdashs of Kitbugha, regardless of their 
loyalty.7 At the same time, he set about appointing a new circle of 
great amirs who were his former mamluks. In 1311, twenty-five of 
them were promoted to the rank of amir in an elaborate public cere­
mony in Cairo. As time went on, he strengthened the bonds that tied 
them to him by routinely marrying them off to his concubines and, 
later on, to his daughters. At the slightest sign of disobedience, how­
ever, he would confiscate their property and, in many instances, 
imprison them for a long time or even execute them. Consequently, 
al-Na~ir became known for the awe, and even fear, he inspired 
among his amirs and mamluks, which he induced with his authori­
tarian, unforgiving, and vengeful nature.8 His reputation surpassed 
those of all his predecessors in Mamluk Egypt, all of whom had 
themselves been extremely despotic and harshly exacting rulers. 

From the beginning of his third reign, al-Na~ir strove to accumu­
late wealth and to undermine the financial independence of his amirs. 
In 1314-15, he ordered a new survey (rawk) of iqfii' land in Egypt, 
only sixteen years after Sultan I:Iusam al-Din Lajin had completed 
one, the Rawk al-I:Iusami, in 1298.9 Realizing that many of the Burji 

5 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 390, gives the most glaring example when al-Na~ir sent 
more than 120fidiiwiyyas over more than fifteen years to assassinate Qarasunqur al­
Man~ilri, a great amir who fled to the court of Oljeitu in Tabriz, and who nonethe­
less survived them all. 

6 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 536-37; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 176. 
7 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 306; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 210-11. 
8 Yusufi, who was one of his mamluks, is vituperative about his master's treach­

erous and deceitful behavior. His chronicle is replete with instances of despicable 
machinations, which are not reported in the same tone by the other sources; see, for 
instance, Nuzha, 158, 164, 322; Little, "Recovery of a Lost Source," 53-54. 

9 For the Rawk al-Na~iri, see I:Iassanein Rabie, "Size and Value of the lqtii' in 
Egypt 564-741 A.H., 1169-1341 A.D.," in Studies in the Economic History of the 
Middle East, ed. Michael A. Cook (London, 1970), 129-38; idem, The Financial 
System of Egypt A.H. 564-741 A.D. 1169-1341 (London, 1972), 53-56; David 
Ayalon, "Studies on the Structure of the Mamluk Army," part 2, pp. 452-53. 
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amirs who had been promoted by his deposed enemies Baybars al­
Jashankir and Salar still retained large iqta', al-Na~ir ordered the 
rawk in part to reduce their holdings by redistributing the land with­
out taking back their iqta' outright, which would have stirred up hos­
tility. 10 In the process he could also assign a considerably larger por­
tion of the iqta' to the khii$$ (privy purse) than Lajin had done. When 
the Rawk al-Na~iri was completed, almost a half (5/12, or "ten twen­
ty-fourths," according to the terminology of the proportioning system 
used then) of Egypt's arable land had become the sultan's property as 
opposed to a sixth ("four twenty-fourths") in the past. 

Al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad, however, did not see himself as the founder 
of a new dynasty, but as the heir and consolidator of an already estab­
lished one. Many of his public acts, even after he had secured his rule 
following his second comeback, attest to this. Early on in his third 
reign, he instituted the convention of sending the mamluks who were 
to be elevated to amir's rank to swear allegiance in front of Qala­
wun's tomb inside his qubba in Bayn al-Qa~rayn, evidently as a 
proof of loyalty to the Qalawunid house and its actual head al-Na~ir 
MuJ:iammad. The size and positioning of his madrasa next to his 
father's qubba in Bayn al-Qa~rayn, which he had appropriated from 
its former owner al-'Adil Kitbugha and completed in 1303, also con­
vey the idea of continuity and an aura of reverence. This continuity 
is emphasized more expressively in his titulature where his name is 
always followed by the phrase "ibn al-sultan Qalawun." Qalawun's 
name is accorded the full regalia of a living sultan, in addition to the 
two titles, al-sa'id (the one of good omen) and al-shahid (the mar­
tyred), used as honorifics for sultans who had died while serving the 
cause of Islam. Qalawun had died in his encampment outside Cairo 
when he was preparing to conquer Acre, the last Crusader stronghold 
in Palestine. Thus he was entitled to be called a martyr according to 
Islamic doctrine. 

Al-Na~ir's most tangible architectural legacy can be found in the 
Citadel and the area to the west of it. The majority of the monuments 
attributed to him-and there are more than for any other Mamluk sul­
tan, with the possible exception of al-Ashraf Qaytbay-were inside 
the Citadel's palatial complex. He was responsible for replanning, 
monumentalizing, and expanding it. His involvement encompassed 

10 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 146-47; idem, Khifaf, 1: 87-88. 
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more than just ordering and financing projects; he was reported in 
many instances to have himself supervised the work on the building 
sites. 

His work at the Citadel can be divided into two periods: the first 
lasted from the early years of his third reign to the time when he was 
firmly established in his position ( 1310-25), the second covered the 
last eight years of his rule (1333-41) when he had become a paragon 
of absolutism. The programs of both periods show differences in the 
scope and in the opulence, style, and monumentality of the construc­
tions. At the very beginning, some of the projects, whether involving 
necessary repairs or mainly impulsive whims, seem to have been 
introduced independently of an overall development plan. Soon, 
however, al-Na~ir developed a rational long-term program of addi­
tions, modifications, and monumentalization that would tum the 
Citadel into a royal city and accommodate the Mamluk administra­
tion and its army, which he concurrently reorganized. By around 
1325 he was apparently satisfied with the results and turned his atten­
tion to other projects. But, in 1333, he launched a new plan of a dif­
ferent magnitude, which was probably still incomplete when he died 
in 1341. 

Although he certainly had an objective for this new plan, which 
resulted mainly in aggrandizing structures he had built only a decade 
earlier, he seems to have been the only one who knew what that 
objective was. Such secrecy is not surprising in a sovereign whose 
suspicious .and calculating nature had become more pronounced with 
age and was accompanied by a growing taste for extraordinary luxu­
ry coupled with a greed that led him to extract money from every pos­
sible source. These heavily influenced the scope and quality of the 
new projects, many of which reflect the seasoned statesman and the 
megalomaniacal absolute ruler that al-Na~ir had become. A few seem 
to be primarily propagandistic, proclaiming his majesty, his piety, 
and his justice. Others seem to have been directly related to the 
growth of his retinue, harem, and dependents, and still others may be 
traced to his interest in securing his regime and generating profits in 
whatever way he could. 

Less than a year after he acceded to the throne for the third time in 
1310, al-Na~ir Mu~ammad demolished the iwan of his brother Khalil 
and built a smaller one. Then he mounted waterwheels on the intake 
tower built by Amir Aybak al-Afram in the reign of Khalil, and 
repaired and cleaned the aqueduct to increase the fresh water supply 
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at the Citadel. At the same time he enlarged the maydan underneath 
the Citadel and surrounded it with walls to mark the new boundaries 
of the royal domain. In 1312-13, he went to Syria and then to the 
Hijaz to perform the hajj. When he returned, he launched an ambi­
tious program to expand the palatial complex and monumentalize its 
structures. He first razed his brother's rafraf and possibly the adja­
cent Burj al-Rafraf as well, and added a new tower which dominated 
the approach from the Saliba of Ibn Tiilun, visually the most crucial 
spot in the Citadel. He immediately followed with his Qa~r al-Ablaq, 
which also overlooked the maydan and the city beyond, and which 
was inaugurated in 1314. Then the flurry of construction slowed 
down a bit; the next major project was not undertaken until 1318 
when he ordered the old Ayyubid mosque at the Citadel demolished, 
and incorporated several structures around it to build a new larger 
and more opulent mosque, the Na~iri Mosque. Two years later, in 
1320, he rebuilt the court leading to the Bab al-Qulla and added a 
new door inside that gate. In 1322, he remodeled Baybars's old 
palace of justice under the Citadel, and turned it into a bandstand for 
the royal fablakhdna where the royal military band would perform at 
least twice a day. It was at that point that he seemed content with his 
work and, in 1325, turned his attention to a major complex he estab­
lished in the village of Siryaqus, north of Cairo, that included villas, 
religious structures, and a maydan. 

A decade later, al-Na~ir MuI:iammad began again to build in and 
around the Citadel. In 1333, he ordered the iwan he had rebuilt in 
1311 demolished, and several structures around it razed. He recon­
structed the whole anew, this time with a more monumental iwan. He 
refurbished the harem's qii'as, including the Qa'at al-'Awamid, and 
added a series of qii'as to the south of the original harem that came 
to be known as the Qa'at al-Sab'a (Seven Qa'as), although there may 
have been fewer than seven. He built small palaces in the southern 
enclosure for the nine khii:j:jakiyya amirs he had married off to his 
daughters. Some of these palaces were new constructions; others 
were adapted old ones. Next came the rebuilding and enlargement of 
the mosque in 1335, for which al-Na~ir also razed a few structures, 
among them the old kitchen and its dependencies, which he had 
rebuilt in stone vaults, reportedly as a fire-prevention measure. His 
next project, a new enclosure (~awsh) for farm animals south of his 
palatial complex, was a direct result of his newly developed interest 
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in animal husbandry. He stocked his J:tawsh with cows, sheep, and 
poultry. 

The last project at the Citadel in which al-Na~ir was involved sug­
gests that he was, until late in his reign, planning another expansion, 
or possibly only refurbishing, of the palace area. In 1341, to increase 
the fresh water supply, he planned to dig a new canal from the Nile 
and to construct a new aqueduct and a series of deep wells, which 
would have elevated the water to the hill of al-Ra~ad, not far from the 
Citadel, from which it would have been directed to the Citadel and its 
surroundings. He died before the project was completed, and it lan­
guished, though some of the wells that were dug remained in use until 
the fifteenth century. To these last few years of his reign also date 
most of the palaces he had built for his favorite amirs outside the 
Citadel: in the horse market area, in I:Iadarat al-Baqar, around the 
Birkat al-Fil, and in the Kabsh, a little spur overlooking the Birkat al­
Fil.11 

Not surprisingly, the only building of al-Na~ir MuI:tammad to have 
survived to this day almost unchanged is his mosque. All his other 
major structures slowly decayed over the five centuries after the end 
of the Bal:tri regime until they were razed by MuI:tammad 'Ali in the 
early nineteenth century to make room for his new additions. The 
general assumption has been that MuI:tammad 'Ali so thoroughly 
destroyed the old structures that no traces of them could be excavat­
ed today, an assertion without any textual evidence. The accumula­
tion of dirt and debris, which caused the rise in ground level over time 
also buried, and thus preserved, some of the structures even before 
MuI:tammad 'Ali's time. 

Excavations in 1985 and 1988 in the modem Sal:tat al-'Alam, con­
ducted by the EAO, turned up, in addition to the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya 
with its wealth of surface decoration discovered almost by chance, a 
section of wall that most probably belonged to the back of the Iwan 
al-Kabir of al-Na~ir MuI:tammad, as verified by the map of the 
Description de l' Egypte of the site of the divan or Palais de Joseph 
(no. 82). Aside from the four monolithic granite columns from the 
site of the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, other recent findings include shafts 
and capitals scattered around the terrace to the northeast of MuI:tam­
mad 'Ali's mosque. 

11 The works of al-Nii~ir Mul;lammad are conveniently summarized in Maqrizi, 
Suluk, 2: 540-45; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 179-90. 
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But the excavations have thus far been limited to the western sec­
tion of the southern enclosure. Much more may still be found in the 
southern section, where the old harem was, and in the central part 
behind the walls of the mosque and next to the Bi'r Yusuf. In some 
spots one need not even dig in order to reach a Mamluk stratum. The 
original ground levels or basements of some Mamluk structures are 
still accessible through the few surviving stairs. In some places, 
Mul).ammad 'Ali apparently used the old foundations for his own 
structures, and saved the stairs for access. This can be seen on 
Colonel Green's map of 1896 which shows that the small terrace to 
the southwest of the mosque of Mul).ammad 'Ali is supported on a 
series of underground vaults, marked "ruined vaults," which are 
reached by spiral stairs located right next to the mosque's wall (see 
fig. 15). Not one, but two, and possibly three huge, superimposed 
vaulted halls span the distance between the western wall of the court 
of the mosque of Mul).ammad 'Ali and the outer wall of the reception 
quarter (salamlik) of the Bijou Palace, which burned down in 1972. 
In fact, the whole length of the harem's exterior may still retain some 
remains of the initial lower levels of the Mamluk palaces, which all 
reportedly looked to the maydan and the Southern Qarafa below. 

Two other sections of the southern enclosure contain underground 
ruins that provide information on the layout of the Mamluk palatial 
complex and the links between its various components. The first is 
the area marked "ruined" on Colonel Green's map and the Egyptian 
cadastral maps of the 1930s, south of the mosque of al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad, where the dilapidated tower of the Bi'r al-Sab' Sawaqi 
(Well of the Seven Fountains), the terminus of the aqueduct that 
brought the Nile water to the Citadel, still stands. The second is the 
area under the Police Museum on the northern tip of the southern 
enclosure, around the upper level of the Burj al-Zawiya. All these 
new data, which still need to be studied, may be helpful in recon­
structing the topography of the Mamluk Citadel. Though they do not 
furnish us with more than meager clues to the architecture of the peri­
od, because the buried structures are in such an advanced state of 
decay, they clarify and substantiate the information gathered from 
textual sources. 
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The First Rebuilding of the /wan al-Kabir 

Al-Na~ir Mul;iammad's new iwan, built after he had demolished that 
of his brother al-Ashraf Khalil, was a hastily executed work that does 
not appear to have been a part of his plan to restructure the Citadel. 12 
Nuwayri and Baktash al-Fakhri, both eyewitnesses, say that the new 
iwan was smaller than the old one, so the project was not undertaken 
to enlarge this major audience hall. 13 Several reasons may be sug­
gested for the rebuilding. Baybars al-Man~uri says that al-Na~ir 
ordered it because he disliked the gloom ( ghils) of the old iwan's 
interior and the awkward, additional supports ( arkdn) erected after 
the earthquake of 1303. He goes on to say that al-Na~ir "enlarged the 
square in front of the iwan and brought more light to its court" 
(wassa'a sdf:tatuhu wa nawwara bdf:tatuhu) to make the structure 
seem wider. 14 It is conceivable that the supports may have been 
strengthened in a rush after the earthquake which spoiled the appear­
ance of the lwan al-Ashrafi, though no other source says so. The sup­
ports may have needed replacing for structural reasons, which would 
be a reasonable, though not a complete, explanation. 

Baybars al-Man~uri provides a hint of yet another reason when he 
says that al-Na~ir "hated the iwan built by al-Shuja'i for his broth­
er."15 Al-Na~ir may have wanted to demolish it because it reminded 
him of the two earlier and humiliating periods of his reign, when he 
held the title of sultan but not the real power. 16 The memories in­
duced by the iwan may also have been more personal and painful. Al­
Ashraf Khalil had left his mark on the iwan by adorning it with the 
representations of his amirs, many of whom must have been accom­
plices in his assassination. By 1311, most of them were either dead or 

12 For the rebuilding of the iwan, see Nuwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 66; Ibn al­
Dawadiiri, al-Durr al-Fakhir, 238; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 107; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 
9: 51. Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 156, specifies that the reconstruction took five 
months and eight days. 

13 Ibid. Nuwayri Nihaya, 31, fol. 95, and Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 189, say that the 
debris used in 1329 to fill up the underground prison (al-jubb) at the Citadel were the 
remains of the iwan after it had been rebuilt on a smaller scale, but it is very diffi­
cult to understand how the debris could have remained in place for eighteen years. 

14 Baybars, Tul:ifa, 232-33. 
15 Ibid. 
16 It is important here to remember that sultan, which means power or authority 

or hegemony, was used to denote the supreme military ruler of the various medieval 
Islamic states, including both the Ayyubids and the Mamluks; see C. E. Bosworth, 
"Lals:.ab," EI2, 5: 618-31; J. H. Kramers, "Sultan," E/1, 7: 543-45. 
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in disfavor with al-Nii~ir MuQ.ammad, though a few, including 
Qariisunqur al-Man~llri, had fled the Mamluk realm and taken refuge 
at the rival Ilkhanid court. Effacing their images would have been at 
least one good reason for tearing the Iwiin al-Ashrafi down. 

After his repeated dethronements and exiles, al-Nii~ir MuQ.ammad 
returned in 1310 as a mature, but mistrustful and vindictive man. He 
had become very clever at switching alliances and orchestrating 
counterplots to ensure his throne. He pitted the strong amirs against 
each other and eventually eliminated most of them, replacing them 
with his own marnluks, and systematically weakened the authority of 
many top-ranking officers by assuming some of their duties himself. 
Consequently, he not only controlled the internal affairs of the sul­
tanate, he effectively became the sole power in it. 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the redefinition of the duties 
of his vicegerent. At the end of 1310, al-Nii~ir discovered a plot 
against his life, masterminded by some of his great amirs and head­
ed by his vicegerent Baktimur al-Jukandiir (the polo master). He 
swiftly rounded up the suspects, including his own nephew Amir 
Musa ibn 'Ali, and in 1311 managed to trap and imprison his strong 
and menacing vicegerent and install in his place the harmless 
Baybars al-Man~llri. 17 At the same time, al-Nii~ir started regularly 
holding the sessions of al-na?ar ft al-ma?ii1im, also called the dar al­
' ad/, in the Iwiin al-Ashrafi. Shortly afterward, he rebuilt the structure 
and elevated the ma?iilim service to a formal ceremony where all the 
important amirs of the realm had to be seated around him in strict 
hierarchical order. 18 He was undoubtedly clipping the vicegerent's 
authority when he decided to preside over the dar al-'adl sessions 
himself, for this has been an important aspect of the vicegerent's 
duties during the time of Qaliiwlln and Khalil and his own first two 
reigns. 19 

17 Baybars, Tu!Jfa, 215, himself reports a story about how he was thought to be a 
weak and obedient amir. When he was dispatched to Sarkhad to bring Saliir back to 
what turned out to be his death, Salar accused him of being like the "old horse which 
leads the sheep to be slaughtered and comes back safe." His blind obedience did not 
save him from the wrath of al-Na~ir; he was imprisoned between 1312 and 1317 in 
the citadel of Kerak. 

18 Ibid., 231, 233-34, gives an elaborate description of the event and lists the 
names of the amirs required to sit around the sultan. Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 30, fol. 66, 
and Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 158, report another activity, the review of the 
trooFs, that was also instituted in the Iwan al-Kabir. 

1 'Umari, Masiilik, 116-17. Maqrizi, Khitat. 2: 215, and Qalqashandi, Sub!J, 4: 
16-17, both copied 'Umari, with a few additions. 
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In his struggle to maintain his throne during his first two reigns, al­
Na~ir MuQ.ammad enjoyed great support among the populace (al­
'iimma, or the commoners, and al-IJ,ariifish, or the vagabonds) of 
Cairo and Damascus, who were generally believed to be indifferent 
to changes in rulers.20 The chroniclers offer many examples as evi­
dence for their support.21 The 'iimma attacked the mamluks of Salar 
and Baybars al-Jashankir when they besieged al-Na~ir MuQ.ammad in 
his palace at the Citadel in 1307.22 They cheered him when he rode 
in Damascus and later in Cairo before he was restored to his throne 
in 1310.23 They pelted and stoned his opponent Bay bars al-Jashankir 
when he fled from the Citadel.24 Appearing as a ruler concerned with 
the fair application of justice helped al-Na~ir to maintain this popular 
sentiment toward him, although his rule, and the whole structure of 
the Mamluk state, depended almost exclusively on a foreign-born 
military class.2'.> It is from within these two sets of considerations­
dominating the Mamluk hierarchy and pleasing the populace-that 
his decision to rebuild the iwan and to hold ma?iilim sessions in it as 
tangible signs of his political consolidation should be seen. Another 
reason, which also stems from the changes he introduced, was func­
tional: since he was engaged in redesigning the court ceremonials, the 
old iwan may have been inadequate for the diir al-'adl and other pro­
cessions as he planned them.26 

20 For 'amrna, see M.A. J. Beg, "al-Kha~~a wa 1-'Amma," EI2, 4:1098-1100; for 
barafish, see W. M. Brinner, "l:larfiish," EI2, 3: 206; 

21 For an analysis of the popular support of al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad, see Boaz 
Shoshan, Popular Culture in Medieval Cairo (Cambridge, 1993), 52-55. 

22 Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 2: 34-35. 
23 Ibid., 2, 1: 68; Baybars, Tubfa, 204. 
24 Ibid., 199; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 71; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 8: 244. 
25 I:Iayat al-I:Iajji, The Internal Affairs in Egypt during the Third Reign of Sultan 

al-Na[fir Mubammad b. Qalawun (Kuwait, 1978), 78-79, noted the political impor­
tance of al-Na~ir's decision to attend ma?tilim sessions, but went on to advance an 
improbable and historically unverified reaction of the amirs to this decision. 
Although this is one of the rare English publications specifically dealing with the 
reign of al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad, it should, unfortunately, as Irwin says, "be used with 
caution." 

26 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 180, noted the elaborate rituals introduced by al­
Na~ir in the iwan and noticed that their most important function was to inspire awe 
in the envoys of foreign rulers, who were more common in al-Na~ir's court than that 
of any sultan before him. 
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Rebuilding the Maydan and Reactivating the Aqueduct 

In 1312, al-Na~ir Mul,iammad ordered the maydan under the Citadel 
rebuilt and enclosed, a project that introduced the general restructur­
ing of the Citadel, for it involved creating a clearly defined buffer 
zone between the palatial complex and the city to the west and sepa­
rating the royal stables and the hippodrome from the horse market to 
the north.27 Both were achieved by building a stone wall around the 
maydan on the south, west, and north. Some of the western parts with 
their crenellations still exist. 28 

The new maydan was planned slightly to the south of the old one 
so that the Bab al-I~tabl (Gate of the Stable), which originally opened 
onto the maydan, now became its northern limit. Since the dimen­
sions of a maydan were more or less fixed by the requirements of an 
akra (polo) track, moving it to the south meant having to include the 
old Bab al-Qarafa (which should not be confused with the southern 
gate of the Citadel also called the Bab al-Qarafa because it over­
looked the Southern Qarafa) into the new maydan and removing a 
number of tombs along the edge of the Qarafa al-Kubra (Great or 
Southern Qarafa). A new gate with the same name was constructed 
further south as the new entrance to the Qarafa. Another gate, the Bab 
Shadiyya, or perhaps Siiriyya, to the east of the Bab al-Qarafa in the 
old walls of the city built by Saliil). al-Din, was also demolished and 
replaced.29 The stables that Baybars had built in that area were obvi­
ously razed in the process. 

The location of the maydan is given on the map of the Description 
de l' Egypte; the Bab al-Qarafa is marked (no. 15), though the gate 
itself was rebuilt by al-Ashraf Qaytbay in 1484 who put his rank and 
titles on it.30 This gate was demolished in the 1970s for a new high­
way, and then unprofessionally and inaccurately rebuilt in 1987. The 
Bab Shadiyya of al-Na~ir Mul,iammad may have been the one marked 

27 Niiwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 80; Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 159, Ibn al­
Dawadari, al-Durr al-Fakhir; 245; Mufa<;i<;lal, Nahj, 20: 221; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 123; 
Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 51; Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 1, 1: 441-42. 

28 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 10: 31-32, no. 3, Ramzi explains that the area behind 
the western wall of the maydan is called ta/:tt al-sur (under the walls) because of the 
mar.dan's walls, which still can be seen behind the low structures today. 

9 Niiwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 80; Ibn al-Dawadan, al-Durr al-F akhir, 282, reports 
the demolition of the Bab Shadiyya as an afterthought to the rebuilding of the may­
dan; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 229, just reports the destruction of the gate. 

30 Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 3: 330. 
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on the map as Bab 'Arab Yasiir (Gate of 'Arab Yasiir, no. 22), after 
the squatter settlement of the same name that grew up haphazardly to 
the south of the Citadel in later times. 

Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad took great care to ensure the usability of the 
new maydan all year round and to protect its grass from the scorch­
ing heat of Cairo in the summer. He had palm and fruit trees planted 
in it, presumably along the edges, and a number of wells dug and 
equipped with waterwheels ( sawaqi) for its irrigation. He had it filled 
in with a special kind of rich black soil, named al-ibliz, and, to expe­
dite the building process, he requisitioned the camels of his amirs to 
carry the soil from the banks of the Nile. This is perhaps the origin of 
the name Qaramaydan (Turkish for Black Maydan) encountered in 
later sources and on the map of the Description de l' Egypte. This was 
a name borne, interchangeably with other names, by at least two 
Mamluk maydans, probably because the use of ibliz to fill in their 
ground gave them a distinctive black color.31 

This project marked the boundaries between the city and the royal 
domain, but it also led to the development of the areas to the west of 
it, where eventually the stables and palaces for the favorite kha$­
$akiyya amirs of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad were constructed. The first 
palace was a rebuilding of an existing structure, the house of oxen 
(dar al-baqar), once a stable for the oxen that turned the royal water­
wheels in the maydan.32 Shortly after the maydan was completed in 
1313, al-Na~ir rebuilt the stable as a palace for Taqtimur al-Dimash­
qi, who had been among the first of his mamluks to be promoted to 
the rank of amir in 1311. This palace, which was soon given to and 
named after another of al-Na~ir's favorite amirs, Tashtimur I:Ium­
mu~-Akhdiir (the nickname means green chickpeas, for this amir was 
fond of this popular delicacy), appears to have become the nucleus of 
a group of monumental palaces that al-Na~ir had built for his favorite 
amirs during the final ten years of his reign along the north-south line 
running west of the maydan. 

Concurrently with the rebuilding of the maydan, the water intake 
tower on the Nile and the aqueduct carrying the water to the Citadel, 
which had been neglected for some time, were repaired and put back 

31 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 145, 386, 463 calls the maydan of al-~ahir, which was later 
incorporated into the Northern Qarafa, the Maydan al-Aswad (the Black Maydan). 

32 Maqrizi, Khi{af, 2: 68; idem, Suluk, 2: 130-31; the structure's location, as dis­
cussed in chapter 2, was southwest of the mosque of Sultan I:Iasan, see 'Ali Mubarak, 
al-Khifa! al-Tawfiqiyya, 2: 43-44. 
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into use.33 Casanova, Creswell, and Su'ad Mahir, using Maqrizi as 
their source, attribute the water intake tower to al Na~ir Mul,lam­
mad. 34 He, however, should not be given all the credit for it. Two 
reliable fourteenth-century chroniclers, Niiwayri and Shuja'i, say that 
the tower was built by Amir Aybak al-Afram for al-Ashraf Khalil 
near the Bab al-Qantara (Gate of the Bridge) north of Fustat, sug­
gesting that Khalil intended to enlarge the Citadel but was killed 
before he had a chance to put the plan into effect. 35 

Al-Na~ir ordered four saqiyas mounted on the tower that emptied 
the water into the four channels running along the top of the aque­
duct. The water was then collected in another well tower on the way 
to the Citadel and then raised again to aqueduct level by three saqiyas 
which emptied into three channels. The last water tower at the end of 
the aqueduct was near the Citadel; it may be the tower that still stands 
outside the walls to the south of the harem. There the water was 
raised once more and brought inside the Citadel to the reservoir of the 
Bi'r al-Sab' Sawaqi (Well of the Seven Waterwheels), to the south­
west of the Bi'r Yusuf, to be distributed via a system of underground 
channels to the various fountains in the palatial complex and the 
mosque inside the southern enclosure. These two towers-the one 
outside the Citadel on the aqueduct path and the Bi'r al-Sab' Sawaqi 
inside it-are to be credited to al-Na~ir Mul,lammad.36 

But the aqueduct that brought water from the Nile to the Citadel, a 
distance of approximately four kilometers, cannot be indisputably 
attributed to al-Na~ir Mul,lammad, nor can it be conclusively recon­
structed. This aqueduct was used until the beginning of the sixteenth 
century, when Sultan Qan~iih al-Ghiiri built a new one and a new 
intake tower on the Nile shore with six saqiyas. Parts of al-Na~ir's 

33 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 229-30; idem, Suluk, 2: 124. 
34 Casanova, "Histoire," 659; Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 258; Su'iid Miihir, "Majrii 

Miyiih Furn al-Khalij," Egyptian Historical Review 7 (1958): 134-57, summarizes 
the history of the aqueduct but adds no information to that provided by Creswell for 
our period. 

3 Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 30, fol. 80, is very clear in attributing the intake to al-Ashraf 
Khalil; Shujii'i, Tiirlkh al-Nii$ir, 95, does not mention al-Ashraf Khalil, but says that 
the original intake had the rank of al-Afram on it, which al-Nii~ir removed as it was 
his habit to efface the names of other patrons from their buildings. Maqrizi, Khifaf, 
2: 159, notes that the water tower was built in a piece of land that was leased by al­
Afram himself, which would have increased the value of the land. Such an act pro­
vides another example for proving the difficulty of distinguishing between personal 
interests and state affairs. 

36 Creswell, "Researches," 158, pl. 30; idem., M.A. E., 2: 257-58, and pl. 95a. 
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Fig. 26: Aqueducts of al-Na~ir Mul].ammad and of al-Ghiiri 

aqueduct were incorporated into the new one built by al-Ghuri, but 
the intake tower and more than half the arcade of the old aqueduct 
have disappeared. Today, the aqueduct runs due west from al-Ghuri' s 
intake tower for a distance of two kilometers to a point less than one 
kilometer to the southwest of the Citadel where it veers at a right 
angle northward towards the Citadel, but the last stretch from the Bab 
al-Qarafa south of the maydan to the Citadel was destroyed in the 
twentieth century (fig. 26). Creswell argues on the basis of varying 
stone rustication and course height that almost half of the arches run­
ning due west from al-GhUri's intake tower to the bend belong to the 
old aqueduct. This is corroborated by Ibn Iyas, who twice mentions 
the aqueduct in his chronicle, the first time when "at the end of 912 
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A.H. (1506-7), al-Ghiiri abolished the old aqueduct in Mi~r al-'Atiqa 
[Fusta!], and began to construct of a new one. He built a new intake 
tower and an aqueduct on an arcade that runs all the way to Bab al­
Zughla, and from there it connects to the maydan and the Citadel," 
and the second when "he finished the new aqueduct in 914 A.H. 
(1508), and water began to run to the maydan."37 The unknown Bab 
al-Zughla must have disappeared at an unknown date. It may have 
stood in one of the six gaps in the aqueduct caused by modern devel­
opment and recorded by Creswell. 

The last part of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's aqueduct, which was incor­
porated into al-Ghuri's aqueduct, followed the same route used by the 
Ayyubids to bring water to the Citadel, the eastern wall of the city of 
Mi~r al-Fusta!, known as the wall of Saliil). al-Din and built by 
Qaraqiish after 1176. 'Ali Bahgat, who excavated Fusta! between 
1912 and 1924 and cleared the area around the wall, found that from 
the point where it meets the aqueduct, which is exactly where the 
aqueduct bends to the north, the wall runs under, and serves as a sup­
port for, the arches of the aqueduct.38 This clarifies the meaning of 
both the reports of Niiwayri and Shuja'i, who say that "the majra 
(aqueduct) was built on top of the sur (walls),"39 and Maqrizi who 
says that the aqueduct of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad brought water from 
the Nile to the wall, and from the wall to the Citadel, thus distin­
guishing between the newly built part and the one constructed over 
the wall of Salal). al-Din.4° Creswell also found that the same stretch 
of wall had a pipeline inside it, which was probably the water conduit 
constructed by al-Kamil when he moved to the Citadel.41 

While the aqueduct was refurbished and extended, the tank-or the 
well, depending on the source one consults-attributed to al-Z:iihir 
Bay bars near the zawiya of Taqi al-Din Rajah al-Bustami, was reno­
vated and a watercourse (naqqala) added to it that carried the water 
to the Bi'r al-I~tabl (Stable Well).42 The location of the well tower 

37 lbn Iyas, Bada'i', 4: 110, 137; Creswell, M. A. E., 2: 258, gives a somewhat 
distorted translation of the two references. 

38 Ibid., 55-56, 258-59; 'Ali Bahgat and Albert Gabriel, Fouilles d' al-Foustat 
(Cairo and Paris, 1921), 118-21, pl. 14. 

39 Nuwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 80; Shuja'i, Tarikh al-Na$ir, 95 and 113. 
40 Maqrlzi, Khitaf, 2: 229-30. 
41 Creswell, M. A. E. 2: 56, 259; Casanova, "Histoire," 663. 
42 Maqrlzi, Khitaf, 2: 230, calls it the tank (ma:jna') of Baybars; idem, Suluk, 

2: 124, calls it a well (bi'r). The confusion is due not only to the conflicting reports 
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can be fixed in reference to the zawiya of the Persian sufi Rajab al­
Bustami which still stands on the hill ( $UWwa) opposite the road and 
the steps that ascended to the Citadel's main gate, the Bab al­
Mudarraj. Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad seems to have replanned the entire 
area around that time, for he built the zawiya for the Persian sufi 
shortly before he ordered the construction of the watercourse.43 In 
doing this, al-Na~ir used the strategy al-Zahir Baybars had adopted a 
half-century earlier, when he increased the water supply for the 
stables before he enlarged them and added new structures. When all 
the water projects were finished, al-Na~ir was able to launch his 
grander projects, which would require large quantities of water for 
their occupants and for the extensive gardens he established around 
them. 

The Qa,5r al-Ablaq 

The Qa~r al-Ablaq, perhaps the most famous of al-Na~ir Mul).am­
mad's buildings, was constructed between 1313 and 1314.44 Its name 
derives from the alternate courses of black and ocherous stone used 
for its walls, an arrangement called ablaq in Arabic.45 Thus the name 
Striped Palace encountered in some Western sources is a descriptive 
rather than a literal translation. It was, we are told, modeled on the 

that Maqrizi seems to have copied without checking, but is also a result of the simi­
larity in function between a ma$na' and a bi'r, both used to store water, although in 
a bi'r water is drawn and stored in a shaft that is normally dug in the ground, while 
a ma$na' is a tank built above ground in which water brought on the backs of camels 
is stored; see Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 24, 108. 

43 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 432, says in the same sentence that the zawiya was built by 
al-Na~ir to lodge Taqi al-Din Rajab al-Bustami after 1320, when he had died in 1314. 

44 Nuwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 82; lbn al-Dawadii.ri, al-Durr al-Fakhir, 266; 
Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 161; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 209; idem, Suluk, 2: 129; Ibn 
Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 36-37. 

45 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 73-74, and lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 8-9, report a story 
which shows that the arrangement of black and white stripes is generally called 
ablaq, regardless of the medium. Upon regaining his throne for the third time, al­
Na~ir Mul:}.ammad reprimanded all those who supported Salii.r and Baybars al­
Jashankir. When he cursed 'Ali ibn 'Abd al-Zahir, an administrator and a protege of 
amir Salii.r, by calling him, "black faced," the administrator said "O sultan, ablaq is 
better than black." To this al-Na~ir angrily replied, "Damn you, even now you want 
to evoke his rank." Amir Salar's rank was made of two fesses, one black and one 
white, thus it was ablaq. 



200 CHAPTER SIX 

Qa~r al-Ablaq in Damascus, constructed by al-Z:ahir Baybars in 
1264.46 Al-Na~ir may have been impressed by Baybars's palace, 
where he stayed whenever he visited Damascus-for example, in 
1312-13, when he took his army to Syria following rumors of an 
imminent new Mongol invasion.47 After the Mamluk army arrived in 
Damascus, the Mongols retreated without invading Syria, but al­
Na~ir stayed on for a month, then went on the hajj, and returned to 
Damascus before going back to Cairo. Soon after he ordered the 
building of his own Qa~r al-Ablaq in the Citadel and hired workers 
from both Damascus and Cairo for the purpose. 

Mufac;lc;lal ibn Abi al-Fac;la'il says that the workers al-Na~ir brought 
from Damascus were Christian marble cutters. They were probably 
responsible for laying down the courses of ablaq, which suggests that 
this method of articulating walls, so ubiquitous in later Mamluk and 
Ottoman monuments in Cairo, was introduced into Cairo from 
Damascus by al-Na~ir Mul:).ammad.48 Mufac;lc;lal goes on to tell us that 
the Citadel palace was built like the one in Damascus (na'?lr) and fol­
lowed the same arrangement (tartib), but it had two things the 
Damascus model did not have. The first was a shiidirwan (slanted 
wall fountain) fixed to the wall of one of the palace iwans.49 The 
second was the unusually thick shiidirwan wall; it was three cubits 
(approximately 1.5 meters) thick, presumably to accommodate the 
pipes bringing water to the shiidirwan, with two huge doors, each 
eight cubits (4 meters) high, probably flanking the shadirwan on the 
back wall of the iwan. This information, not mentioned in other con­
temporary descriptions of the Qa~r al-Ablaq, suggests that the Citadel 
palace was not an exact copy of its Damascene prototype and that it 
incorporated some elements from other architectural repertoires. 

The Qa~r al-Ablaq was reserved for daily receptions and private 

46 Mufac.lc.lal, Nahj, 20: 236-37; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 129; Qalqashandi, SublJ, 4: 94; 
lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 36-37. 

47 References to the Qa~r al-Ablaq in Damascus are gathered in 'Abd al-Qadir al­
Ril).awi, "Qu~iir al-I;lukkam fi Dimashq," Les annales archeologiques arabes syri­
ennes 22 (1972): 42-48. 

48 Terry Allen, "The Concept of Regional Style," in his Five Essays in Islamic 
Architecture, 101, says that ablaq was a Damascene specialty and identifies the 
dome of Niir al-Din, constructed in 1172, as the earliest example of post-Umayyad 
ablaq. 

49 On shadirwan, see Yasser Tabbaa, "Towards an Interpretation of the Use of 
Water in Islamic Courtyards and Courtyard Gardens," Journal of Garden History 7, 
2 (July-Sept. 1987): 198-212; Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 68--69; Nasser Rabbat, 
"Shadirwan, EI2, 8: 89. 
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audiences, replacing the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, which, according to the 
fifteenth-century historian Ibn Shahin al-Zahiri, in tum had supplant­
ed the Qa'a al-Salil).iyya when it was built.50 Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad sat 
there for the audience (khidma) in the mornings and for the review of 
state affairs in the afternoon, except for Mondays and Thursdays 
when he sat in the Iwan al-Kabir for diir al-'adl sessions. He had a 
throne (takht al-mulk) set in the center of the principal iwan over­
looking the stables, but we are told that, when the audience was an 
informal one, he sometimes sat on a cushion next to that throne, while 
the amirs remained standing. Only the khii$$akiyya amirs and a lim­
ited number of the office-holding great amirs were admitted to the 
morning audience. 

At midday, the sultan left the assembly to go to his inner palaces 
( al-qu$f1r al-juwwiiniyya), then to the houses of his harem ( dur al­
~arim). In the afternoon, he came back to his inner palaces for anoth­
er working session, and the high-ranking administrators would attend 
him there to review the affairs of the city and the sultanate. Barriini 
amirs (amirs of the outside) were not present at either session. Two 
sets of banquets ( asmifa, sg. simiit) were served daily for those in 
attendance. In the morning, three banquets were set one after the 
other; the sultan partook of the last one called al-tiiri. At the end of 
the day, two more banquets were offered, one after the other.51 

Holding the simiit was among the most visible and essential preroga­
tives of the sultan or his vicegerent; attendance at these banquets was 
a sign of loyalty. 52 The restricted number and high rank of amirs and 

50 Ziihiri, Zubda, 86. 
51 For general reviews of Mamluk court ceremonials, see Karl Stowasser, 

"Manners and Customs at the Mamluk Court," Muqarnas 2 (1984): 13-20; an Arabic 
equivalent, though less accurate, is 'Abd al-Mun'im Majid, Nu?um Daw/at Salii{ln 
al-Mamallk, 2: 149-65. A survey of Mamluk ceremonials at the Citadel is in 
Behrens-Abouseif, "Citadel of Cairo." These scholars depended on Qalqashandi and 
Maqrizi, with very little textual criticism. The two chroniclers had copied the text 
concerning the daily court sessions from 'Umari, Masalik, 102, and failed to account 
for the changes that must have occurred in the period between 'Umari's recording 
(ca. 1330) and the end of the Bai).ri period (1382), although their texts show that they 
were aware of the radical changes introduced in the early Burji period. This may be 
taken to suggest that they considered Mamluk ceremonial to have reached its height 
in pomp and in organization in al-Na~ir's time, and deemed the later alterations 
unworthy of reporting. 

52 The importance of partaking in the simar is illustrated in the story of Baysari's 
son, who was a khii(f(fakl of al-Nii~ir and who used to skip eating in the sima{ for 
pious reasons. When his piety was discovered to be false, he was arrested because of 
the disrespect his refusal to eat implied; see Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 232. 
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officials allowed to attend all these functions at the Qa~r al-Ablaq 
indicate its semiprivate quality, as opposed to the functions held at 
the Iwan al-Kabir which were official, ceremonial, and open to the 
public. 

Ibn Fa91-Allah al-'Umari's description of the palace is the earliest 
and probably the most accurate of a number of accounts. Maqrizi and 
Qalqashandi copied it almost verbatim. 'Umari writes: 

On the side of the I wan al-Kabir is a passageway to the door of the Qa~r 
al-Ablaq followed by a small court where the amirs intimate with the 
sultan sit before they enter the qa$r for the court service. 

From the door of the qa$r one passes through corridors to a monu­
mental qa$r of splendid construction with two iwans, the larger being 
the northern [northwest], which overlooks the stables of the sultan, and 
from which one can see the horse market, Cairo and its suburbs as far 
as the Nile, and beyond to Giza and its villages. The second or qibli 
[southeast] iwan has a special door [Qalqashandi calls it the bab al-sirr, 
secret door] for the departure of the sultan and his courtiers to the Iwan 
al-Kabir on ceremonial days. From this qa$r one can enter three inner 
qu$i1r (al-qu$i1r al-juwwiiniyya), of which one is on the same level as 
the first qa$r, and the other two are reached by a staircase. All these 
qu$i1r have windows with iron grilles, whence the view is the same as 
from the principal palace. In all these palaces are channels for the water 
brought from the Nile by siiqiyas turned by oxen from one point to 
another until the water reaches the Citadel. From there it goes into the 
palaces of the sultan, and the houses of the great khawwii$ amirs which 
are close to the sultan's palaces. It is used in their houses and their ham­
mams. 

The qu$i1r al-juwwiiniyya communicate with the inner part (/:laram) 
of the harem, and the abwiib al-sutur (gates of the veils).53 The fa<;ades 
of all these qu$i1r are built of black and yellow stones, and within are 
dadoes of marble and gold and floriated mosaics, heightened with 
mother of pearl and colored paste and various colors. The ceilings are 
all gilded and painted with lapis lazuli. The light comes through win­
dows filled with colored glass from Cyprus resembling necklaces of 
precious stones. All the floors are paved with marble of incomparable 
quality transported from all the countries of the world. 

Then we will report the rest of what relates to the sultan's qu$i1r: one 
can descend from the side of the iwan of the qa$r to the stables of the 
sultan, then to a maydan covered with grass, which is so spacious that 
the eye travels over it. This maydan lies between the stables and horse 
market to its west [northwest]. The sultan mounts his horse from a stair-

53 Sutiir, which means veils, should be understood here as referring to the wives 
of the sultan, not to curtains or veils put on the door. 
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case next to his inner qa:jr, and he descends to his private stable, then 
to the maydan with the great amirs in his service to watch the horses in 
the days of parades or to accept new horses brought as a gift or to buy 
them. In this maydan, the sultan performs the prayer of the two holidays 
with his retinue, and on these occasions the sultan descends to the may­
dan and returns from it through another door in the corridor of the 
qa:jr,54 not through the door mentioned earlier. The sultan has many 
secret gates to the Qariifa and to other areas, which we need not men­
tion here.55 

Although this is the most elaborate description we have of any 
Mamluk palace, it still leaves out much that is necessary both to 
determine the location of the Qa~r al-Ablaq and to reconstruct its 
architectural plan. It does, however, fix the sequence of royal palaces 
from the lwan al-Kabir to the harem, provide some information about 
their connections and layout, and present a number of clues to clari­
fy the meaning of qa$r, one of the most important terms of the Balµi 
palatial architecture that still elude precise definition. The description 
also establishes that the Qa~r al-Ablaq was the name both of the prin­
cipal qa$r in a group of interconnected qu$11r built by al-Na~ir 
MuI:iammad and the general name for all the palaces together. The 
three other qu$11r were collectively called the inner qu$11r, but they 
may also have had individual names. 56 

The main component of the Qa~r al-Ablaq was the throne hall; it 
had a qa'a plan with two unequal iwans and a domed durqa'a in the 
middle. The large northwestern iwan overlooked the city; the south­
eastern one opened onto the passage that led to the lwan al-Kabir. 
(The existence of this door in the back wall of the iwan is one of the 

54 Ibn al-Furat, Tarikh, 9, 1: 169, mentions the same itinerary. 
55 'Umari, Masalik, 142-44; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 209-10, 229-30; Qalqashandi, 

Subl,t, 3: 369-72; part of the translation in Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 260. Two later 
chroniclers, Ibn Iyas and Zahiri, complicate matters concerning the morphology of 
the Qa~r al-Ablaq. Zahiri, Zubda, 27, says in passing that the Qa~r al-Ablaq com­
prised three palaces. Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 1, 1: 445 asserts that it was composed of three 
interconnected palaces, with five qa'as and three marqad, which could mean a sleep­
ing space as an alcove or a fiUffa. Both descriptions should be rejected: they are both 
late and seem to be anachronistic, or they may have neglected to take notice of later 
additions to the original Qa~r al-Ablaq. 

56 Casanova, "Histoire," 645, reports the names of two qa'as, the Qa'at al-Fic;lc;la 
(of silver) and the Qa'at al-NuQ.as (of copper), but does not ascribe them to the inner 
qu[il1r; the name Qa'at al-Fic;lc;la is corroborated from Mamluk sources; one even 
implies that it was in the qa[ir, that is the Qa~r al-Ablaq, Ibn al-Furat, Tiirikh, 9, 1: 
105, 129. 
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differences between the Qa~r al-Ablaq of Damascus and the Citadel 
listed by Mufa<;l<;lal, for otherwise contemporary qa< as, such as the 
Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, had their entrances in the durqa<a). All the other 
units, which had qa<a plans with two opposite iwans as well, had a 
similar disposition so they could benefit from the same view of the 
city. The whole palace was connected at one end with the Iwan al­
Kabir, and on the other with the private apartments of the sultan's 
palaces (al-addur al-sultaniyya), where the wives, concubines, and 
children lived. Al-'Umari says that the stairs that descended to the 
private stables of the sultan were located next to his inner palace 
( qa$rahu al-juwwani) which may be taken to mean the last of the 
series of three inner palaces. The sultan used a different set of stairs 
to reach the maydan on the two major holidays, the 'Id al-Fitr (Fast­
Breaking Day) and the 'Id al-A<;ll).a (Sacrifice Day), than he did on 
other occasions. The door to these special stairs was in the dihliz 
(passageway) of the palace, probably the same corridor that con­
nected the palace to the Iwan al-Kabir (fig. 27). 

Despite the several descriptions of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's Qa~r al­
Ablaq, ranging from the contemporary account of al-'U marl to a brief 
early-nineteenth-century note by Viscount Valentia, its location has 
not been conclusively established. Casanova proposed a site on the 
map of the Description de I' Egypte south of the Maison de Joseph 
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Fig. 27: Schematic plan of the four units of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 
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(no. 84) towards the Sab' I:Iadarat (no. 72), but did not attempt to be 
more precise.57 Creswell, having meticulously gathered all the avail­
able textual references, surveyed the site and made accurate mea­
surements, suggested that the space below the northwestern portico 
of Mut.iammad 'Ali's mosque, whose floor is at the same level as the 
ground of the old stables (the modem army workshops), and which 
extends between the walls under the portico and the monumental cor­
bels in the foreground, was where the Qa~r al-Ablaq stood (see pl. 
2).58 Finally, the EOA advanced the newly discovered qa'a, identi­
fied here as the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, as the main structure of the Qa~r 
al-Ablaq. These ascriptions, however, overlooked details that make 
them improbable. 

The main reason for refuting the identification of the new qa'a with 
the Qa~r al-Ablaq is topographic. All the chroniclers who described 
the Qa~r al-Ablaq agree that the four halls, or the four qu$ur, that 
formed the structure were situated next to each other. They all faced 
the same direction, were entered from the same corridor, and their 
northwestern fa<;ades overlooked the city, which means that they 
were lined up in a row. Thus, any proposed site would have to be at 
least large enough to accommodate the width of four halls together. 
The excavated qii'a, which stands north of the Burj al-Rafraf, is too 
close to its outer edge for three more halls to fit into the remaining 
space (see fig. 12). The southern wall of the Burj al-Rafraf forms the 
edge of the southern enclosure at that point. It then extends to the 
southeast with a few slight bends until it reaches the wall upon which 
the northwestern portico of the mosque of MuJ:iammad 'Ali was built. 
There the wall breaks at an almost right angle to enclose a surface for 
a balcony whose level is considerably lower than that of the mosque. 
This balcony opens into the great vaulted hall labeled "ruined vaults" 
on Colonel Green's map of 1896, whose outer wall runs straight 
south. The area below this whole section of the wall belongs to the 
stables of the Citadel and was outside the palatial complex proper. 

Creswell's proposed site, framed by these walls, is thus totally out­
side the southern enclosure, whereas according to all accounts the 
Qa~r al-Ablaq was inside it. Basing his conclusion on Maillet's ref­
erence to a hall protruding from the walls whose arcades rested on 

57 Casanova, "Histoire," 641. 
58 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 262-63. 
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pillars, Creswell identifies the tunnel vaults and corbels as Maillet's 
huge pillars and assumes that the units of the palace had been built 
on top of the roof supported by these vaults. He thus implies that the 
Qa~r al-Ablaq may have been high enough to have been reached from 
the platform of the palatial complex above it. Such an arrangement 
would have included it within the southern enclosure, but it would 
also mean that the ground level of the palace would have to be more 
than 20 meters above the roof of the vaults. This would have required 
more than two superimposed halls underneath the palace to fill the 
height to the southern enclosure level, but when I examined the roof 
in the summer of 1988 there was no sign of any remains of what 
should have been massive walls indeed. The argument that Mul).am­
mad 'Ali may have razed everything that existed there before build­
ing his mosque is disproved by the early-eighteenth-century print 
published by Arthur Rhone, in which the corbels are visible in the 
foreground, with heaps of rubble on the roof, but without a trace of 
an earlier structure that would have reached the level of the palaces 
above (see pl. 4). 

There remains the massive double-cross hall, unnoticed by Cres­
well, which fills the space between the end of the tunnel vaults and 
the wall of the southern enclosure behind it. There are many argu­
ments in favor of identifying this hall with one of the structures cited 
in the sources as belonging in the stable area, but no hard evidence. 
The most probable candidate is a qd'a that was built by Amir Yal­
bugha al-Na~iri some time in the last quarter of the fourteenth centu­
ry, perhaps the same qd'a as the one occasionally referred to in the 
sources as the I:Iarraqa in the stable, which was the official residence 
of the grand amir of the royal stables ( amir dkhur) from at least the 
late Qalawunid period.59 The earliest mention of the I:Iarraqa appears 
in connection with Barqiiq, when he was still the commander of the 
armies (atdbek al-'asdkir) under the last Qalawunid sultan before he 
became the first Circassian (or Burji) sultan in 1382.60 The sources, 
however, do not ascribe its construction to him. Furthermore, no 
source locates it precisely or describes it architecturally.61 Jjarrdqa is 

59 Ibn al-Furat, Tiirikh, 9, 1: 168. 
60 Ibn Taghrt-Birdi, Nujum, 10: 32; Maqrlzl, Su/Uk, 3: 365, 383. 
61 Ibn lyas, Badii'i', I, 2: 266, and Ibn al-Furat, Tiirikh, 9, 1: 190, locate it near 

the Bab al-I~tabl; Maqrlzi, Khitat, 2: 243, says that it is situated near the Bab al­
Silsila, which may mean that the two, Bab al-l~Tabl and Bab al-Silsila, were alternate 
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a term usually used for the largest type of Mamluk warship. 
Attaching it to a structure must have been meant to connote massive­
ness and invincibility. 62 

Casanova locates the Qa~r al-Ablaq on the map of the Description 
de l' Egypte between the Bayt Yusuf Sala}). al-Din (Maison de Joseph, 
no. 84) and the Sab' I:ladarat (no. 72) which led from the southern 
enclosure level to the maydan, passing through the stables. The loca­
tion of the stairs on the map corresponds to the location of the stairs 
that used to be attached to the Qa~r al-Ablaq according to Mamluk 
descriptions. Casanova did not go beyond this in his suggestion, but 
architectural remains in the area proposed as the palace's site confirm 
his deduction. The site is the platform adjacent to the outer courtyard 
( $a~n) of the mosque of Mul).ammad 'Ali, which extends along the 
walls of the southern enclosure to the southwest to where the salam­
/ik (men's quarter) of the Bijou Palace stood until it burned down in 
1972. Ten steps, built at the same time as the mosque (they run par­
allel to its wall), lead down to the 34-meter-long terrace from the pre­
sent ground level of the southern enclosure (fig. 28). There, a door in 
the wall of the mosque opens onto a spiral stone staircase made up of 
twenty-one triangular steps. 

Below is a little passage, parallel to the wall of the mosque. Seven 
more steps below that, the passage opens to the south onto the huge 
hall marked "ruined vaults" on Colonel Green's map, just underneath 
the platform, and to three long barrel-vaulted halls to the north (see 
fig. 10). The first two of these vaulted corridors are connected by a 
narrow passage. Creswell measured their width, which averages 5 
meters, and noted that they run behind a 7-meter-deep wall under the 
mosque of Mul).ammad 'Ali. This thick wall constitutes the lower 
foundation of the external northwestern wall of the mosque's $a~n. It 
is pierced by nine rectangular windows which light the long halls.63 

The third northern hall, which escaped Creswell's notice, is also par-

names for the same gate; MuQibb al-Din Ibn al-ShiQna, al-Badr al-Ziihir fi Nw1rat 
al-Malik al-Nii$ir, 66, 82, and 84 locates it next to the tablakhiina inside the Bab al­
Silsila. Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 3: 4, speaks of a staircase ( sullum) of the I:Iarraqa; William 
Popper, Egypt and Syria under the Circassian Sultans, 15: 23, sums up its features 
as they appear in Ibn Taghri-Birdi's Nujum as being a loggia (maq'ad), sleeping 
quarters (mabit), and a flight of stairs. 

62 For the range of possible origins for the use of this term, see Behrens-Abouseif, 
"Citadel of Cairo," 61. 

63 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 262. 
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Fig. 28: The Platform adjacent to the :ja~n of the mosque of Mul_iammad 'Ali 

allel to the external wall of Mul;lammad 'Ali's mosque, and is joined 
to the first hall by another vaulted passage. The function of these 
halls is very difficult to discern, but they could have been used as 
depots. Their disposition, under and parallel to the wall of the 
mosque, makes it almost certain that they were built, or at least 
rearranged, at the same time as the mosque. 

The huge trapezoidal hall under the platform is composed of eight 
rows of square stone pillars on its long side-each pillar measuring 
around 1.75 meters to the side-and six rows on its short side. It is 
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covered with forty vaults, most of which are squares of a little more 
than 5 meters to the side, except for the row next to the tilted side of 
the trapezoid whose vaults vary in size depending on where they are 
located. Thirty-six of these vaults remain standing. The rest are in 
various stages of ruin, a condition that presents a glimpse of their 
construction material (burned brick) and method. The two front rows 
are all groin vaults; the back ones are barrel vaults (pl. 21). The hall's 
external 65-meter-long fa\'.ade opens onto the maydan with eight 
arched windows (the first six original, the last two rebuilt). The first 
two windows from the northern end are framed by two huge project­
ing arches of stone that run down along the Citadel wall to the ground 
level some 20 meters below. This badly damaged hall is different in 
construction from, and earlier in date than, the northern halls. 

The floor under the first two vaults on the third lateral row slopes 
down, but the slope is covered with rubble and debris which makes it 
impossible to verify whether there is a ramp or steps underneath lead­
ing to a ruined lower level. At the end of the slope is a door on the 
south which opens into a lower hall underneath the upper hall (pl. 
22). Another door on the north probably opened into another space, 
but it is blocked with masonry. The two doors on the two sides of the 
slope indicate that the descent was planned from the beginning. The 
lower hall in the south, measuring approximately 50 by 30 meters, is 
made up of eleven vaults, each measuring 5 by 5 meters on average 
(see fig. 11). Nine of them are groin vaults, and two are barrel vaults 
(pl. 23). The lower hall is not as wide as the upper one, but it runs the 
entire distance from the slope to a point below the end of the upper 
hall. The lower hall has six windows (four original and two restored) 
corresponding to the upper hall's windows and opening onto the 
maydan below, but they are rectangular rather than arched and some­
what smaller. 

The recently rebuilt southern area at the end of the lower hall, 
whose pillars continue to the level of the upper hall's ceiling, stands 
where the Description's Sab' I:Iadarat once stood. When the BAO 
rebuilt the outer wall of the hall, it followed the alignment of the 
extant pillars and blocked off the section of the fa\'.ade overlooking 
the maydan by constructing a solid masonry wall pierced with win­
dows. This reconstruction was not based on the original layout of the 
area, which is known through representations from the end of the 
eighteenth century. The French map shows the Sab' I:Iadarat as a 
staircase in the shape of a reversed S inscribed in a square at the 
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upper level. From the side of the square facing the outside, another 
stairs runs in a straight line down to the maydan. This means that the 
fa~ade of the Sab' I:Iadarat was open to the outside. In fact, the mid­
nineteenth-century print published by Ebers shows the fa~ade at that 
point to have been composed of a high arched opening inscribed in a 
rectangular frame that projects from the rest of the wall. 

The Sab' I:Iadarat must have been the staircase al-Na~ir MuQam­
mad had built next to the inner palaces to reach the stables and the 
maydan from the Qa~r al-Ablaq since no one after him is reported to 
have demolished it, but there is no trace of it today, and no source 
records its destruction. It must have been tom down sometime 
between the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the French 
map was drawn, and the middle of the century, when early pho­
tographs (the first known dates to the 1850s), show the area in ruins. 
MuQammad 'Ali must have razed the Sab' I:Iadarat when he fortified 
that part of the Citadel, and tried to isolate it from the ground, or sta­
ble, level, to which the staircase originally led. He seems not to have 
had any plans for reconstructing the area once access from it was 
blocked, for all the old photographs, from J. A. Lorent's picture taken 
before 1860 to photographs taken as recently as the 1940s, show the 
debris of the Sab' I:Iadarat left untouched amid the new buildings of 
MuQammad 'Ali-the Bijou Palace, the mosque, and the two terraces 
flanking it-rising along the western fa\:ade of the Citadel. 

It is clear from architectural details that parts of the upper vaulted 
hall were rebuilt, and possibly replanned, by MuQammad 'Ali. The 
whole northern section under his mosque, which includes the three 
large barrel-vaulted halls, is contemporary to the mosque because the 
halls are aligned with its exterior walls. The steps that lead down 
from the bottom of the spiral stone staircase to the upper hall level 
date from MuQammad 'Ali's time as well; so do the corridor adjacent 
to the steps and the wall that forms the acute angle of the trapezoidal 
plan, as evidenced by the alignment of the whole vestibule with 
MuQammad 'Ali's mosque and by the rococo profile of the wall 
moldings. Many vaults were crudely enclosed at some later time by 
building walls of rough limestone and cement mortar (both modern 
materials) between their supports so they could function as separate 
rooms. This may have been the work of the British Occupation forces 
stationed at the Citadel in the early twentieth century. 

The halls themselves, however, belong to an earlier period. As sug­
gested earlier, they are probably the two lower levels of the Qa~r al-
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Ablaq of al-Na~ir Mul:tammad as their vaulting methods and the sizes 
of stone used are characteristically Mamluk. Textual support for this 
assertion comes mainly from Maillet, who speaks of a vaulted hall 
with massive square pillars that supported another hall with many 
windows overlooking the city.64 Other European travelers who saw 
the palace, known to them as the Maison de Joseph, all comment on 
the commanding view from its windows and its majestic and monu­
mental appearance. They all also report that the palace was used dur­
ing the Ottoman period as the place where the kiswa for the Ka'ba 
was woven. This remark offers another clue to support the proposed 
location of the Qa~r al-Ablaq, since Egyptian Ottoman sources also 
tell us that the palace had become the workshop for the kiswa. 

Mamluk texts mention a number of palaces in the Citadel as hav­
ing qa'as built above vaulted halls; they served various functions. 
The house of al-Malik al-Sa'id, the son of Baybars, in the northern 
enclosure was erected on sixteen vaults ('uqud) to fill in a large 
depression (jura). The vaults constituted the basement of the house 
which was used as a cistern.65 The Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya was raised 
above a basement ( qabu), though our sources do not specify whether 
it was vaulted or not. This basement communicated with the royal 
stables through a secret gate.66 A short, vaulted passage on the north­
ern side of the I:Iarraqa penetrates into the mass of the Burj al-Rafraf, 
but is blocked by debris. It may have been the gate to the staircase 
that descended from the basement of the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya to the 
stables. Its direction and location correspond to the site proposed for 
the qa'a. 

Similarly, the qa'as, (or qu~ur as they are called in all Mamluk 
sources) of the Qa~r al-Ablaq may have been arranged on top of the 
upper vaulted hall in the way described by 'Umari and Maqrizi. The 
vaulted hall is large enough to have accommodated four qa'as lined 
up side by side parallel to the wall of the Citadel. The mosque of 
Mul:tammad 'Ali must have been built on top of part of the original 

64 Quoted in ibid., 2: 260-61. 
65 Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh al-{,ahir, 341; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujiim, 7: 190, does not 

specify what the basement was used for, although his report seems to have been 
copied from Ibn Shaddad. 

66 lbn al-Furat, Tarikh, 9, 1: 169, 190, and lbn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 477, report a 
story that shows that the basement of al-Ashrafiyya opened into the stables; lbn Iyas, 
Bada'i', 1, 2: 424-25, reports the same story but does not use the word qabii to des­
ignate the lower level under the qa'a. 
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hall, because the whole section of the trapezoidal plan adjacent to the 
mosque appears to be of a later construction and because the spiral 
stone staircase, which is now inserted in the outer wall of the 
mosque's $a/Jn, stylistically belongs to the Mamluk period. The ter­
race, or triangular balcony north of the upper hall, is probably the 
truncated remnant of the maq'ad (the word is usually translated as 
loggia, but in the Mamluk context it is a particular type of loggia with 
an arcaded opening), according to one historian, or the kharjii accord­
ing to another, built by Sultan al-Ashraf Sha'ban (1363-77), the 
grandson of al-Na~ir Mu}J.ammad.67 Casanova argues that kharjii sig­
nifies here a projection or balcony (rather than a vestibule, its usual 
meaning), which would reconcile the various reports.68 This inter­
pretation of the structure's form fits lbn lyas's account that the 
kharjii, which overlooks Rumayla Square is the place where the 
sa}Jiiba (lit. cloud, but it here appears to have been the name of a spe­
cial tent) was usually pitched for processions at night.69 

The orientation of the halls and consequently the reconstructed 
qu$-Ur on top of them fit the chroniclers' remarks that the view from 
each qa$r in the palace encompassed the whole city and extended 
toward the Nile and Pyramids beyond it. This is clear from a six­
teenth-century Ottoman map of Cairo, reproduced in Piri Reis's 
Kitiib-i Ba}Jriye which he presented to Sultan Siileyman the 
Magnificent in 1526.70 It depicts the Citadel of Cairo as divided into 
two enclosures: a high one with towers, which is undoubtedly the 
northern enclosure, and a low southern one. The wall of the southern 
enclosure overlooking the city has a single structure on its right cor­
ner labeled Yusuf Kushk, shown as being above the wall with its three 
windows corresponding to the three windows of the enclosure's wall 
below (fig. 29). This is certainly a representation of the qu$-Ur of the 
Qa~r al-Ablaq above the lower hall. The Qa~r al-Ablaq became 

67 Qalqashandi, Sub!J, 3: 370, calls it a maq'ad; Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', l, 2: 183, calls 
it a kharjii. 

68 Casanova, "Histoire," 677. 
69 Ibn Iyiis, Badii'i', l, 2: 183. 
70 The map is reproduced differently in the various manuscripts of Piri Reis's 

Kitiib-i Bal;riye. Two manuscripts have what seems to be the original depiction 
which has the Citadel with its two enclosures. The first is in the Istanbul University 
Library, T. 6605, fol. 202a, dated to the year 962 A.H. (1554). The second is in the 
Walter Art Gallery, W. 658, fol. 305 a, entitled Portulan-i Kebir-i Seyyid 'Alf 
Kapudan. I am grateful to my colleague Iffet Orbay for drawing my attention to the 
Kitiib-i Bal;riye and for providing me with copies of the map. 
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Fig. 29: The Map of Cairo of Piri Reis's Kitab-i Baf_lriye 

known as the Kushuk Yusuf (the Arabic version of Yusuf Kushk) in 
Ottoman Egyptian texts.71 This is probably the origin of the name 
Maison de Joseph, given by the French savants to the same structure. 

71 Mu~tafa Ibrahim, Waqa'i' Mi:jr al-Qahira Bayn 1100 wa 1150, 122; AJ:imad 
Chalabi al-I:Ianafi al-Mi~ri, Aw</,af_l al-lsharat ft man Tawala Mi$r al-Qahira min-1-
Wuzara' wa-1-Bashat, 213. Kushk is the Persian equivalent of the Arabic qa:jr and 
was applied to the Qa~r al-Ablaq in the Ottoman period; see Howard Crane, Risale­
i Mi'mariyye: An Early Seventeenth Century Ottoman Treatise on Architecture 
(Leiden, 1987), 86. 
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The Concept of Qm;r in the Ba/:lrl Period 

Further evidence to support this reconstruction of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 
can be assembled from reviewing other Bal:rri Mamluk palaces in the 
city of Cairo. Four-the palaces of Alin Aq (1293), Bashtak 
(1334-39), Qaw~iin (1337), and Taz (1352)-still stand, though in 
various stages of decay. 72 The names ref er to their original owners, 
all Bal:rri amirs, but the palaces were occupied by a succession of 
amirs throughout the Mamluk and Ottoman periods. They were all 
also renovated and added to several times but their cores are for the 
most part original and exhibit the same arrangement: vaulted halls on 
the ground floor and corresponding ones on the first floor above. The 
palace of Qaw~iin has a four-iwan qii'a; Alin Aq's and Bashtak's 
have two-iwan qii'as; Taz's no longer exists, but the plan of the 
ground-floor hall suggests a two-iwan qii'a above. 

On the plans of all four palaces (published in Palais et maisons du 
Caire and in the articles by Garcin and Revault in the same volume), 
the vaulted halls on the ground level are labeled i$fabl and on the 
upper-level qa$r.73 Both scholars use i$fabl with caution to designate 
the lower halls.74 Qa$r is distinctly used in Maqrizi's Khitat to des­
ignate an important hall in three of the four remaining palaces, but 
both scholars note that in other Mamluk palaces it is usually called 
qii'a.75 Jean-Claude Garcin suggests that the difference between a 
qii'a and a qa$r might be that qii'a is a generic term for hall; qa$r is 

72 Laila Ibrahim, "Residential Architecture in Mamluk Cairo," 55 and no. 40. 
A fifth BaJ:tri palace, that of Manjak al-Yiisufi (d. 1375), was still standing until the 
beginning of the twentieth century; it appears in a photograph taken in the second 
decade of the twentieth century and published by Gaston Migeon, Le Caire, le Nil et 
Memphis (Paris, 1928), pl. 13. The entrance to the stables of the palace and a beau­
tiful flat dome above it with Manjak's titles inscribed around it still stand there 
today. 

73 Jacques Revault et al., Palais et maisons du Caire, l' epoque mamelouke (Paris, 
1982), 49-74, 180-87, pls. 4-5 (Qaw~iin), pls. 12-13 (Alin Aq), pls. 17-19 
(Bashtiik), pl. 58 (Taz). 

74 All plans are labeled "i:i(abl" with a question mark. Garcin, "Habitat," 185, 
identifies the lower hall in the palace of Bashtiik as either an i$fabl or a hall for 
guards. He also notes (p. 182) that the notion that i$fabl sometimes designates both 
the stables in an amir's palace and the total structure, as in the case of the palace of 
Qaw~iin, is incorrect. It is specific to that palace because the stables existed before 
the palace and gave their name to the complex. 

75 Maqrizi, Khitaf, 2: 70 (Qa~r Bashtiik), 72 (l~~abl Qaw~iin), 73 (Dar Tiiz). 
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the most important hall on the second level of the palace reserved for 
the amir and his retinue. 76 He sees the choice of this particular term 
to designate the halls of the amirs as an intentional reference to the 
royal paradigm in the Citadel, the Qa~r al-Ablaq. He does not say, 
however, why the word does not appear among the terms used for 
amirial palaces constructed in the Burji period.77 

Of the four palaces, that of Alin Aq is the best documented. It is 
described in three waqf documents dating from various times in the 
Mamluk and Ottoman period which offer us the possibility of deter­
mining the actual Mamluk names for the spaces in a Bal:ID palace and 
tracing the changes in that terminology over time. The three waqfs 
were drafted on the three occasions when the palace was incorporat­
ed in an endowed architectural complex. The first one is in the col­
lection of waqfs of Sultan Barsbay dated between 827 and 841 A.H. 

(1423-37).78 In it, the palace is referred to as a qa$r, and the first­
floor hall as a qa$r and a man?-ara connected to a set of dependencies 
that include sleeping units (takhayin) and drain pipes (ma<iizil).79 The 
ground-level hall is not named but we are told that it contains ser­
vices (mariifiq) and storehouses (ma<iizil and buyutiit).80 

The second waqf, that of Amir Khayir Bak, is dated 927 A.H. 

(1521). It describes the palace after it had been joined to the new 
madrasa and mausoleum built by Khayir Bak around the same time. 
In it, the whole structure is called a qa$r, the lower-level space a 
vaulted qii<a ( qii<a musaqqafa <aqdiin) and the upper-level space 
again a qa$r. The waqf identifies the qa$r as an old construction, and 

76 Garcin, "Habitat," 183, basing himself on Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 72, who uses 
qm;r for the amir's private hall in the I~tabl Qaw~fm, which was apparently the high­
est part of the complex. Zakarya, Palais, 143, gives a similar definition of qa[ir based 
on two fifteenth-century waqfs. 

77 Garcin, "Habitat," 205, only records the use of the phrase "the place known in 
the past as qa[ir" in the w aqf of Bars bay. 

78 Waqf of Sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay, 106-7, lines 2-6; see also Mul).ammad 
}:Iussam al-Din Isma'il 'Abd-al-Fattal)., "Arba' Buyiit Mamliikiyya min al-Watha'iq 
al-'Uthmaniyya," Anna/es lslamologiques 24 (1988): 78-79. 

79 A man;ara is an upper-floor qa'a with a view to the outside; Goitein, 
Daily Life, 76; Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 117; for takhayin, ibid., 25, for ma'azil, 
110. 

80 Buyutat is a generic term for household stores, which include the fishtakhana 
(washbasin room), the ~awa'ijkhana (pantry), and the firashkhana (tent room), 
Qalqashandi, Subb, 4: 10--11; marafiq are the dependencies such as the toilet and the 
bathroom; ma'azil are the pipes, see Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 103 and 110. 
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describes it as having a durqii'a and two iwans: a large one with two 
sleeping spaces (mabitiit) and a small one with one sleeping space 
(mabit), and dependencies (khizana, or closet, and the more usual 
manafi' and marafiq). 81 By the time of the last w aqf, that of the Amir 
Ibrahim Agha Mustal).fizan, dated 1062 A.H. (1652), the palace had 
become ascribed to Khayir Bak, and the lower-level hall is called a 
"sitting qa'a" ( qii'at ju/us). The whole structure is still called a qa:;r, 
and the upper-level hall also a qa:;r, with no further elaboration.82 

In none of the three waqfs is the word i:;tabl used to identify the 
lower-level hall. In the first two waqfs, those of Barsbay and Khayir 
Bak, the i:;tabl of the palace is separate from the qa:;r; the space 
under the qa:;r, referred to as an i:;tabl in studies of other Mamluk 
palaces which have similar arrangements, is a hall that included a set 
of services. The word qa:;r is repeatedly used in all three documents 
to designate both the upper-level hall and the whole palace. But qa:;r 
was not the word generally used to indicate a residence in the 
Mamluk period; the more common term was diir. Of the fifty-seven 
important residences in Cairo listed by Maqrizi, only five belonging 
to the time of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad-the palaces of Baktimur, 
Bashtak, Yalbugha, Altunbugha, and Tatar al-f.lijaziyya, a daughter 
of al-Na~ir-are referred to as qa:;r; fifty-one are called diir. 83 

Maqrizi's report provides further important data. Although he was 
writing in the early fifteenth century, or the middle of the Burji peri­
od, his data are mainly relevant to the study of Bal).ri palaces and do 
not apply to residences of his own time. Of the fifty-seven residences 
listed, six are Fatimid, one is Ayyubid, forty-three are Bal).ri Mamluk, 
and only seven are ascribed to people who lived in the Burji period. 
Of these seven residences, only four are explicitly said to have been 
built after 1382, the beginning of the Burji period. Only seven out of 
forty-three residences attributed to the Bal).ri period were owned by 
high administrators in the state; thirty-six were owned by amirs and 
members of the royal Qalawunid family. The same is not true for the 
smaller sample of Burji residences: six were owned by high adminis-

81 Awqiif 292/44, waqf of Amir Khayir Bak, dated 8 Muharram 927 (1521), 
9-10; 'Abd-al-FattaQ, "Arba' Buyiit Mamliikiyya," 82-83. 

82 Awqiif 952, waqf of Amir Ibrahim Agha MustaQfizan, dated 10 Safar 1062 
(1652), 117-118; 'Abd-al-FattaJ:i, "Arba' Buyiit Mamliikiyya," 86-87. 

83 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 68-72; Laila Ibrahim, "Mamluk Monuments of Cairo," 
Quaderni dell'Jnstituto Italiano di Cultura per la R. A. E. (Cairo, 1976): 9-29, men­
tions only four. 
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trators, and only one was owned by an amir from the early Burji peri­
od, Bahadur al-Muqaddam. Maqrizi's sample then mainly represents 
Bal)ri amirial and royal residences. 84 

The exact meaning of qa$r as it is used in Mamluk sources is yet 
to be determined; in fact, the whole question of Mamluk terminology 
for palatial and residential architecture has still to be comprehensive­
ly analyzed.85 Laila Ibrahim, after reviewing the etymology of qa$r 
in Islamic Egypt up to the Mamluk period, suggests that it may have 
been a descriptive term signifying "a high rectangular construc­
tion."86 S. D. Goitein, who depends on examples belonging to the 
Ayyubid and very early Mamluk period, identifies qa$r by its salient 
feature, which "seems to have been its total or partial isolation which 
required walls stronger than those common to regular rooms."87 In 
their dictionary of Mamluk terms, Laila Ibrahim and Mu}Jammad 
Mu}Jammad Amin offer a definition similar to Goitein's, but add that 
a qa$r is a qa'a with its own entrance which may be reserved for the 
harem of the amir or for the amir himself; the same definition is given 
by Mona Zakarya.88 A few additional suggestions can be made based 
on the term qa$r as it appears in the primary sources and in waqfs that 
can help elucidate the concept of a Ba}Jri palace, including the royal 
Qa~r al-Ablaq. 

The waqf of Sultan Barsbay provides what may be the most exten­
sive range of applications of qa$r available in any single document. 89 
In its list of amirial palaces in Cairo that Barsbay had managed to 
appropriate and to include in his endowment, five halls in five differ­
ent residences, aside from the qa$r of Alin Aq, are called qa$r and 
their features described. In the palace of Amir Salar, the qa$r is a 
large riwaq (i.e., a generic living unit in the upper-level of a resi-

84 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 74. 
85 Studies such as Revault et al., Palais et maisons du Caire; Zakarya, Palais; 

Amin and Ibrahim, Terms; 'Abd al-Latif Ibrahim, "al-Watha'iq fi Khidmat al­
Athar," in al-Mii'tamar al-Thiinl li-1-Athiir ft al-Bi/ad al-'Arabiyya (Cairo, 1958), 
205-88; Shemuel Tamari, Kaah: iyun leksiko-arkhitektoni (Tel-Aviv, 1980 or 1981), 
have greatly improved our knowledge ofMarnluk architectural terminology and cor­
rected many anachronistic definitions. 

86 Laila Ibrahim, "Mamluk Monuments of Cairo," 18-19. 
87 Goitein, Daily Life, 76, and no. 163. 
88 Amin and Ibrahim, Terms, 90; Zakarya, Palais, 143. 
89 The abbreviated text of the waqf has been published and annotated; Ai).mad 

Darrag, L' acte de waqf de Barsbay (Cairo, 1963), but the one used here is the com­
plete text of awqaf 880. 
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dence)90 composed of two opposing iwans and a durqii'a in the mid­
dle with its services.91 Qafir is also a riwiiq in the palace of Amir 
Baysari, but no description of its plan is given other than that it has 
ma'iizil and maniifi' (probably the requirements of a living space).92 

In the residence of Amir Mughula!iiy, the qafir is also a riwiiq with 
takhayin and ma'iizil and a tibiiq in addition to a kitchen and other 
dependencies.93 In the palace of Amir Siidiin Ba'jad, who is other­
wise unknown, the qafir is a raised qii'a ( qii'a mu'allaqa) that has four 
iwans arranged in a cross plan with four columns to support the 
durqii'a' s roof, and a list of unspecified dependencies.94 

It is evident from these uses of the term in the waqf of Barsbiiy that 
qafir did not denote a specific architectural structure, but a place that 
had a few common characteristics. First, most descriptions use it to 
designate a component in a structure, not the structure itself; those of 
Alin Aq and Salar use it for both. Second, it appears to have fallen 
out of use in the Burji Mamluk period: many descriptions in 
Barsbiiy's waqf refer to "the place known in the past as a qafir" 
(yu'rafu qadimiin bi-1-qafir ). In all the descriptions, qafir is equated 
with either a riwiiq or a raised qii'a, so that readers of the period 
would know what it meant since the word itself was apparently no 
longer used. The locations of all the qufiilr, combined with their 
explanation in terms of riwaq and raised qa'a, show that they were 
always placed on an upper level. Third, and most important, all the 
halls named qafir belonged in the palaces of Balµi amirs. 

Of these amirs, Alin Aq was a khiif!f!akl of al-Ashraf Khalil. He 
was involved in the assassination of his master and is listed among 
those executed in 1293.95 Baysari was a great amir and a khushdiish 
of al-Ziihir Baybars. He died in prison during the reign of al-Man~iir 

90 Riwaq, like qatfr, acquired a specific meaning in the Mamluk period; see 
Ibrahim 'Ali, "Wathiqat Qaraquja," 231-32, no. 41; Zakarya, Palais, 146; Amin and 
Ibrahim, Terms, 57-58; A. Dessus-Lamare, "Etude sur Rawq, Riwaq, et Ruwaq et 
leurs equivalents termes de construction," Journal Asiatique 238 (1950): 335-60; 
Nasser Rabbat, "Riwiik,", EI2, 7: 544--45. 

9I Waqf of Sultan Barsbay, 62, 1. 9-10. 
92 Ibid., 77, 1. 8-9. 
93 Ibid., 113, 1. 7-8. 
94 Ibid., 122, 1. 7-8. A raised qa'a (qa'a mu'allaqa) is a qa'a on the second floor. 

A raised qd'a and a riwaq denote basically the same space in terms of location: both 
are halls built above some ground-floor space. 

95 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 112-13, lists him among the khd$$akiyya of Khalil. The 
name is written A 'naq al-f.Iusami, which is obviously a corruption of the name Alin 
Aq. For his execution, see Niiwayri, Nihdya, 29, fol. 77; Maqrizi, Sulitk, 1: 795. 
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Lajin in 1298.96 Salar was the vicegerent during the second reign of 
al-Na~ir MuQammad, and died in prison in 1310.97 Mughulatay was 
briefly the vizier of al-Na~ir MuQammad at the beginning of his third 
reign, and had a long career that lasted well after the death of al-Na~ir 
in 1341.98 Siidiin Ba'jad is the only unknown amir mentioned in the 
waqf. Other palaces listed in the same waqf which belonged to high­
ranking administrators from the BaQri period (such as the dar of al­
'Imadi ibn al-Mushrif) or those that definitely belong to the Burji 
period (such as the huge residence near Suwayqat Mun'im) did not 
have a qa(fr. 

In the BaQri period, then, a qa:jr was an upper-level unit in an 
amir's palace, which rested on a hall below it whose plan it reflected 
and which was in most cases vaulted. This is a specific and period­
bound use of the term, however. Before and after the BaQri period, 
the word qa(fr always denoted a fortified palace of a king or a gover­
nor, a meaning that remained in use during the whole Mamluk peri­
od.99 The Qa~r al-Ablaq, Maqrizi's four palaces, and the palaces of 
Salar and Alin Aq were all qu:jur. The new meaning was derived 
from the old, generic one, but applied to a particular context. 

The confusion between this new restricted meaning of the word 
qa(fr in BaQri Mamluk Egypt and the old common one caused prob­
lems in the documents of the period. Using qa(fr in its general mean­
ing to designate a whole structure seems to have been arbitrary; 
Maqrizi in his Khifat alternates between dar and qa(fr when he speaks 
about several structures, 100 and other chronicles call some of the 
same palaces that Maqrizi calls qa:v either bayt (house) or dar. 101 

The only exceptions to this imprecise usage are, of course, references 
to the Qa~r al-Ablaq itself, which is always called qa:jr, and whose 
units are invariably referred to as qu:jur as well. 

In the Burji period, it appears that the narrow BaQri usage was 

96 Ibn Shaddad, Tiirfkh al-?-iihir, 290; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 69-70. 
97 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 88-89. 
98 Idem, Khifaf, 2: 392-93. 
99 Laila Ibrahim, "Mamluk Monuments of Cairo," 18-19; Ghalib, Mawsu'at, 

315-16. 
100 Namely the i:ffabl of Qaw~iin, the diir of Taz, and the diir of ~arghatmish, see 

Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 72, 73, 74. Maqrizi's use of the word qa:fr is coupled with i:ffabl, 
as if he implies that the diir of an amir has two separate units: a qa:fr and an i:ffabl. 

101 Shuja'i, Tiirikh al-Nii:fir, 25, calls Yalbugha's residence bayt and i:ffabl; 68, 
he calls Bashtak's residence diir; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 188, calls the diir of 
Tashtimur qa:fr. 
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dropped, but the word retained its more general palatial connotation. 
The upper-level hall in a Burji amir's palace lost the semantic dis­
tinction that an amirial Balµi equivalent had. Like non-amirial resi­
dences throughout the Mamluk period and after, it was called either 
a raised qa'a or a riwaq. 102 The word qa:jr was used in its restricted 
meaning only to refer to amirial Balµ"i halls that were still function­
ing in the Burji period. 103 The lack of distinction between amirial and 
non-amirial structures of the Burji period, as opposed to those of the 
Balµi period, was noted by contemporaries and even scorned by 
observers. The Ottoman Sultan Selim I was said to have reacted to 
the Mamluk structures he saw with the remark that the mosque of 
Sultan I:Iasan was a magnificent fortress (/:lisar), and the madrasa of 
Qan~uh al-Ghuri (1509) was a merchant's qa'a (qa'at tajir), lacking 
in majesty .104 

A qa:jr as an architectural unit in a Balµ"i palace did not have a 
fixed number of iwans around its durqa'a (there are examples of 
qu:jur with two iwans or four). Each iwan could have a number of 
sleeping spaces (mabltat, also called khaza,in nawmiyya) in alcoves 
or recesses along its sides. The lower-level space under the qa:jr is 
usually a qa'a (Alin Aq, Baysari, Mughulatay), sometimes a vaulted 
qa'a (Alin Aq in Khayir Bak's waqf), and sometimes undefined 
(Salar, Sudun Ba'jad). 

The definition of a qa:jr from the Balµ"i period as an amirial hall 
that rises above a lower level perfectly fits the Qa~r al-Ablaq. The 
four halls of the Qa~r al-Ablaq are qu:jur par excellence: they are 

102 Awqiif 887q, waqf of Sultan Qaytbay, several dates, first 5 Rabi II 877 and 
last 15 Dhu'l-Hijja 895 (1490), 47-48, and 260-61. The upper-level halls are called 
riwaq in two residences attributed to him; the latter is in fact said to have been built 
by him and called the Dar al-Kubra (Grand House). Other examples from the Burji 
period are collected in Ibrahim 'Ali, "Wathiqat Qaraquja," 231-32, no. 41. 

103 Zakarya, Palais, 49-81, describes the palace of Jiinim al-Sharifi mentioned in 
a waqf of Sultan Qaytbay dated 1481. A space in its upper-level is called qafir, which 
has a durqti'a of the type called Iraqi and two mabittit, one large and one small. This 
may be an exception to the use of qa[fr. On pp. 80-81, Zakarya notes, however, that 
the palace has been renovated many times, and that it was ascribed to a certain 
Baybars al-Tawil, who lived in it in the past (qadiman). She does not identify 
Baybars, and I could not identify him from the sources available to me. The initial 
palace could have been built in the Balµi period since the area in which it is located, 
Suwayqat al-'Izzi, was first zoned by 'Izz al-Din Aybak al-'Izzi who was one of the 
amirs of al-Ashraf Khalil (Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 107). 

104 MuJ:iammad 'Abd al-Mu'ti al-IsJ:iaqi al-Muniifi, Akhbtir al-Uwal ft man 
Ta[farraf fi Mi[fr min Arbtib al-Duwal (Cairo, 1890), 140. 
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more than amirial structures, they are royal ones, and they rise not 
only above one lower level but above two (and perhaps three if the 
blocked lower windows on the fa\:ade have another hall behind 
them). These lower halls were not part of the royal stables, for it is 
clearly stated in the sources that the Qa~r al-Ablaq's qu$ilr "over­
look" (taffilu <a/a) the royal stables, which means that they had to be 
separate and at some distance. 105 The lower halls were most proba­
bly billets for the royal mamluks in service and royal storehouses (al­
buyut al-sulfaniyya) just like the lower halls in amirial palaces 
described in waqfs. Several references in the sources indicate that the 
buttery (sharabkhdna) and the saddlery (rikabkhana) were near the 
stables and overlooked the gate that led from the maydan to the 
palaces, which would place them in these lower halls. 106 

This understanding of the word qa$r clarifies the terminology used 
by Mamluk chroniclers for the southern enclosure's palaces and 
shows that they expressed a precise distinction between the various 
components of the royal complex by their choice of terms. The main 
palace unit and the inner halls of the Qa~r al-Ablaq are invariably 
called qu$ilr in the sources; the halls of the harem which were con­
nected to them are called adurr (a rarely used plural of dar ), and their 
units are qa<as, probably because they were not built above lower 
halls. This also explains why other halls built in the Citadel during 
the Ayyubid and Bal)ri Mamluk periods before the word qa$r fell into 
disuse were consistently called qa<as. The Qa'at al-'Awamid (proba­
bly Ayyubid), the Qa'at al-Salil).iyya (of al-Salil). Najm al-Din Ayyub, 
built in 1245), the Qa'at al-Duhaysha (ascribed to al-Salil). Isma'il the 
son of al-Na~ir, built in 1345), and the Qa'at al-Baysariyya (built by 
Sultan I:Iasan the son of al-Na~ir in 1370) were all royal halls with a 
qa<a plan, like the qu$ilr of the Qa~r al-Ablaq. They do not appear to 
have been built on top of lower halls, and thus they were never iden­
tified as qu$ilr. The only exception is the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, which 
Maqrizi calls a qa$r, probably because it had a hall underneath, 
called a basement ( qabU) in the sources, which opened onto the 
stables level. 

105 'Umari, Masalik, 142; Maqrizi, Khirar. 2: 210; Qalqashandi, Subb, 3: 371. 
106 Ibn al-Furat, Tarikh, 9, 1: 169, reports an event that shows that the buttery 

overlooked the gate of the maydan and that the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya and the Qa~r al­
Ablaq both opened into the stables underneath; Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 3: 682, has a short 
version of the same report. '.i;".ahiri, Zubda, 124, says that the saddlery is attached to 
the royal stables. 
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Why use qa$r, a word loaded with meaning, rather than a more 
neutral term, to designate what seems to have been only a variation 
on a prevalent architectural type: a riwaq and its dependencies over 
one or more lower halls? The most obvious answer, and the one 
Garcin and Revault allude to, is that the Qa~r al-Ablaq provided the 
royal model for contemporary and later Bal)ri palaces, which copied 
both the form and the term qa$r. Revault and Garcin did not differ­
entiate in their discussion between the broad and specific denotations 
of the word qa$r, and thus they did not notice the contradiction inher­
ent in explaining the adoption of a word from a general royal usage 
to an architecturally particular one. Furthermore, their explanation is 
based on the conjecture that high culture trickles down to low culture, 
that is, that influence moves downward from royal paradigms to ordi­
nary urban examples. This assumes that the arrangement used in the 
Qa~r al-Ablaq was new to Mamluk Cairo, that it was either invented 
or imported for that purpose, then transmitted to the amirial palaces, 
and then absorbed into the local architectural repertoire. But the his­
tory of residential architecture in Cairo does not support this hypoth­
esis. Upper-level halls with a qa'a plan had been common there 
before the Mamluk period, and Bal_rri palaces older than the Qa~r al­
Ablaq-the palaces of Alin Aq, Baysari, Salar, and Biktash Amir 
SilftQ, in addition to the royal Qa'a/Qa~r al-Ashrafiyya at the Cita­
del-all had qa~r units. These qu~ur may have furnished the model 
for the Qa~r al-Ablaq itself rather than the other way round. 

The word qa$r was used precisely to convey an impression of mon­
umentality, both in its memorial and formal connotations.107 Since a 
qa$r normally meant the palace of a sultan or an amir, applying the 
term to the hall of honor in the palace where the sultan or the amir sat 
was an appropriate concentration of the meaning in a place that lends 
the entire structure its memorial value. This explains why a riwaq in 
an amirial BaJ:iri palace can be called a qa$r, but a riwaq in the palace 
of an administrator or a merchant is always just a riwaq. That dis­
tinction does not, however, fully account for the disappearance of the 
term from the vocabulary of Burji palatial architecture, when amirial 
palaces were still being built with an upper riwaq and a lower hall. 

The second connotation of monumentality, massiveness or magni-

107 The concept of monumentality as embodying a memorial function and an aes­
thetic of magnitude is discussed in Fram;oise Choay, "Alberti, the Invention of 
Monumentality and Memory," Harvard Architectural Review 4 (Spring 1984): 
99-105. 
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tude, is what distinguished amirial Balµi halls from Burji ones and 
made them deserving of the designation qa$r. Extant amirial Balµi 
halls are larger and higher than later Burji (of which an even smaller 
number exist) or Ottoman ones.108 Moreover, Balµi qu$ur were not 
only already loftier (the word Humphreys prefers when describing 
the monumentality of Mamluk architecture in general), 109 than Burji 
ones, but they seem to have been positioned to make them appear 
loftier yet. The qusur of Alin Aq and Bashtak overlooked the street 
so that their mass and their height would impress the passersby .110 

The palaces of Qaw~fm and Taz may originally have had the same 
disposition, but this is difficult to verify today since their plans have 
since been modified and the street configurations around them have 
been altered several times. 111 In some cases, achieving a monumen­
tal effect on a street side was apparently the most significant consid­
eration in arranging the layout of a qa$r, even when it resulted in the 
loss of the view onto some picturesque scenery. Maqrizi says, for 
example, that when in 1346 Sultan al-Kamil Sha'ban, the son of al­
Na~ir MuQ.ammad, ordered a qa$r constructed next to the d<ir that 
bordered the Birkat al-Fil, he specified that it should overlook the 
street rather than the pond. 112 Clearly, impressing the people in the 
street was more important to him than having a view of the pond. 

The arrangement of architectural elements in amirial palaces 
appears to have changed in the Burji period. Closed upper-level halls 
lost their prominence as the place of honor, and were replaced by the 

108 Laila Ibrahim, "Residential Architecture in Mamluk Cairo," 55; Uzine, 
"salles nobles des palais mameloukes," 128-30, gives the plan dimensions of the 
extant Balµi qa'as. Many of his remarks have been disproved, but his measurements 
show that there is a decrease in the average size of a qa'a from the Balµi to the Burji 
period. 

109 R. Stephen Humphreys, "The Expressive Intent of the Mamluk Architecture 
in Cairo: A Preliminary Essay," Studia lslamica 35 (1972): 98. 

110 Shuja'i, Tarikh al-Nti$ir, 68; Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 70, and Suluk, 2: 501, notes 
that the view from the palace of Bashtak encompasses the whole city of Cairo. He 
uses almost the same language to describe the view from the Qai?r al-Ablaq. 

111 Garcin, "Habitat," 187, notes the fundamental difference between the three 
Balµi palaces and that of 'f az in terms of their organization in relation to the open 
court. In 'faz's palace, the courtyard appears to have been the central space onto 
which the other components of the palace opened, just like the later Burji palaces. 
Thus, the palace of 'faz, which is later than the three other palaces, might have been 
a transitional model between the period of al-Nii1?ir Mui).ammad and the Burji 
period. 

112 Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 2: 687, the qa$r was bestowed on al-Kami! Sha'ban's favorite 
amir Arghiin al-Kamili. 
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maq<ad, or open loggia, with several arches that overlooked the 
courtyard. This in tum restored the courtyard to its central position, 
as shown in the plans of the few remaining palaces from the time of 
Qiiytbiiy. 113 The palace was given an introverted composition where 
halls and rooms were arranged around, and opened onto, its court­
yard. They could hardly have been seen from the street, and thus they 
could not have been intended to impress or to overwhelm. 

The Qa~r al-Ablaq was conceived with exactly the opposite inten­
tion in mind. It was planned to be imposing. Its site dominated the 
royal stables and the maydan where several events that drew large 
crowds such as polo matches and holiday prayers took place. It was 
seen (as its lower halls are seen even today) from the major approach­
es to the Citadel in the city: Khan al-,Saliba al-Kubrii (,Saliba Street 
today), Khat! I:Iadariit al-Baqiir (which the palace of Qaw~un opened 
onto), and the road between the two palaces of Y albughii and Altun­
bughii, on the one side, and the hammam of al-Malik al-Sa'id, on the 
other, which corresponds to the street between the two mosques of 
Sultan I:Iasan and al-Rifii'i today .114 

The prominence provided by the site was enhanced by the con­
struction of the Qa~r al-Ablaq qu$Llr above two or three superim­
posed lower halls, so they would loom high above the structures of 
the stable area on the ground level, and, more important, higher than 
the palaces of earlier sultans that lined the western fas;ade of the 
southern enclosure, especially the Qii'a al-Ashrafiyya. Verticality 
was further emphasized by the great height of the qu$Llr themselves, 
as can be gathered from 'Umari's description of the major qa$r as a 
"splendid construction, high in the air."115 If the remains of amirial 
Ba.I:iri qu$ur are any indication of the size originally intended, the 
missing royal ones must truly have been towering. 

It appears as if, at every stage of construction, the major concern 
was to achieve the utmost monumentality for the Qa~r al-Ablaq, cer­
tainly to reflect and symbolize the royal function of the structure as 
the sultan's palace. This effect was not realized by inventing or 
importing a new design, but by employing a local architectural type, 
the qa$r, that already embodied a quality of loftiness and carried a 

113 Garcin, "Habitat," 211-16. 
114 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 438-39, gives the approximate locations of these palaces 

that disappeared when Sultan I::Iasan built his mosque. 
115 'Umari, Masalik, 142. 
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commemorative dimension and by adapting it to the requirements of 
the site and the exigencies of the sultan's image. Thus the qu:j[l.r of 
the Qa~r al-Ablaq did not belong to a new type but to a pre-existing 
type refitted to reach a perfection suitable for a sultan. 

Rebuilding the Mosque 

In 1318, al-Na~ir Mut.iammad ordered the old mosque at the Citadel 
demolished along with several structures around it, including some 
buyutat and houses of khd:j:jakiyya amirs that stood against its qibli 
(southeastern) wall, to clear a site for a new mosque. An earlier, and 
presumably considerably smaller, mosque stood opposite the Bab al­
Qulla that separates the two enclosures, but we do not know its name 
or when it was built. The mosque was probably either already there 
or built at the same time as the original Citadel because a citadel has 
to have a congregational mosque. Although there are no direct sup­
porting references, Casanova attributed it to al-Kamil because he was 
the Ayyubid sultan who finished the palaces at the Citadel, but, as we 
have seen, it could also have been the mosque of Sa'd al-Daw la, the 
most important among the Fatimid mosques on the site, enlarged and 
refurbished by al-Kamil to serve the Citadel's inhabitants.116 

Rebuilding the mosque involved more than just enlarging its sur­
face area. 117 Minarets were added to it (the number is not specified 
but it could be deduced from the reported number of muezzins cho­
sen for the call to prayer that there was more than one). The arwiqa 
(pl. of riwiiq, the aisle of the prayer hall) on its qibli side were extend­
ed, and the qibli wall was given a marble dado, probably in accor­
dance with the Mamluk style of covering qibli walls with colored 
marble dadoes as a mark of distinction. Nothing more is said in the 
sources about the architecture of the mosque. Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad 
demolished it and rebuilt it again in 1335. The mosque he built is the 
only Bal.iri structure in the Citadel still standing in its entirety today. 

Building the Na~iri Mosque resulted in a modification of the Bab 
al-Qulla area. Our sources do not connect the two, but they record 
that in 1320 al-Na~ir Mul.iammad built a new door outside the Bab al-

116 Casanova, "Histoire," 601. 
117 'Umari. Masalik, 141; Niiwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 118; Baktash al-Fakhri, 

Beitriige, 167; Ibn al-Dawadari, al-Durr al-Fakhir, 293; Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 211. 
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Qulla and enlarged its vestibule ( durkiih). 118 That the two projects 
were linked can be inferred from Ibn al-Furat, who, in reporting an 
event of 1291, notes in passing that the entrance to the royal 
wardrobe (firiishkhiina) which used to be inside the second door of 
the Bab al-Qulla on the side of the treasury (khiziina) had become a 
door to the mosque of al-Na~ir MuQammad in his own time (mid fif­
teenth century). 119 Qalqashandi, when speaking of the access from 
the northern to the southern enclosure in his description of the 
Citadel, says that the Bab al-Qulla leads to wide passages, or corri­
dors (dahiiliz) from which the mosque can be entered by a door on the 
left side. 120 Taken together, these passages indicate that al-Na~ir 
MuQammad cleared the area between the Bab al-Qulla and the east­
ern gate of his mosque (which has lost its dating inscription, but most 
probably belongs to the first rebuilding) after the reconstruction of 
1318. 

The first Bab al-Qulla led into a maze of structures and vestibules 
that lay between it and the original mosque of the Citadel in the 
southern enclosure. These had to be removed to make room for the 
new, larger mosque and open space for pedestrian traffic to and from 
the palace complex. The Bab al-Qulla was the only entrance into the 
palace for both the public and barriini amirs. The new open space 
inside the gate that can be seen on the map in the Description de 
l' Egypte (no. 56) and that still exists today (though the gate itself was 
rebuilt by MuQammad 'Ali) could accommodate the dense traffic that 
resulted from the restructuring of the ceremonial of daily attendance 
at the palace and from the relocation of the diir al-'ad/ sessions to the 
Iwan al-Kabir inside the southern enclosure. Al-Nasir Muhammad 
made both decisions. 121 Barriini amirs would gather.every ~orning 
in the vestibule of the Bab al-Qulla to proceed in a group led by the 
vicegerent to the daily service at the palace. The common people 
would crowd the vestibules inside and outside the Bab al-Qulla on the 
days of diir al-'adl (Mondays and Thursdays under al-Na~ir MuQam­
mad) after the sultan had moved this service into the palatial complex 

118 Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 170. 
119 Ibn al-Furat, Tlirikh, 8: 109. The same report, without the remark on the 

change, is given by Maqrizi, Suluk, I: 762. 
12 Qalqashandi, Sub}J, 3: 371. 
121 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 180, describes the ceremonials developed by al­

Na~ir for the sessions in the Iwan al-Kabir as very complicated and taxing for those 
in attendance. 
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from either the northern enclosure where the DAR AL-'ADL of al­
Kamil stood, or under the Citadel, where the DAR AL-'ADL of al­
Zahir Baybars was located. 

The sequence of projects carried out at the Citadel between 1310 
and 1320 suggests that they followed a clear plan, at least in the mind 
of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad. Each new project could not be undertaken 
before the preceding one was completed, and they all followed one 
another in logical succession. Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad started by repair­
ing the Iwan al-Ashrafi immediately after he resumed the throne in 
1310. The next step was to provide water for the maydan and the 
palaces he intended to build. The walling in of the maydan defined 
and expanded the boundaries of the royal domain and established the 
limits for the later construction of amirial palaces opposite the royal 
palaces in the southern enclosure. The Qa~r al-Ablaq was sited to 
take advantage of the view over the green meadow of the maydan. 
The planning of the pathways connecting the high level of the palace 
to the low level of the stables through the two sets of stairs flanking 
the palace's structures preceded its construction. The series of royal 
palaces that started with the Dar al-Dhahab built by al-Zahir Baybars 
at the northern tip of the southern enclosure and followed by the Qa'a 
al-Ashrafiyya was completed so that the viewer coming from the city 
would be greeted by the sight of the western front of the southern 
enclosure that overlooked the city and formed the Citadel's majestic 
fac;ade with i.ts succession of sumptuous royal structures crowned by 
the four qu$iir of the Qa~r al-Ablaq. The enlargement of the mosque 
followed the rebuilding of the lwan al-Kabir on the northeastern end 
of the main square of the southern enclosure and completed the encir­
cling of this square with major public monuments. The door of the 
Bab al-Qulla could not have been rebuilt and its vestibule widened 
before the mosque remodeling was completed and practical measures 
implemented to accommodate the increase in traffic in that area when 
it was opened to the public. The conversion of the DAR AL-'ADL of 
Baybars into a tablakhii.na could only have been done after a newer, 
loftier DAR AL-'ADL had been built inside the southern enclosure. 

Many projects reflected and were generated by changes in the 
Mamluk hierarchy and the consolidation of the sultan's role that were 
being introduced by al-Na~ir Mul).ammad at the same time. These 
projects tallied with the implementation of these changes as if to 
embody them and give them a physical manifestation. Refurbishing 
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the Iwan al-Kabir and building the imposing Qa~r al-Ablaq could 
only enhance the sultan's image in the eyes of his subjects. Both pro­
jects, however, seem to have followed the introduction of new cere­
monials: the public audience and the diir a/-<adl sessions held in the 
Iwan al-Kabir and the private khidma in the main qa~r of the Qa~r al­
Ablaq. The rebuilding of the mosque and the addition of the minarets 
could also in part have been prompted by an effort to apply to a reli­
gious setting the same type of cerempnial centered on the sultan that 
had already been put into effect in secular public and private settings. 
The establishment of a special center for the military band, the 
[ablakhiina, could also have been another result of the ceremonial 
reorganization, which would reach even higher degrees of elabora­
tion and pomp in al-Na~ir Mul)ammad's second phase of construction 
at the Citadel. 

All of al-Na~ir Mul)ammad's projects in this first phase were locat­
ed in the administrative section of the northern enclosure near the 
Bab al-Qulla and in the public and semi-public parts of the southern 
enclosure and the maydan. Nothing was done to the private quarters 
of the sultan or to the harem in the southern part of the southern 
enclosure. That situation would be almost completely reversed in the 
second phase of construction. The concentration of works in the pub­
lic and semipublic sections stemmed primarily from al-Na~ir's efforts 
to consolidate the executive apparatus in his person. After his success 
in implementing and maintaining the new political and administra­
tive structures of the sultanate al-Na~ir shifted his focus in the last 
decade of his rule and refurbished, enlarged, and monumentalized his 
private and harem palaces. The ramifications of these transforma­
tions were far-reaching and were still felt long after the Qalawunid 
dynasty was eliminated in 1382. 
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THE CIT ADEL IN AL-NASIR MUI:IAMMAD'S REIGN: 
SECOND CONSTRUCTION PERIOD (1333-41) 

Prosperity reigned in Egypt in the long years of political calm 
achieved by al-Na~ir Mut.1ammad and enhanced by his sound eco­
nomic practices. In the 1314-15 rawk, he started by redistributing the 
agricultural lands in what is believed to have been a more productive 
mode. He involved himself in the repair, improvement, and expan­
sion of irrigation systems and waterways in many provinces, espe­
cially in Giza, south of Cairo and in the Delta. He sent envoys to 
friendly rulers and received embassies at his court to negotiate the 
exchange of goods. He encouraged trade with the east, and took spe­
cial measures to ensure the safety of trade routes. Some of his politi­
cal alliances could be traced to his interest in keeping these routes 
open. All of these activities resulted in an effective and visible pres­
ence of the sultan in every aspect of the economy .1 

In contrast to his predecessors who depended solely on taxes and 
on the kha$$ (privy purse) estates for their income, al-Na~ir MuJ:iam­
mad took a personal interest in business and tried to augment his rev­
enues to finance his extravagant purchases of mamluks, horses, and 
slave girls and to support his large construction projects and his fond­
ness for elaborate court ceremonials.2 To these ends, he manipulated 
a few lucrative trades to his own account and involved himself in 
land reclamation, in textile manufacture, in sugar production, as well 
as in rearing livestock. 3 In 1310, he created the new position of over-

1 Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 113-21; Eliyahu Ashtor, Levant Trade in the Later 
Middle Ages (Princeton, N.J., 1983), 1-63. 

2 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 525-32, and Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 166-71, summarize 
al-Na~ir's large expenses and exquisite acquisitions. His profligate spending on 
buildings and royal bounty was opposed by some of his subjects. Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 
135, reports that in 1314 a sheikh criticized him for his dependence on Coptic 
scribes, who staffed most of his administrative departments, and for his extravagance 
in construction and gifts. 

3 Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 112-17; Hassanein Rabie, Financial System of Egypt, 
141-44. Rearing livestock had an impact on the topography of the Citadel, which 
will be discussed in the section on al-~awsh. 
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seer of crown property (na+ir al-kha$$) whose antecedent, the agent 
of the privy purse (wakil al-kha$$), had under earlier sultans been a 
second-rank administrator responsible for the royal estates. Al-Na~ir 
elevated this office and entrusted it with the management of all the 
royal enterprises.4 During his long reign, he appointed a succession 
of crafty nazirs to implement his schemes and promote royal ventures 
at the expense of the great amirs and wealthy merchants, partly as a 
means of undermining their independence and partly as a way of gen­
erating money. His first na+ir al-kha:f:f, Karim al-Din al-Kabir 
(1310-23), swiftly transferred the matjar (the state office that con­
trolled large-scale trading in a number of commodities) to the kha$$ 
and established a network of royal agents in every town and every 
port.5 As time went on al-Na~ir became ever more obsessed with 
money, which led him to try every conceivable means for augment­
ing his kha$$ income.6 His last na+ir al-khd:f:f, al-Nashii (1332-40), 
was chosen, promoted, and long kept in office despite the animosity 
of the great amirs because of his genius for inventing new ways of 
taxing their enterprises and those of other prominent individuals.7 Al­
Nashii also forced the great merchants to buy royal goods at arbitrar­
ily set prices, a practice called far~ (a form of gabelle) in the 
sources. 8 He was able, thereby, to install the sultan as chief entrepre­
neur and to collect additional funds for the kha$$ coffers. 

These ventures in manipulating the economy of the sultanate were 
combined with al-Na~ir's steady advances in concentrating political 
power in his hands. 9 He suspended the position of vizier between 
1314 and 1323 and between 1331 and 1341, and transferred many of 
its functions to the administrators who were directly attached to him­
self.10 He formed a new circle of hand-picked great amirs who, con-

4 'Umari, Masiilik, 114-15; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 227; Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 1, 1: 484. 
5 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 172; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 76-77. In 1317, Karim al­

Din appointed his nephew as superintendent of spice trade and the Karim (the group 
of traders specializing in importing spices and other expensive materials from India 
via Yemen; see Qalqashandi, SubJ:i, 4: 32) and of the house of molasses (dar al­
qinnid), the trading center in sugarcane molasses from which sugar was extracted. 
This meant transferring these positions from the state administration to the khii$$. 

6 Shuja'i, Tarfkh al-Na$ir, 113; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 306. 
7 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 413. 
8 Ibid., 2: 360-61, 420, 435, 444, 460. 
9 'Umari, Masiilik, 114-15; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 534; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 

174. 
10 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 125; Ahmad 'Abd al-Raziq, "Le vizirat et les vizirs d'Egypte 

au temps des Mamluks," Anna/es lslamologiques 16 (1980): 198-99. 
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trary to established procedures, did not all pass through the usual 
Mamluk hierarchical system, and had therefore no support group in 
the army independent of him. The two most influential of them in the 
last decade of his reign, Qaw~fm and Bashtak, came to Egypt as free 
men and sold themselves to al-Na~ir, who raised them to the highest 
ranks without their having to endure the prerequisite military train­
ing. I I His boldest act, however, came in 1326, when he abolished the 
position of vicegerent (na'ib al-sa/fana), an office that had included 
the administration of iqta', the major source of income for the entire 
Mamluk nobility. This too al-Na~ir assumed himself, aided by the 
n<i'?ir al-kh<i$$. who was thus given great authority, and who became 
one of the most influential officials at the court. 12 

In 1322, the conversion of the DAR AL-'ADL of Baybars into a 
tablakhana was completed, and al-Na~ir seems finally to have been 
satisfied with his Citadel, for he did not order any further major work 
done there for more than a decade. 13 He did not lose interest in con­
struction, however, but simply turned his attention to other places. A 
cluster of pleasance palaces he built for himself and his amirs in 1323 
in a village north of Cairo known as Siryaqus was the first of these 
projects (fig. 30). He also constructed new stables there for his hors­
es and camels, a polo ground, and some storehouses. He planted 
orchards around the palaces and brought Syrian gardeners, famed for 
their skill with the cultivation of fruit trees, to tend to them. 14 In 1325, 
he had a congregational mosque constructed nearby with a khanqah 
that could house a hundred sufis. In 1326, he ordered a new canal, the 
Khalij al-Na~iri, to be dug from the Nile to join the older Khalij al­
Mi~ri north of Cairo to bring water to Siryaqus. The new waterway 
was large enough for ships to sail all the way to Siryaqus to provision 
the town. Residential quarters soon grew up around the khanqah and 

11 This was a clever tactic because al-Na~ir effectively prevented the usurpation 
of the throne from his heir by appointing Qaw~i.in and Bashtak as regents; neither of 
them had the right to become sultans themselves, because neither of them was a real 
mamluk or the son of a sultan. Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 10: 19-20, reports a con­
versation between Qaw~iin and Bashtak from which it becomes apparent that they 
knew that they were limited in their scheming to manipulating the sultan. 

12 'Umari, Masalik, 116-17; Qalqashandi, SubJ:i, 4: 17. 
13 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 237. 
14 The works of al-Na~ir MuQ.ammad in Siryaqiis and the waqf for his khanqah 

there are discussed in John Alden Williams, "The Khanqah of Siryaqiis: A Mamluk 
Royal Religious Foundation," in In Quest of an Islamic Humanism: Studies in 
Memory of MoJ:iammad el-Nowai/:li, ed. Arnold H. Green (Cairo, 1984), 109-19. 
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along the canal with markets, hammams, and mosques to serve the 
growing population. Siryaqus soon developed into a satellite town 
known as Khanqah Siryaqus after its new civic center (the small vil­
lage there today is still called al-Khankah). 

The sources offer no explanation for why al-Na~ir chose this site, 
but it was probably because he wanted to have his palaces near the 
Birkat al-Jubb (Pond of the Pit), a favorite spot of the Fatimids for 
royal outings not very far from Siryaqus and a hunting ground espe­
cially famous for the abundance of cranes ( kariiki) on its shores since 
the time of ,SalaJ:i al-Din. 15 Al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad was an avid hunter 
and polo player, and the site at Birkat al-Jubb was ideal for both. 
Every year he brought his court and all his khii$$akiyya amirs to the 
palaces at Siryaqus for a few days of sar~a (extended royal prome­
nade).16 There, the sultan would hunt and play polo with his amirs, to 
whom he would display his royal bounty by bestowing robes of honor 
(khila') and presiding over elaborate banquets and other festivities. 

This yearly retreat to a royal pleasance was a significant develop­
ment at the Mamluk court because it showed that after fifteen years 
on the throne al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad dared leave the safety of the 
Citadel for reasons other than to wage war or quell rebellion, the first 
Mamluk sultan to do so. 17 However, he still did not leave anything to 
chance. Siryaqus was only a few miles north of Cairo, and he could 
speedily return to his Citadel in the event of trouble. Digging a navi­
gable canal to Siryaqus also made it more accessible to Cairo. When 
he went there he made certain that the entire court, including all the 
important amirs and administrators, went with him. No potentially 
powerful amir was allowed to remain behind to foment trouble. This 
sar~a to Siryaqus became a royal custom that was retained, albeit 
intermittently, under the Qalawunids, until, like many Na~iri royal 
traditions and ceremonials, it was dropped by Barquq at the begin­
ning of the Burji period, clearly to signify dynastic change. 18 

15 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 1: 359, 465, 489. 
16 Williams, "Khanqah of Siryaqiis," 118, no. 4, says that the word may be used 

to denote both a place and an act. Its us~ in Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 149, and 199, does 
not seem to imply a place, only the activity. 

17 The same sense of security is reflected in his three pilgrimages. Unlike his pre­
decessors who did not perform this most prestigious Islamic obligation (except for 
Baybars who went to Mecca once but almost incognito), al-Na~ir MuJ:rnmmad went 
on the hajj three times, in 1313, 1320, and 1332. The last two were performed with 
utmost royal pomp and decorum. 

18 Barqiiq altered or abolished many customs when he took over the sultanate in 
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Whether al-Na~ir Mul).ammad had intended Siryaqus to be a new 
city or only a prominent royal resort with a supporting population 
nearby is unclear, but it is unlikely that he had considered it a new 
center for the sultanate akin to the royal quarters constructed close to 
the capital in earlier times, such as Fatimid al-Qahira itself. He 
showed no signs of moving the court permanently to Siryaqus. He 
never stayed there more than a few days at a time and never con­
ducted state business there. Most of his Egyptian army remained at 
the Citadel during these annual outings. 

Even if he had contemplated transferring the court to Siryaqfls, he 
would soon have rejected the notion because the site had drawbacks. 
Siryaqfls lay in low land and in a relatively isolated spot and was 
therefore less easily defended than the Citadel. The time and effort al­
Na~ir Mul).ammad and his predecessors had invested in lodging the 
Mamluk army at the Citadel, in planning the royal palaces in its 
southern enclosure, and in distributing the residences of the great 
amirs around it, with clear demarcations to reflect the Mamluk hier­
archical structure, would have been wasted had the court moved. 
Duplicating the scheme of organization at Siryaqus would have taken 
a very long time and would have been prohibitively expensive, even 
for a builder as ambitious as al-Na~ir Mul).ammad. He appears, how­
ever, at least to have planned the town to stand on its own as a region­
al center. Aside from extending the Khalij to it to link the town to the 
rest of Egypt, he apparently decreed that no taxes (mukus) should be 
collected from its market, ostensibly in deference to the sanctity of 
the khanqah. This encouraged a weekly market on Fridays that 
attracted people from far away and added to the town's promi­
nence.19 

Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad intended the khanqah to be a royal endow­
ment that would in rank and size be among the most prestigious in 
Cairo. The provisions for its sufi residents in the waqf, drafted in 
1325, reveal that he intented to create a center that would attract sufis 
by offering them more rations and higher salaries than elsewhere. A 
second waqf, dated 1326, and appended to the first, added income­
yielding properties to provide for still more sufis. The sultan's 

1382 as part of his reform and as an attempt to mark dynastic change; see Maqrizi, 
Khirar. 2: 241. 

19 Ibid., 2: 422-23. 
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2. The headless double-headed eagle 



3. Western far,:ade of the Citadel showing the Burj al-Rafraf and the monumental stone corbels 
under Mu}_lammad 'Ali's mosque (lower center) 

4. An undated print of the western far,:ade of the Citadel (published in Arthur Rhone, 
L' Egypte a petites journees. Paris, 1910) 



5. A late 1920s view of the Bab al-Jabal with the Burj al-Muqa~~am 



6. A late 1920s aerial view of the Citadel with the fjawsh (bottom center) surrounded by the mint 
to the right and the Bijou Palace to the left, and the carriageway between the mosque of 

Mul)ammad 'Ali (left) and the mosque of al-Na~ir Mul)ammad (missing its 
dome, at right) 



7. The exterior fa~ade of the vaulted halls 

8. The lions of al-'.?'.iihir Baybars 



9. The two polygonal towers around the Bi'r Yusuf and the wall between them 

10. Eastern wall of the northern enclosure and the stone escarpment underneath 



11. The Bab al-Mudarraj with the three Mamluk inscriptions on the wall on the right 





13. The Bab al-Qulla 

14. The qa'a in the Palace of Bashtak 



15
. T

he
 B

ur
j a

l-W
as

\a
ni

 a
nd

 th
e 

B
ab

 a
l-W

as
\a

ni
, i

n 
th

e 
ba

ck
gr

ou
nd

 th
e 



16. Interior view of Qaliiwun's qubba in his complex in Bayn al-Qa~rayn showing many deco 
rative, engaged columns (print from Georg Moritz Ebers, Egypt, Descriptive, Historical 

and Picturesque) 



17. The durqil"a and part of the northwestern iwan of the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya 

18. The two glass mosaic fragments and the remains of decoration around them in the 
Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya 







21. Vaults of the upper hall under the site of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 

22. Door opening into the lower hall under the site of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 

23. Groin vault in the lower hall under the site of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 





25. Base of the Na~iri Mosque's eastern minaret 

26. Northeastern and northwestern fai;;ades of the Na~iri Mosque 



27. Blocked southwestern door of the Na~iri Mosque 

28. Finial of the western minaret of the Na~iri Mosque 





30. The buried small hall and corridor leading to the Na~iri Mosque 

31. Southern wall of the southern enclosure 



32
. V

ie
w

 o
f t

he
 m

os
qu

e 
of

 S
ul

ta
n 

I:I
as

an
, t

he
 m

os
qu

e 
of

 al
-R

ifi
i'I

, a
nd

 th
e 

R
um

ay
la

 m
ay

da
n 



THE CITADEL IN AL-NA~IR MUl;IAMMAD'S REIGN (1333-41) 235 

patronage and the large income put the institution in a class by itself, 
a status al-Na~ir MuI:iammad confirmed by bestowing the title shaykh 
al-shuyukh (chief of sheikhs) on its head, a title hitherto reserved for 
the sheikh of the khanqah of Sa'id al-Su'ada' in al-Qahira. He also 
decreed in his waqf that he himself should be buried in the khanqah 
of Siryaqiis, rather than in his madrasa on Shari' Bayn al-Qa~rayn in 
al-Qahira, where most of the royal religious endowments of his pre­
decessors-which contained their tombs as well-were located. 
When he died, however, his wishes were not observed. He was hasti­
ly buried in his father's tomb in the Qubba al-Man~iiriyya, and his 
son al-Man~iir Abii Bakr was declared sultan the same day to prevent 
any possible showdown between the great amirs competing for dom­
inance during the time it took to prepare a proper ceremonial proces­
sion bearing his body to Siryaqiis.20 

Despite al-Na~ir MuI:iammad's efforts, the town of Siryaqiis never 
became an important city, though it did remain a flourishing religious 
center until the Burji period, as evidenced by the building of the 
madrasa of the Amir Siidiin min 'Abd al-RaI:iman there in 1422 and 
of a new royal religious complex in 1433 established by Sultan 
Barsbay that comprised a congregational mosque, a sabil-kuttab (a 
public fountain surmounted by an open space for teaching the 
Qur'an) a cistern, a maq<ad, a small palace, and an orchard. These en­
dowments, however, did not suffice to sustain the town's importance 
after Barqiiq deserted the royal palaces nearby in the early fifteenth 
century. Siryaqiis had gone into a steady decline, even before the 
Burji religious endowments were built there, and it lapsed into obliv­
ion after the Mamluk period. The palaces and maydan of al-Na~ir 
MuI:iammad disappeared without a trace. 

The Expansion of Cairo 

Perhaps more than anywhere else, prosperity during al-Na~ir's reign 
was reflected in the expansion and embellishment of the city of Cairo 
(fig. 31).21 By the time al-Na~ir died in 1341, it had more than dou­
bled in size and had spread into areas that had until then been farm­
land, desert, or marshland recovered from the receding Nile. The 

20 Ibid., 2: 305; idem, Suluk, 2: 546; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 165. 
21 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 114-17; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 193-98. 
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Fig. 31: Expansion of Cairo and recession of the Nile 
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river had started shifting eastward in the tenth century; its retreat had 
peaked by the early fourteenth century and then suddenly slowed, 
leaving large vacant lots close to the water that could be developed 
once the river had more or less stabilized in its new course. But it also 
increased the distance between the city and its main source of drink­
ing water.22 

Al-Na~ir and his amirs responded to both the opportunity to 
expand and the need for water. The Khalij al-Na~iri was dug not just 
to divert water to the new town of Siryaqus and link it to the capital, 
but also to drain the land recovered from the Nile. Embankments 
(zaribas) were also constructed along the riverbank from Mi~r al­
Fustat in the south to Bulaq in the north, and the land behind them 
was opened for development. People rushed to build in these prime 
areas because they were near the water. The empty tracts that lined 
the artificial waterways-the old and new khalijs and the several 
ponds-were built up as well. New residential quarters (khifat) grew 
up along the canals, on the major thoroughfares, such as the main 
east-west avenue, the Shari' al-A '~am (Grand Street), that crossed 
them and linked them with the city's old quarters and around the 
ponds west of the Citadel such as the Birkat al-Fil and the Birkat 
Qarun (Pond of Qarun). 

Other residential quarters, such as al-Luq and al-Maqs, sprang up 
in areas formerly occupied by the maydans of earlier sultans to the 
north and east of al-Qahira; in the northern quarter of al-I:Iusayniyya, 
which was first settled under al-Zahir Baybars by the Mongol 
Wafidiyya; and especially in the areas surrounding the Citadel hill. In 
the two districts-the Darb al-Al)mar and the ~aliba al-Kubra-south 
of Fatimid al-Qahira in the area bound by the new Khalij al-Na~iri on 
the west and the Citadel on the southeast, the many palatial and reli­
gious buildings erected during al-Na~ir's reign left no land vacant. 
The main thoroughfare in the district of the Darb al-Al)mar, extend­
ing south from the Bab Zuwayla of the old city in a wide curve to the 
foot of the hill upon which the Citadel stood, was lined with mosques, 
palaces, and commercial structures. From 1326 on, the area west of 
the old Khalij was laid out with mosques, houses, and palaces.23 

22 C. J. R. Haswell, "Cairo, Origin and Development: Some Notes on the 
Influence of the River Nile and Its Changes," Bulletin de la Societe Royale de 
Geographie d' Egypte 11 (1922): 171-76. 

23 Janet Abu-Lughod, Cairo, 27-36; Meinecke, Architektur, 100-3; Viktoria 
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That the city expanded in these directions was determined by 
topography and royal decorum. Al-Darb al-Al).mar linked the old 
Fatimid capital al-Qahira, which had become the center of economic 
life, to the Citadel and formed the last stretch of the processional 
route used by the sultan for major ceremonies, such as his coronation 
day and victory parades. The sultan would ride through al-Qahira 
from the north through the Bab al-Na~r and come out through the Bab 
Zuwayla, advance along the Darb al-Al,imar to the horse market 
below the Citadel, and then enter the Citadel from the Bab al-Silsila 
and proceed up to the Iwan al-Kabir, the scene of the ceremony's cul­
mination, the royal banquet (simar).24 The section of the procession­
al route inside al-Qahira (the Shari' Bayn al-Qa~rayn between the 
Bab al-Na~r and the Bab Zuwayla) seems to have been reserved for 
royal religious structures; only amirial palaces were permitted along 
it. In the beginning of the fourteenth century, the madrasas of al­
Kamil Mul,iammad (known as the Dar al-l:ladith al-Kamiliyya), of al­
Salil,i Najm al-Din Ayyub, of al-Zahir Baybars, of al-Man~flr Qala­
wun (in the complex comprising his bfmaristan and qubba), and of 
al-Na~ir Mul,iammad himself (which was started by the usurper 
Kitbugha but then bought and completed by al-Na~ir during his third 
reign)25 lined up along the two sides of the central section of the 
Shari' Bayn al-Qa~rayn. Amirs built their religious monuments on the 
side streets that led off from Shari' Bayn al-Qa~rayn or along the sec­
ond part of the processional route, the Darb al-Al,imar. The amirial 
religious structures there helped embellish this new and important 

Meinecke-Berg, "Quellen zu Topographie und Baugeschichte in Kairo unter Sultan 
an-Na~ir b. Qala'un," Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenliindischen Gesellschaft, 
supplement 3 (1977): 539-50; John Alden Williams, "Urbanization and Monument 
Construction in Mamluk Cairo," Muqarnas 2 (1984): 33-45. 

24 Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 443-44, for the mawkib of Baybars's coronation in 1260; 
ibid., 492, for the mawkib after his victorious return from Palestine in 1262; ibid., 
643, al-Malik al-Sa'id, upon his coronation, did not ride through al-Qahira, which 
was an anomaly; ibid., 664, Qalawfm rode through al-Qahira upon his coronation; al­
Ashraf Khalil did not follow the route of the mawkib, for fear of an assassination 
plot; ibid., 823, Lajin rode through al-Qahira for his coronation. The most elaborate 
description of a mawkib's route is that of the victory parade for al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad 
in 1303, ibid., 939-40; see also Shoshan, Popular Culture in Medieval Cairo, 74-75. 
After al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad, most of his sons who succeeded each other followed a 
shorter processional route that took them from the harem at the Citadel to the Iwan 
al-Kabir; only a few took the ceremonial route through Cairo. 

25 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 382. 
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street. Three of its major buildings, all mosques built by amirs of al­
Na~ir MuI:iammad-from north to south, the mosque of Amir AI:imad 
al-Mihmandar (1324-25), the mosque of Amir Altunbugha al-Mari­
dani (1339-40), and the mosque of Amir Aqsunqur (1346-47)-are 
still standing (fig. 32). 

This expansion, which was not equaled again in Cairo until the mid 
nineteenth century, was not haphazard. Al-Na~ir MuI:iammad had a 
keen interest in controlling and directing it.26 He sponsored several 
projects aimed at providing new zones for building, new sources for 
drinking water, and new community structures such as mosques and 
hammams, so as to create new urban centers around which people 
would build their residences. Chroniclers of the period point to al­
Na~ir as the first sultan who established a special department for 
building (diwan a/-<ama,ir) to coordinate the multitude of architec­
tural projects in which he was engaged.27 He also encouraged his 
amirs to construct their social and religious philanthropic structures 
in areas he designated, and he even absorbed some of the construc­
tion costs. In many cases, he was involved in the whole process of 
building palaces for his khd$$akiyya amirs, from choosing the loca­
tion to furnishing the interiors when they were finished. 28 

Al-Na~ir MuI:iammad set about early in his third reign to protect 
the new eastern banks of the river from erosion and to drain the wet­
land. He erected embankments and dug ponds to drain flood water, 
then funded large civic projects on the land thus reclaimed. In 1311, 
he had a congregational mosque, the New Na~iri Mosque, construct­
ed on the bank of the Nile north of Mi~r al-Fustat, and opened up the 
area around it to residential construction. In 1320, he erected the 
Zaribat al-Sultan to protect the borders of a new maydan, the Maydan 
al-Mahan, he had made for his horses; it was west of the famous 
Qanatir al-Siba' (Lions Bridge) where the major east-west thorough-

26 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 542; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 185. 
27 Shuja'i, Tiirikh al-Nii'!ir, 113-14; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 178-98; Maqrizi, 

Khi{a{, 2: 306; idem, Suluk, 2: 130. 
28 Numerous are the examples of al-Na~ir' s involvement in his amirs' projects. 

References have been gathered in two unpublished theses, Shahinda Fahrni Karim, 
"Jawami' wa-Masajid Umara' al-Sultan al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad ibn-Qalawiin," Cairo 
University, Ph.D. diss. (1987), and 'Ali Sulayman al- Miliji, '"Ama'ir al-Na~ir 
MuJ:iammad," Cairo University, Master's thesis (1975). A discussion of al-Na~ir's 
patronage of his amirs' projects is in Layla (Laila) Ibrahim and J.M. Rogers, "The 
Great ijanqah of the Emir Qaw~iin in Cairo," Mitteilungen des Deutschen 
Archiiologischen lnstituts, Abteilung Kairo 30, 1 (1974): 52-55. 
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fare, the Shan' al-A ''.?am, crossed the Khalij. The embankment was 
filled with clay excavated from an adjoining site; the pit that resulted 
was turned into a new pond, the Birkat al-Na~iriyya, and was used to 
drain the land around it. Al-Na~ir then formed a new quarter in the 
area by building two residential blocks (rab's) and a large warehouse 
( wakala). 29 

But most of the development of the new districts in and around the 
city was not directly provided by al-Na~ir MuI:iammad. Instead, he 
gave his amirs parcels of reclaimed land to develop, or sent them 
construction materials and assigned corvee laborers to build their 
projects, or both. He gave his favorite amir Baktimur al-Saqi one of 
the two rab's he had built around the Birkat al-Na~iriyya; Baktimur 
added two hammams (one for men and one for women) and divided 
up the rest of the land for sale. Al-Na~ir MuI:iammad also sent work­
ers (sometimes identified as asra, or prisoners of war)30 and building 
materials to Qaw~iin and to Al!unbugha al-Maridani when they each 
built their mosques. Qaw~ii.n's rose on the north-south Shari' al­
A''.?am south of the Bab Ziiwayla (1330), and Al!unbugha's in the 
Darb al-AI:imar (1339-40).3 1 

In most cases, these newly developed parts of the city were owned 
by the state treasury (bayt al-mal) and given away by the sultan to his 
favorite amirs or sold to them at a nominal price. 32 The amirs would 
then exploit the land as their private property, a practice called 
tal_zkir.33 They often augmented the value of the land by constructing 

29 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 131-32. 
30 Yusufi, Nuzha, 324, 348, speaks of the use of asrti in a royal construction site; 

Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 307, and Su/Uk, 2: 320, says that asrti were sent with the superin­
tendent of the royal constructions to build Qaw~On's mosque. These asrti were most­
ly Armenians who had been captured in one of the several campaigns al-Nii~ir sent 
against Little Armenia. They were lodged with their families in Khiziinat al-Bunud 
in al-Qiihira, which was earlier used as a prison for mamluks, or at the Citadel in an 
unspecified place. Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 2: 640, explicitly says that al-Nii~ir gathered them 
and used them in the construction of his structures. Other groups who were used in 
forced labor included captive bedouins from the several raids on bedouin tribes in 
Upper Egypt or Barqa, or corvee peasants and urban riffraff, who are also called "the 
chained ones" (muqayyadin) in the sources. 

31 For th<! mosque of Qaw~On, see Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2:307; for that of Altunbughii, 
see ibid., 2: 308, and idem, Suluk, 2: 385. 

32 See, for example, Yusufi, Nuzha, 340, where he reports how Qaw~On bought a 
l}ikr from the state treasury after having obtained al-Nii~ir's permission to do so. 

33 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 114, quoting lbn Sida, one of the major medieval lexicog­
raphers, says that tal}kir means to claim ownership of the land and to zone it for 
development. 
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congregational mosques or khanqahs on it, and subdividing the rest 
into smaller lots, which they sold off to others who would build their 
houses there. The sources mention about sixty f:iukrs (land that was 
zoned or f:iukkirat) that had been developed in the third reign of al­
Na~ir MuI:iammad. Included is the f:iukr of the sultan around the 
Birkat al-Na~iriyya, the f:iukr of Qaw~fm, the f:iukr of Tuquzdamur, 
the f:iukr of Aqbugha, and the two f:iukrs of Sitt Miska (also known as 
Sitt I:Iadaq), the sultan's dada (nursemaid) and qahramana (major­
domo) of his royal harem. All of them were between the Khalij al­
Na~iri and the Nile.34 

By granting control over vacant land to his amirs and financing 
their projects, al-Na~ir MuI:iammad was in effect privatizing public 
land in a form of iqta' applied to the city and restricted to members 
of the sultan's household and amirs related to him through marriage, 
to provide a chosen few with an additional and exclusive source of 
revenue. Of the nine amirs who were married to daughters of al-Na~ir 
MuI:iammad, at least five-Bashtak, Qaw~fm, Altunbugha, Aqsun­
qur, and Milktumur-are known to have speculated in land and to 
have built new facilities. Another amir, Aqbugha 'Abd al-WaI:iid, the 
superintendent of royal buildings (shadd al-'ama'ir), made a fortune 
in land speculation and reclaimed land. He was the brother of the sul­
tan's favorite wife Tughay, and was said to have reached his high 
position through this connection. 35 

Like every other aspect of his government, al-Na~ir MuI:iammad's 
patronage of urban and architectural projects was governed by his 
personal choice and inspired by greed. But since he had almost com­
pletely abolished the distinction between his private affairs and those 
of the sultanate, his involvement should be viewed as representing 
the general policy of the state. This policy generated an enthusiasm 
for building all over the sultanate. Not just his amirs in Cairo, but also 
his governors in the Syrian provinces were involved in large building 
projects. His favorite viceregent, Sayf al-Din Tankiz al-I:Iusami, the 
governor (nai'b) of Damascus for most of his sultanate (1312-40), 
was the most notable example. He inspired an urban and economic 

34 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 1: 365, 2: 114-17 speaks of the most important hukrs of al­
Nasir's amirs. 

35 ·On the women's relations in the family of al-N~~ir MuQ.ammad, see AQ.mad 
'Abd al-Raziq, La femme au temps des Mamlouks en Egypte (Cairo, 1973), 31, for 
Tughay the sister of Aqbugha; 269, 280-81, 297, and 300 for the daughters of al­
Na~ir MuQ.ammad. 
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revival in Damascus such as it had not seen since the time of Nflr al­
Din ibn Zangi. He introduced new regulations aimed at maintaining 
civic order, sponsored many new charitable and commercial struc­
tures, restored many more, cleared, graded, and widened the main 
thoroughfares, and organized the expansion extra-muros to the north 
and south of the city. 36 The development of medieval Cairo and 
Damascus owes much to the efforts and vision and probably the per­
sonal interests of these two egocentric individuals.37 

Monumentalizing the Citadel 

The wealth accumulated by al-Na~ir Mul~iammad and the power he 
managed to wield in his third reign were evident in the opulence and 
monumentality of his later architectural projects, especially those he 
built at the Citadel. His rebuilding of the two major structures in the 
southern enclosure, the Iwan al-Kabir and the Na~iri Mosque, in fact 
appears to have been to show off his glory and majesty: the replace­
ments were simply larger, costlier, and more lavishly ornamented 
reproductions of the originals. In the chroniclers' reports superlatives 
such as "opulent," "splendid," "unparalleled," "monumental," and 
"great" are used to describe them. 

They were rebuilt one right after the other: the lwan al-Kabir in 
1333-34 and the Na~iri Mosque in 1335-36-the projects were too 
large and too disruptive to daily life at the Citadel to carry out simul-

36 Meinecke, Architektur, 65-67, 103-4. Unfortunately, the work of Tankiz in 
Damascus has never been adequately studied; MuJ:iammad A. Duhman, Wulat 
Dimashq ft 'Ahd al-Mamiilik (Damascus, 1981), 165-79, provides a list of his pro­
jects and estates. 

37 David Ayalon, "The Muslim City and the Mamluk Military Aristocracy," 
311-29; and idem, "The Expansion and Decline of Cairo under the Mamluks," paper 
presented at the 29eme Congres International des Orientalistes, Paris (1973), square­
ly blames the urban decline of Cairo on the shortsightedness and megalomania of al­
Na~ir MuJ:iammad's expansion program. This view was criticized by Garcin, 
"Habitat," 163. Ayalon, who focuses primarily on Mamluk documents to the detri­
ment of a broader view of events, tends to explain Mamluk phenomena in terms of 
Mamluk internal developments; the paucity of data makes these explanations spec­
ulative. The decline of Cairo, which was simultaneous with the downfall of the 
Egyptian economy in the second half of the Mamluk period, cannot be blamed sole­
ly on internal political factors; it was more complicated than that and still needs to 
be thoroughly studied. Jar.et Abii-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World 
System A.D. 1250-1350 (New York, 1989), 224-47, presents a new, well-balanced 
synthesis of Egypt's economic plight in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
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taneously. The eyewitness account of Ibn al-Dawadari suggests that 
they may have constituted the first two steps in a larger plan to 
remodel the main court in the southern enclosure where the two 
buildings stood-the mosque on the southeast and the iwan on the 
northwest.38 Descriptions indicate that the buildings had many fea­
tures in common by the time their reconstruction was complete. Both 
had green-tiled domes supported on gigantic reused granite columns, 
arched crenellations, and huge inscription bands on their fas;ades, 
which may have been intended to unify the appearance of the main 
court. 

The /wan al-Kabir 

The 1333 rebuilding of the Iwan al-Kabir ushered in a period of fren­
zied construction at the Citadel that continued for the last eight years 
of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's reign and was only interrupted by his death. 
How much of the iwan was rebuilt is not very clear; some sources say 
the whole structure was leveled, others that only the dome was 
demolished. 39 The construction lasted for a little more than a year 
(Rabi' I, 733 to Rabi' II, 734), and when it was completed, al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad resumed holding the biweekly dar a/-<adl sessions, the 
iqta< distribution ceremonies, and the receptions of foreign envoys 
there. After his death, the iwan lost some of its prominence, as the 
power structure shifted during the undistinguished rules of his twelve 
powerless epigones who succeeded one another in a frantic turnover 
between 1341 and 1382 and who were dominated by their vice­
gerents. The iwan remained the official throne hall where coronation 
ceremonies and state receptions took place, but the day-to-day 
reviews of troops, the administration of iqta<, and the biweekly dar 
a/-<adl sessions were transferred to the Dar al-Niyaba, which was 
rebuilt in 1343 to become the residence of the powerful vicegerents.40 

38 Ibn al-Dawadiiri, al-Durr al-Fiikhir, 372. 
39 Ibn al-Dawadiiri says only that the iwan of al-Ashraf was demolished on the 

third of Sha'ban 733 (1333), along with other structures; Baktash al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 
186, says that the dome was the only part destroyed; Shuja'i, Tiirfkh al-Nii!;ir, 113, 
only says that al-Na~ir demolished the iwan of al-Ashraf twice, presumably on the 
same dates given by Ibn al-Dawadiiri, but unfortunately the part of al-Shuja'i's 
chronicle covering the years between 1310 and 1338 is missing. The same vague 
report is repeated by Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 538; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 180. 

40 Shuja'i, Tiirfkh al-Nii!;ir, 235; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 214-15; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujum, 10: 32. 
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With the advent of the Burji period, the Iwan al-Kabir regained 
some of its glory for a short while. After he acceded to the throne, 
Barquq (1382-89, 1390-99), the first Burji sultan, started to sit in the 
iwan for dar al-'adl sessions, probably as a sign of kingship and as 
an attempt to associate himself with established Qalawunid customs. 
But, in 1387, he decided to move the dar al-'adl sessions from the 
Iwan al-Kabir to an unspecified place in the royal stables (most prob­
ably the f.larraqa) and to change the days of the service to Tuesdays 
and Saturdays.41 This decision was followed by a series of decrees 
which signaled his intention to break completely with Qalawunid tra­
dition and to restructure the sultanate. The lwan al-Kabir was still 
occasionally used to receive foreign embassies, undoubtedly because 
its size and spatial arrangement made it the most impressive structure 
at the Citadel. Otherwise it had fallen into disuse by the middle of the 
Burji period, although a few sultans attempted now and again to 
revive the biweekly review of mamluks (khidma) in it, and at least 
two, Barsbay and Qaytbay, had it restored.42 

The Iwan al-Kabir and the other palaces at the Citadel were report­
edly stripped of their red or green marble (sumaql) columns and mar­
ble dadoes by the Ottoman Sultan Selim I after his conquest of Egypt 
in 1517. He shipped the spoils to Istanbul and used them in his build­
ings there.43 But even abandoned, dilapidated, and stripped bare, the 
Iwan al-Kabir still provoked wonder and awe by its sheer size 
(pl. 24). Evliya <;elebi, who stayed at the Citadel around 1670, says 
that the Iwan al-Kabir was so splendid that one doubted that it was 
built by men. He calls it the "diwiin of Sultan al-Ghiiri," although this 
last Mamluk sultan is not recorded to have done any work on it,44 and 

41 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 207, 241, and Su/Uk, 3: 566; lbn al-Furat, Tiirlkh, 9: 17; lbn 
lyas, Bada'i', 1, 2: 388. 

42 For Barsbay's work, see lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 14: 318; Jawhari, Nuzhat al­
Nufus, 3: 238-39; For Qaytbay's work, see Jawhari, lnbii' al-Hw;r, 294, 327, 339; 
lbn lyas, Badii'i', 3: 60-61, 329. 

43 lbn lyas, Bada'i', 5: 179. 
44 Ibid., 5, 94, does not mention the iwan among the structures al-Ghiiri renovat­

ed at the Citadel; Behrens-Abouseif, "Citadel of Cairo," 59-60, uses this reference 
and <;elebi's description to suggest that the dlwiin of al-Ghiiri is another hall in the 
l_zawsh area. <;elebi's information concerning the topography of the Citadel is very 
jumbled, but his reporting on the size and number of columns in the dlwiin al-Ghiiri 
leaves no doubt that he is speaking of the I wan al-Kabir. Other Ottoman chroniclers 
speak of the dlwiin of Sultan al-Ghiirl as well (cf. Mu~tafa Ibrahim, Waqii'i' Mi:v al­
Qahira, 19) until its name became Diwan Yusuf, the name that the French cartogra­
phers heard from the residents and put on their map. 
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he recounts a groundless story of its construction that may have been 
invented in the Ottoman period to justify the reported ban on its use 
by Sultan Selim.45 A more plausible reason for this ban would have 
been the awesome effect the iwan must have had on Selim and his 
contemporaries. Casanova quotes Maillet, the French consul in Egypt 
between about 1692 and 1708, as explaining that Selim forbade the 
governors of Egypt from holding their audiences there for fear that its 
grandeur in comparison to the audience halls in Istanbul would instill 
in them a feeling of eminence and induce them to declare their inde­
pendence from the Sublime Porte.46 

Totally abandoned, the Iwan al-Kabir slowly decayed; its huge 
dome collapsed in 1521 and was never rebuilt.47 When the Citadel 
was divided up into three semi-independent and competing parts­
the Sur al-Inkishariyya (Janissaries Enclosure), the Sur al-'Azab 
('Azab Enclosure), and the Saraya al-Basha (the Pasha's Palace)-it 
was left in a no-man's land.48 A passageway leading to the part of the 
southern enclosure where the pasha lived was cleared between its 
columns.49 Though ruined and lacking its dome, it was still standing 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century, when it was documented 
for the Description de I' Egypte, but it was finally razed by 
Mul;lammad 'Ali in 1825 along with the rest of the palaces and halls 
that both the Mamluks and the Ottomans had built.50 

In 1988, portions of the modem paving in the garden in front of the 

45 Evliya <;elebi, Seyiil}atniime, 9-10: 389, says that the Diwan al-Ghiiri was built 
in three days and three nights in order to impress an important ambassador of the 
Safavid shah of Iran whom al-Ghiiri was expecting. The Ottomans had accused the 
Mamluks, and especially Sultan al-Ghiiri, of planning an alliance with their avowed 
enemies the Shi'ite Safavids to justify their attack and subsequent elimination of the 
Mamluk sultanate. Modem historians tend to believe that this was a baseless allega­
tion, cf. Akram al-'Ulabi, Dimashq bayn 'A~r al-Mamiilik wa-1-'Uthmiiniyyin 
(Damascus, 1982), 371-408. The association of the Iwan al-Kabir with the enemies 
of the Ottomans would have lent a moral dimension to Selim's ban on its use. 

46 Casanova, "Histoire," 708-9. 
47 Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 5: 441; Casanova, "Histoire," 631. 
48 The Sur al-Inkishariyya was the name given to the northern enclosure which 

contained the barracks of the Janissaries; the stables and the areas surrounding them, 
including the maydan and parts of the southern enclosure, became the Siir al-'Azab; 
the governor and his troops occupied the l}awsh and the area around it in the south­
ern enclosure called Saray al-Basha; see Casanova, "Histoire," 710-12. 

49 Evliya <;elebi, Seyiil}atniime, 9-10: 384. 
5° For a collection of eyewitness reports on the destruction of the Iwan al-Kabir 

by Muqammad-'Ali, see Gaston Wiet, Mohammed Ali et Les beaux-arts (Cairo, 
1949), 265-88. 
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Fig. 33: The Description de I' Egypte plan of the Iwiin al-Kabir 

Police Museum collapsed and uncovered parts of a foundation wall 
made of large, dark blocks of stone that are believed to have belonged 
to the lwan al-Kabir. It was evident from the small section uncovered 
that the wall was aligned with the Na~iri Mosque, an observation cor­
roborated by the plan of the Description de l' Egypte which shows the 
two juxtaposed structures across a court (ra}Jba) called the outer suq 
(suq al-barrani).51 Unfortunately the wall was buried again in 1989, 
and a garden planted on top of it. 

Description. The French plan of the Iwan al-Kabir in the Description 
de l' Egypte is probably the most accurate of a series of eighteenth-

51 'Abd al-Ral)man al-Jabarti, 'Aja'ib al-Athar ft al-Tarajim wa al-Akhbar (Beirut, 
n.d.), 3: 320, uses a similar name, ralJbat suq al-qal'a (square of the suq of the 
Citadel). 
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and nineteenth-century plans that are available (fig. 33).52 It shows 
the lwan al-Kabir to have been a rectangle (measuring 36 by 31 
meters without the corridor behind it) and open on three sides: the 
northeast, which constituted its main fas;ade, the southeast, and the 
northwest. The fourth side, which faced back toward the rest of the 
sultan's palaces across from the passageway (called dihliz al-'ubUr, 
or the corridor of crossing, in Mamluk sources), was built up with a 
thick wall pierced with five doors. The central door, according to the 
eighteenth-century traveler Pococke, "was adorned with that gro­
tesque sort of work, which is common in the Eastern buildings,"53 by 
which he undoubtedly meant the muqarnas semidome above the 
door. The interior fas;ade depicted in the Description de r Egypte 
shows this door as looking like a typical Mamluk outer gate, com­
plete with a recessed arched opening, topped with a muqarnas semi­
dome, and even flanked by the two customary stone benches called 
ma~tabas or maksalas (from kasal, laziness, because doormen used to 
sit on them all day long). Jomard mistook this arched door for a 
mihrab, and that led him to conclude that the iwan must have been 
used as a mosque.54 The door was probably meant to symbolize the 
entry into the private domain of the sultan. Behind it, the passageway 
seen in the plan led to the Qa~r al-Ablaq and beyond it to the private 
quarters ( al-dur al-sultiiniyya).55 

The lwan al-Kabir's layout consisted of three parallel aisles 
formed by four rows of reused red granite columns and six rectangu­
lar pillars. The central aisle was almost three times as wide as the lat­
eral ones. The front third of its length was subdivided into three parts 
formed by two pairs of columns. The granite columns, numbering 
thirty-two in all, were taken from pre-Islamic Egyptian temples, but 
which ones is not established.56 Several Mamluk chroniclers repeat 

52 Other plans are in Richard Pococke, Description of the East, 1: 33, pl. 14, 
drawn before 1743; and in Louis-Fram;:ois Cassas, Voyage pittoresque de la Syrie et 
Basse Egypte, drawn in 1799 (reproduced in Behrens-Abouseif, "Citadel of Cairo," 
62). 

53 Pococke, Description of the East, 1: 33. 
54 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 354-55; Sayyed, Wa._l'f al-Qiihira, 234. 
55 'Umari, Masiilik, 141-42; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 210. 
56 Evliya <;elebi, Seyii/:latniime, 9-10: 389, says that the dlwiin of Sultan al-Ghiiri 

had 35 columns. Casanova, "Histoire," 631, reports that Maillet counted 34 columns, 
probably adding the two square pillars as columns. Pococke's plan has 44 columns, 
but it is undoubtedly wrong, as he extends the middle two rows all the way to the end 
wall, thus adding six columns, even though he himself speaks in his text about the 
middle rows having been designed to support a dome. 
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the story first told by lbn al-Dawiidari that ancient columns from 
Ashmfmin in Upper Egypt were brought to rebuild the Citadel's 
Na~iri Mosque in 1335, but none mentions columns being brought for 
the iwan. Maqrizi says that they, and the columns for the Jami' al­
Na~iri al-Jadid (New Na~iri Mosque) which al-Na~ir built in 1311 
north of Misr al-Fustat, were taken from the site of the deserted 
Raw\la Citadel.57 Jo~a~d in the Description de l' Egypte and Denon 
in a report presented at the Institut d'Egypte in 1799, suggest that 
they initially came from Alexandlia or Babylon (the name of the set­
tlement that predated Mi~r al-Fustan, because they saw similar 
columns lying on the ground in both places.58 The site in Babylon, 
near the intake tower of the Citadel's aqueduct, corresponds to the 
location of the New Nii~iri Mosque which had disappeared by the 
nineteenth century, so those columns may well have belonged to the 
mosque. This conclusion corroborates Maqrizi's assertion that both 
the mosque's and the iwan's columns were salvaged from the Raw\la 
Citadel. This means that the columns J omard and Den on saw in the 
Citadel in 1799 were the ones that al-Na~ir brought for the first 
rebuilding and kept in the second rebuilding of 1333, suggesting that 
the second rebuilding was probably limited to the dome (as Bektash 
al-Fakhri, who was an eyewitness, reports). Pococke says that the 
name and titles of "the sultan" were engraved on the column shafts, 
but unfortunately he does not say which sultan.59 Inscribing the name 
of the sultan on the columns was apparently the way by which their 
appropriation was recorded. 

The back section of the central aisle, covering two-thirds of its 
length, was surmounted by a dome. That dome-which had already 
collapsed when the drawing was made-had once been the most 

57 Maqrlzl, Khitar. 2: 184, says that the columns for the Citadel on the Rawga 
Island were brought by al-~alil). Najm al-Din Ayyiib from the bartibi (sg. barbti), 
which is the word used to designate old Egyptian temples. 

58 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 354; Sayyed, Wa,5f al-Qtihira, 234; Vivant 
Denon, "Rapport au nom d'une commission chargee d'examiner un monument pres 
du grand aqueduc du Caire," Memoires sur I' Egypte publies pendant /es campagnes 
du General Bonaparte dans /es annees VI et VII (Paris, 1801), 129-32. 

59 Pococke, Description of the East, 1: 33. Had the name been given, it would 
have helped determine the extent of the work done in the iwan by al-Na~ir 

Mul).ammad. Had the name inscribed been any other than al-Na~ir's, it would have 
meant that al-Na~ir had kept the columns of an earlier rebuilding. Inscribing the 
name of the sultan on reused columns was probably a widespread practice as evi­
denced by the inscriptions on the four columns next to the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya dis­
cussed earlier. These columns, it should be stressed again, do not seem to have 
belonged to the iwan. 
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striking feature of the iwan.60 It was constructed of wood, like most 
Bal).ri Mamluk domes, and covered on the outside with greenish tiles. 
It was supported by twelve columns which, together with the back 
wall, formed a square, almost 20 meters to the side. The transition 
from square to circle was achieved by four wooden muqarnas pen­
dentives, whose units, judging from the perspective of the Descrip­
tion de I' Egypte, were huge. 

The main fa9ade of the iwan, which commanded a large court 
called Ral).bat al-lwan, had five slightly pointed arches: a large one in 
the middle and two flanking ones (fig. 34 ). A row of twin-arched 
windows surmounted the arched openings; the central opening had a 
triple-arched window. An inscription band more than two meters 
wide ran across the fa9ade above the windows. The characters of the 
inscription, which were 1.5 meters high each, were in the Kufic style. 
The French draftsman copied the inscription so accurately that it is 
possible to decipher it from the tiny drawing. It is an incomplete 
Qur'anic verse (14:32), which reads, "God is He Who created the 
heavens and the earth, and caused water to descend from the sky, 
thereby producing fruits as food for you." The rest of this verse and 
the next one of the same sura tum up on the inner side of the dome 
wall as can be seen in another drawing of the Description de 
I' Egypte. The fa9ade is topped with arched crenellations, typical of 

10 15 20m 

Fig. 34: The main fa;ade of the Iwan al-Kabir 

60 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 206; Zahiri, Zubda, 26; Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 5: 441. 



THE CITADEL IN AL-NA~IR MUl:IAMMAD'S REIGN (1333-41) 251 

many monuments of the same period that are repeated on the walls of 
the Nii~iri Mosque across the court. 

Very little information about the interior walls can be extracted 
from the perspective drawing of the Description de l' Egypte. A broad 
inscription band, very carefully depicted in the drawing with all its 
missing and misplaced characters and peeling paint, ran around the 
full perimeter of the inner square under the dome and even followed 
the curve of the arch in the central aisle. Its characters, made of 
carved and gilded wood, were written in Mamluk thuluth. Its text 
probably consisted of all Sultan al-Nii~ir MuQ.ammad's titles and the 
construction date.61 The text was inscribed inside cartouches that 
were intercepted by medallions which may have contained the sul­
tan's emblem, as was the case in contemporary Mamluk buildings 
such as the qubba of Sultan Qaliiwun (1284-85) and the Nii~iri 

Mosque at the Citadel. This cannot be verified, however, for their 
surfaces were already too abraded by the time the French made the 
drawing. 

The space between the inscription band and the springing of the 
dome had in its center a decorative roundel filled with sinuous lines 
with sun-like pointed rays jutting from its outer ring. It was probably 
made of stucco in the style of the period and looked much like the 
roundels that can still be seen on the drum of the dome of Sanqar al­
Sa'di (1315, known today as the qubba of I:Iasan ~adaqa, a popular 
sufi) and in the iwan of the khanqah of Umm-Anuk, or Tughiiy, the 
favorite wife of al-Nii~ir MuQ.ammad (built before 1349 in the 
Northern Qariifa). Above the roundel, a triple-arched window opened 
onto the outer porticoes of the Iwan al-Kabir. The outer walls of the 
porticoes on the two lateral sides were pierced by two rows of win­
dows above the arched openings. Inscription bands ran across the full 
length of the walls between the arcades and the first row of windows, 
but they are not legible in the French drawings. Some of the blank 
spaces between the windows seem to have had stucco ornaments in 
the familiar Mamluk elliptical shape called bukhariyya. Each of these 
bukhiiriyyas is flanked by a pair of columns that were inscribed on 
the stucco surface. The perspective drawing does not show the upper 

61 Casanova, "Histoire," 634--35, was the first to read the remainder of the inscrip­
tion correctly, which confirms that the drawing represented al-Na~ir's iwan. A sim­
ilar inscription band runs around the drum of the Na~iri Mosque's dome. Both 
inscriptions were possibly done at the same time. 
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parts of these columns, but they may have ended with an arch that 
framed the composition. A similar arrangement of stucco arches runs 
around the walls of the Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya, but with a larger number 
of units. 

This picture is too incomplete to permit any conclusions about the 
decorative program of the Iwan al-Kabir. Its only notable character­
istic is that every element of the surf ace articulation is much larger 
than comparable elements are on similar contemporary monuments. 
Mamluk builders obviously had a sense of proportion when matching 
decorative elements to the size of structure; they did not use enor­
mous ornamental elements merely for the sake of their size. The Iwan 
al-Kabir was a unique structure whose royal character was both visu­
ally and spatially articulated through its massiveness, height, and the 
lavishness of its decoration. It was certainly the most public and most 
ceremonial of the sultan's palaces, and therefore necessarily made to 
impress and to inspire awe. 

A ddr al-cad/ session. Ibn Fa91-Allah al-'Umari (1301-49), who was 
an important administrator at the court, provides a detailed account 
of the ddr al-cad! sessions that took place at the iwan during the reign 
of al-Na~ir MuQammad. His report was copied almost verbatim by 
both Maqrizi and Qalqashandi; they only add a little about the 
changes introduced in the ceremony in their own times.62 Unlike his 
father Qalawfm and brother al-Ashraf Khalil, al-Na~ir MuQammad 
regularly presided over these justice sessions in the iwan on Mondays 
and Thursdays, except during Ramadan. He established a ritual and 
order of seating for the session, at which all the amirs, khd$$akiyya 
and barrdnis alike, had to be present. 

On ddr al-cad! days, al-Na~ir would come out of his inner palaces 
through the vestibule behind the iwan and enter through the central 
door under the muqamas semidome (fig. 35). He would sit on a 
wooden chair (dast) covered with a silk cloth and placed next to his 
marble throne in the center of the iwan's back wall. He only used the 
marble throne, which resembled the minbar of a mosque, when he 
received foreign envoys.63 The sultan sat at the head of a group of 

62 'Umari, Masiilik, 100-2; Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 208-9; Qalqashandi, Sub/f , 4: 
44--45, 4: 62. An English translation of Maqrizi's report is Holt, Crusades, 144--45; 
also Stowasser, "Manners and Customs at the Mamluk Court," 17. 

63 By asserting that the sultan's throne was on a level higher than his officials, 
Jorgen Nielsen, Secular Justice in an Islamic State: Mazalim under the Bahri 
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back wall of lwan 

The Sultan coming from his inner palaces • • • • 
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The throne ~ • 

The seat of the Sultan ill 
Fig. 35: The Sultan enters the lwan al-Kabir 

dignitaries who surrounded him in hierarchical order. Nearest to him 
were those officials directly involved in the proceedings. To the right 
were the four supreme judges ( quc/iit al-quc/iit) of the four Sunni 
schools of jurisprudence in the order of their importance: the Shafi'ite 
judge closest to the sultan, followed by the Hanafite, the Malikite, 
and the Hanbalite. Next to the Hanbalite judge came the treasury con­
troller (wakfl bayt al-mal), then the market inspector (muJ:itasib) of 
Cairo. To the left of the sultan sat his secretary (katib al-sirr)-who 
between 1329 and 1332 was lbn Fac;ll-Allah al-'Umari himself64-

followed by the army supervisor (na+ir al-jaysh). The circle would be 
completed by a group of clerks who sat facing the sultan known as 
the clerks of the chair (kuttab al-dast), after the royal dast. Their job 
was to record the minutes of the sessions (fig. 36). These functionar­
ies were probably seated under the dome, with the sultan close to the 
center, some distance from the back wall, as both court protocol and 
the sultan's safety required sufficient space behind him and the wall 
for two rows of guards to his right and left, the silii/:ldiiriyya, jama­
dariyya, and the khii~~akiyya mamluks. 

The great amirs of a hundred, the highest rank in the Mamluk sys­
tem, were seated in a row opposite each other on either side of the 
sultan and some fifteen cubits (approximately 5 meters) from him. 
They were called amirs of the council (umara' al-mashura), and they 
functioned as the sultan's official advisers. There were twenty-four of 

Mamluks, 66211264-78911387 (Leiden, 1985), 56, missed the point about the sym­
bolic humility implied in the sultan's deliberately abandoning the throne on dar a/­
'adl days in favor of the lower dast. 

64 See the references to 'Umari's tenure as kiitib al-sirr in ibid., 160. 
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Fig. 36: Seating arrangement of dignitaries around the sultan 
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Fig. 37: Seating of umarii' al-mashura around the sultan 

them in al-Na~ir Mut,iammad's army, so they probably sat twelve on 
each side (fig. 37). The less important amirs, the amirs of forty, and 
other civil servants would be placed further away from these high­
ranking amirs, completing the rows toward the entrance to the iwan, 
but these amirs and administrators had to remain standing. Behind 
this first row stood several other rows of amirs of ten and of mam-
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Fig. 38: Full assembly in the dar al-'adl sessions 

luks. Attendants and clerks of the chancery formed the outermost cir­
cle around the three open sides of the iwan. The rows of important 
amirs probably reached as far as the first row of columns which sup­
ported the dome; the lesser amirs and mamluks stood in the space 
between the inner and outer rows of columns. The attendants stood in 
the wide space in the front of the iwan and escorted the petitioners 
there to face the assembly (fig. 38). 

The order of seating in the dar al-'adl sessions matches almost 
exactly the plan of the I wan al-Kabir. Whether this means that the dar 
al-'adl ceremonial was designed to fit the iwan's spatial arrangement, 
or that al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad rebuilt the iwan to accommodate the cer­
emonial he had introduced we do not know. But the latter alternative 
is the more plausible one since Jomard' s observation on the origin of 
the iwan's columns shows that al-Na~ir MuQ.ammad apparently did 
not remove them when he modified the iwan in 1333, but must have 
preserved the original layout because it suited the ceremonial organi­
zation better than another model would have. It may have been 
inspired by its four direct predecessors at the Citadel-the iwan of al-
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Fig. 39: Plan of the mashhad al-Juyiishi in Cairo 

Kamil, the two qubbas of Baybars and Qalawfm, and the iwan of al­
Ashraf Khalil-but this is impossible to ascertain for we have no idea 
what they looked like. Analysis of the Iwan al-Kabir's architecture, 
however, suggests that it was designed with other architectural para­
digms in mind. 

Origin of the /wan al-Kabir. The Iwan al-Kabir was fundamentally 
different from the two common hall types in Islamic Egypt, the qa<a 
and the majlis. This difference has been noted by many scholars, who 
have proposed a variety of architectural precedents. Doris Behrens­
Abouseif has suggested for its model the main hall in several Fatimid 
shrines, specifically the mashhads of al-Juyushi (1085) and Sayyida 
Ruqayya (1133) in Cairo (fig. 39),65 but these are really only varia­
tions on the majlis, the most widespread hall type in Egypt until the 
thirteenth century. A majlis has a T-shaped plan with a large space in 
the center and two smaller, and sometimes shallower, ones flanking 
it, a front gallery (riwdq), and a set of doors that separate the gallery 
from the central space, whether an open court or a roofed durqa<a.66 

65 Behrens-Abouseif, "Citadel of Cairo," 77-78. 
66 Sayed, "Cairene Qa'a," 32-39. 
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Fig. 40: Plan of the hall of al-Salil) Najm al-Din Ayyiib at the Raw<;la Citadel 

The halls of both Fatimid shrines clearly derive from the majlis plan, 
but have in addition a dome above the central back space, probably 
either to acclaim the sacrosanct persons to whom they were dedicat­
ed, or to emphasize the qibli side, an arrangement encountered in sev­
eral large Fatimid mosques such as the Azhar mosque (970-72) and 
al-f.Iakim mosque (990-1013). 
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Alexandre Lezine proposes as a prototype for the iwan and other 
royal Mamluk structures the hall of al-S~ilil:i Najm al-Din Ayyiib at 
the RawQa Citadel,67 perhaps the hall that Ibo Sa'id al-Maghribi, who 
visited the RawQa Citadel shortly after its completion in the 1240s, 
identified as the iwan that al-Salil). used for his audiences.68 The plan 
of this hall, which was still standing in the early nineteenth century, 
comprised two iwans facing one another across a huge durqii'a {fig. 
40). Four sets of columns, each composed of three columns arranged 
in a triangle, formed a smaller rectangle inside the durqii'a. They 
framed the side iwans and the two alcoves (~uffas) on the long sides 
and may have supported a dome, or perhaps a wooden lantern, in the 
center of a flat roof, similar to those found in later Cairene houses and 
called shukhshikha. Lezine considered this hall to have formed a tran­
sitional stage between the hall (which we now know was called the 
majlis) in Fus!ii! houses and later qa'as of the Bal).ri Mamluk period. 

Though al-Salil). Najm al-Din's hall may have presented the model 
for other Mamluk halls, it could not have been the prototype of the 
Iwan al-Kabir. Reduced to its essence, the iwan was a roof support­
ed on pointed arches carried by columns; its fa;ades were open on 
three of its four sides, while both majlis and qa'a plans are by defin­
ition enclosed spaces. Only its back wall, which belonged to the 
structure behind it, the dihliz al-'ubUr, and functioned as the screen 
that separated it from the royal palaces, was solid. That openness was 
in fact one of its essential characteristics, since it functioned both as 
stage and reviewing stand for the sultan. He could be seen from all 
sides when he sat to hear the grievances of his subjects on dar al-'adl 
days or for embassy receptions,69 and he could view the parades tak­
ing place in the court in front of the iwan on audience days. 70 The 
iwan was considered a public, free-standing structure "outside" 

67 Lezine, "Les salles nobles des palais Mamelouks," 65, 71.; see also Shemuel 
Tamari, Kaah: iyun leksiko-arkhitektoni, 62-63, 82-84, for a reconstructed typology 
of royal qd'as. Tpe plan of al-SaliJ:i's qd'a is known from its reproduction in the 
Description de I' Egypte, hat moderne, Plates, vol. 1, pl. 23; redrawn by Creswell, M. 
A. E., 2: 86. 

68 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 183-84, quoting from lbn Sa'id al-Maghribi's al-Mughrib. 
69 A Florentine traveler named Brancacci describes an audience he attended there 

during the reign of Barsbay; he says that the sultan was seated on a raised platform 
inside the iwan and was perfectly visible from all sides; see Behrens-Abouseif, 
"Citadel of Cairo," 42-43. 

70 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 206. 
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(~ahir) the royal palaces.71 The form of the central door at its rear, 
complete with its recessed arched opening, topped with the muqarnas 
semidome and flanked by the two customary ma~{abas, gives it the 
appearance of a typical Mamluk portal leading to the private royal 
palaces behind and reinforces the impression that the Iwan al-Kabir 
belonged outside of these palaces. 

Analysis of the medieval sources and the seventeenth- to the nine­
teenth-century drawings and descriptions suggests that two features 
of the Iwan al-Kabir, its green dome and its tripartite plan, were par­
ticularly eminent. Both tripartite plan and green dome had been part 
of the architectural vocabulary of Islamic palaces before the time of 
al-Na~ir Mu~ammad, and both were apparently recognized by people 
as signs of majesty.72 Green domes appear to have been celebrated 
architectural elements in early Islamic palaces. Textual references to 
at least three Umayyad palaces-the dar al-imara of Mu'awiya in 
Damascus (640-661), that of al-l:lajjaj in his new capital of Wasit in 
Iraq (695), and that of Hisham ibn 'Abd al-Malik in Rusafa (724-
43)-and the palace of Abu Ja'far al-Man~ur in his round city of 
Baghdad (762) call them by the generic name of qubbat al-khacjra 
(green dome).73 The four domes belonged to politico-religious com­
plexes that formed the nucleus of the early Islamic cities. Modem 
scholars have traced the symbolism of the green dome to the wide 
range of meaning the domes had in the Byzantine and Sasanian tra­
ditions, two important precursors of Islamic architecture.74 Arabic 
sources are silent on the iconography of the Umayyad halls, but they 
describe the dome of al-Man~ur in Baghdad, which collapsed in 941, 
as "the emblem of Baghdad and its crown, and the triumph of the 
Abbasids."75 The memory of the green dome seems to have survived 

71 Zahiri, Zubda, 26. . 
72 The two features are further discussed in Nasser Rabbat, "Mamluk Throne 

Halls: Qubba or lwan?," Ars Orienta/is 23 (1993): 201-18. 
73 References collected in RilJ.iiwi, "Qu~iir al-I:Iukkam," 22: 34-36; Lassoer, 

Topography of Baghdad, 52-53, 134-35, 239-40; Grabar, "al-Mushatta, Baghdad 
and Wasit," 105-6. The medieval historians had never seen the domes themselves so 
that objections have been raised as to just how "green" the domes of these palaces 
were. For a discussion of the possibilities of colors and meanings attached to the qub­
bat al-kha<jra, see Charles Wendell, "Baghdad: Imago Mundi and Other Foundation 
Lore," International Journal of Middle East Studies 2 (1971): 117-20; Jonathan 
Bloom, "The Qubbat al-Kha<;lrii and the Iconography of Height in Early Islamic 
Architecture," Ars Orienta/is 23 (1993): 135-41. 

14 Wendell, "Baghdad," 118-19; Grabar," Dome of Heaven," 15-17. 
75 Al-Khatib al-Baghdiidi, Tarfkh Baghdad, 14 vols. (Beirut, n.d.), 1: 73; 
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through the literary and artistic tradition well into the Mamluk peri­
od, although actual examples had long gone.76 

The green dome of the Iwan al-Kabir, whose prominent position is 
emphasized by all contemporary sources, appears to have been a 
deliberate reference to the image of the qubbat al-khacj,rd, for other­
wise green domes were unknown in medieval Egyptian architecture. 
The only reference we have to a pre-Mamluk audience hall with a 
dome is that of the Fatimid Iwan al-Kabir in the Eastern Palace of al­
Qahira, which had a gilded, not a green, dome under which the caliph 
sat on audience days.77 Since the qubbat al-khacj,rd probably sym­
bolized the caliph's power, the reuse of a green dome by al-Na~ir 
MuI:iammad may have been a sign of his sovereignty (sultan) which 
was recognizable to his subjects. It may also have been one way of 
forging a link with the Abbasid caliphate, under whose aegis the 
Mamluks were theoretically ruling, and an attempt to dissociate their 
ceremonial and official image from that of the Fatimids.78 

Zakariyya al-Qazwini, Kitab Athar al-Bilad wa-Akhbar al-'lbad, ed. Ferdinand 
Wtistenfeld (Gottingen, 1848), 310; Lassner, Topography, 53, for his translation of 
this description. 

76 The memory of the Baghdad dome with its horseman on top may have been 
preserved in the design of an arbiter for a drinking session illustrated in al-Jazari, 
Kitab ft Ma'rifat al-f:liyal al-Handasiyya, trans. Donald Hill (The Book of Knowledge 
of Ingenious Mechanical Devices [Dordrecht, Holland, 1974], 99, fig. 82, and 219, 
pl. 13). Al-Jazari composed his work around 1204 for Nii~ir al-Din Mal:tmiid, the 
Artuqid ruler of Amid (r. 1200-22). Figure 82 belongs to a manuscript dated to 1486; 
plate 13 belongs to a manuscript dated to 1354. 

77 Maqrizi, Khirar. 1: 388. 
78 I tentatively suggest here that a green dome may have been the symbol of 

sultan, which was an attribute of the Umayyad and early Abbasid caliphs. The 
word's usage evolved from the level of a prerogative of rule to a proper title of a ruler 
in the early eleventh century. It was used in combination with al-dawla (the state), as 
a title by one of the Buyids, Abii Shujii' ibn Bahii' al-Dawla. The Buyids had stripped 
the Abbasid caliph of his political authority and installed themselves as the guardians 
of the caliphate in Baghdad in 945. The title also appears to have been adopted by 
Mal:tmiid the Ghaznavid at the same time, and some reports say that he had obtained 
it from the caliph; see C. E. Bosworth, "The Titulature of the Early Ghaznavids," 
Oriens 15 (1962): 210-33. The title and the real power passed on to the Turkish 
Seljuqs after they removed the Buyids and became the new custodians of the 
caliphate. From there on the title may have been transferred through the Zangids, 
who had never used it themselves, to the Ayyubids, and later on to the Mamluks; see, 
J. H. Kramers, "Sultan," in E/1, 7: 543-45. The revival of a weakened and sub­
servient Abbasid caliphate in Cairo after 1261 and the desire to project an image of 
legitimacy on the part of the Mamluks may have led to the resurrection of the visu­
al signs of sultan, including the green dome. Clearly, more needs to be said on the 
subject, but this is not the place for it. 
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Fig. 41: Plan of the madrasa of Sultan Qalawiin 

The Iwan al-Kabir's tripartite plan bore a manifest resemblance to 
a specific type, the basilica, with its central nave and two arcaded 
side aisles, though basilicas were uncommon in Cairo at the time. 
Only one other contemporary Cairene structure, the qibli iwan of the 
madrasa of Sultan Qalawfm (1284), had used such a plan (fig. 41).79 

There, however, the three aisles with four arches each that form the 
tripartite arrangement appear to have been added to the qibli iwan as 
an afterthought to what was otherwise a madrasa with the usual ubiq­
uitous two-iwan plan. The madrasa may already have been started 
with its two iwans when an order was given to insert the three aisles 
in the qibli iwan. They may have been applied to provide the prayer 

79 Behrens-Abouseif, "Citadel of Cairo," 76, notes this precedent. 
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space with a different treatment or an impressive fai;ade, or to sug­
gest a royal association. In fact, the entire complex of Qalawiin may 
have alluded to palatial symbolism in the original functions of its site, 
its architectural references, and the lavishness of its decoration. The 
conversion of an exclusive old Fatimid palace to a public socio­
religious complex may have been an intentional gesture aimed at 
advertising the generosity and charity of the ruler. 80 It may also have 
imitated other structures admired by the patron or suggested by his 
architects. 

The context was evidently different for the Iwan al-Kabir. Its plan 
seems to have been a well-thought-out variation of a basilica modi­
fied by shortening its sides to almost a square and by opening three 
sides to provide an unobstructed view to the outside and to suggest 
the accessibility of the sultan sitting within. The basic tripartite divi­
sion leading to a focal point in the center of the back wall is kept in 
it, though the apse is replaced with a monumental portal. These alter­
ations, important as they may be, do not conceal the similarity 
between the Iwan al-Kabir's plan and the domed basilica type, exam­
ples of which abound in eastern Roman, Byzantine, and pre-Islamic 
Syrian urban and provincial architecture. 8 I 

The Iwan al-Kabir's formal affinity with the basilica! type may 
have been a consequence of a functional one, for although basilicas 
are usually connected with Christian churches, the original function 
as a royal hall for public audiences and the symbolism attached to it 
and developed for it were never lost or forgotten.82 The historical cir­
cumstances of the Iwan al-Kabir's building and the elaborate descrip­
tions of the ceremonies that took place in it point in this direction, but 
the complete image is still too sketchy and the sources too inadequate 
to allow for any firm conclusion.83 At this stage of our knowledge, 

80 Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 29, fols. 28-30, describes the buildings, its waqf, and the 
social functions of the bimiiristiin and the mausoleum; reproduced in Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 
1: 997-1001, and translated in Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 191. 

81 Cyril Mango, Byzantine Architecture (New York, 1985), 52-88, discusses the 
domed basilicas from the age of Justinian, including the most famous of them all, the 
Ha~ia Sophia of Constantinople. 

2 Irving Lavin, "The House of the Lord," Art Bulletin 44 (1962): 16-17; William 
MacDonald, The Architecture of the Roman Empire, 53, no. 21. 

83 Jean Sauvaget, La mosquee omeyyade de Medina: Etude sur les origines archi­
tecturales de la mosquee et de la basilique (Paris, 1947), 158-84, argues the persis­
tence of royal signs in the use of the basilica in early Islamic architecture. Many of 
Sauvaget's ideas on the adaptations and transformations of the basilica! plan are still 
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we can only surmise that the inspiration for the Iwan al-Kabir may 
have come from some intermediate Islamic examples, most probably 
in Syria, where the existence of an Umayyad tradition of audience 
halls that had adapted the basilica form has been demonstrated, and 
its extension into or revival in medieval times in Syria postulated. 84 

Like the green dome, the basilica! plan of the Iwan al-Kabir may 
have been a consciously historicizing choice through which al-Na~ir 
MuQ.ammad wanted not only to reproduce an early Islamic model or 
its medieval descendants but also to reintroduce a well-established 
symbol of a caliphal golden age. 

The Na~iri Mosque 

Shortly after the Iwan al-Kabir was finished in 1335, al-Na~ir 

Mut.iammad demolished the congregational mosque at the Citadel 
and started rebuilding it. The sources do not say whether the rebuild­
ing involved any enlargement, but one of them, Ibn al-Dawadari, 
says that only the interior of the mosque-that is, the arcades, the 
mihrab, and the maq~ura-was gutted.85 Al-Yusufi, the other eye­
witness, records that the site of the enlarged mosque included the "old 
house of the washbasin" (tishtakhana) and parts of a residential quar­
ter named I:Iarat Mukhta~~. which was probably where some of the 
kh<i~~akiyya amirs lived.86 Maqrizi, who was a later chronicler and 
copied al-Yusufi's text, mentions only that the new mosque covered 
a larger area than the older one.87 The mosque's fa9ades, however, 

unchallenged and warrant further research despite recent scholarship that modified, 
and sometimes disproved, his conclusions on the Mosque of the Prophet at Medina. 
Lavin, "The House of the Lord," 16-17, begins to chart the survival of basilicas in 
Islamic palaces. 

84 Jean Sauvaget, "Les Ghassanides et Sergiopolis," Byzantion 14 (1939): 115-30 
(reprinted in Memorial Jean Sauvaget [Damascus, 1954], 147-64); Richard 
Ettinghausen, From Byzantium to Sasanian Iran and the Islamic World (Leiden, 
1972), 50, 62-64; Henri Stern, "Notes sur !'architecture des chiiteaux omeyyades," 
Ars lslamica 11-12 (1946): 89-92, all discuss pre-Islamic and Umayyad palaces in 
Syria with basilica! plans and see in them a syncretic creation of a new type that syn­
thesized Sasanian models of audience halls with the local, classically inspired basil­
ica. Palatial architecture in Syria until the twelfth century is not very well known. 
One intriguing example, the Qa~r al-Banat in Raqqa, ca.1168, however, suggests that 
basilica! plans survived; see Tabbaa, "Circles of Power," 185, no. 50. 

85 Ibn al-Dawadari, al-Durr al-Fakhir, 382. 
86 Yiisufi, Nuzha, 240. 
87 Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 2: 380-81. 
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suggest quite the opposite. First, walled-up windows, at a lower level 
than the actual windows on the four fa~ades, are clearly visible. 
Second, the two minarets rest on bases that are lower than the roof 
level of the mosque, and the base of the eastern minaret still has some 
of its original arched crenellations, showing that the roof was about 
2 meters higher after the rebuilding (pl. 25). Raising the mosque's 
roof without enlarging the building resulted in a 1: 4 ratio of height 
to length in the mosque's fa~ades that is unusual for other congrega­
tional mosques in Cairo. 88 

The mosque stood on the eastern side of the Ra~bat al-lwan facing 
the lwan al-Kabir which stood on the northwestern side. The present­
day court, extending from the Bab al-Jadid to the walls of Mu~am­
mad 'Ali's mosque, has almost the same circumference as the origi­
nal one as it appears on the map of the Description de l' Egypte. The 
mosque has three doors, on the northwest, the northeast, and the 
southwest. The first, used as the main entrance today, is set in a deep 
recess and surmounted with a muqarnas conch. It opens into the 
Citadel's court. Above it is an inscription plaque which contains al­
Na~ir's name and the date of the first rebuilding 718 A.H. (1318). The 
second, the northeastern, entrance is opposite the Bab al-Qulla which 
separates the Citadel's two enclosures. It consists of a slightly point­
ed arched door placed inside a shallow trilobed recess that has an 
inscription plaque whose date is missing. The entire composition is in 
the middle of a projecting rectangle that reaches two-thirds the height 
of the mosque's fa~ade. It is topped with a row of sawtooth crenella­
tions similar to the ones on the walls of the mosque's inner court 
($al:m) (pl. 26). The southwestern door is set oddly off-center in 
another projecting rectangle; the door itself is now blocked with 
masonry and topped with an arch filled with a sunrise motif made out 
of alternating green and red masonry (pl. 27). As noted by Behrens­
Abouseif, the three doors have no ma$fabas, which is unusual for 
Mamluk mosques, but this could be because a royal mosque inside 
the Citadel had no need of doorkeepers. 89 

The fa~ades of the mosque are uncharacteristically plain and 
fortress-like for the period, with arched crenellations on top. They 

88 Noted by Martin S. Briggs, Mul;ammadan Architecture in Egypt and Palestine 
(Oxford, 1924; reprint, 1974), 101. 

89 Doris Behrens-Abouseif, Islamic Architecture of Cairo, An Introduction 
(Leiden, 1989), 109. 
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give the whole structure an austere and dignified aspect unalleviated 
by the colorful finials of the two minarets. The fa9ades may have 
made a different impression when the now-buried lower floor of the 
mosque was still above ground. Although the sources do not mention 
it, the mosque was raised (mu<allaq), as we can tell from the blocked 
arched windows, whose upper parts show above the present ground 
level, and from a print of the late eighteenth century. 90 

The two minarets, one on the eastern comer and one above the 
main door, face the two audiences to whom the call to prayer ( adhan) 
would have been directed-the mamluks in the northern enclosure 
across from the Bab al-Qulla and the amirs and administrators in the 
Iwan al-Kabir area. The minarets do not match, and both are equally 
unusual in shape and surface articulation, although the eastern 
minaret is more Mamluk in type than the western one. It has a rec­
tangular base, followed by a cylindrical story surmounted with a 
hexagonal pavilion. The western minaret has two cylindrical, carved 
stories, the lower covered with a continuous vertical chevron motif, 
the upper with a horizontal one (pl. 28). Both minarets have peculiar 
finials that Behrens-Abouseif described as "garlic-shaped," set atop 
tapering, ribbed cylinders, and both are covered with greenish enam­
eled tiles, with bands of white Qur'anic inscription on a blue back­
ground surrounding the bases of the finials. 

There is nothing else quite like these two minarets in Cairo. They 
are believed to be the work of a Tabrizi master builder who was 
brought to Cairo sometime after 1322 by Amir Aytamish, al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad's envoy to the Ilkhan Abu Sa'id; he was said to have 
constructed the minarets of the mosque of 'Ali Shah in Tabriz.91 No 
chronicler attributes these minarets to this Tabrizi master, but many 
mention him in connection with the two minarets that belong to the 
mosque of Qaw~un on the north-south Shari' al-A'?-am, built in 1330, 
and a minaret for the mosque Aytamish had built in his iqfiY vil­
lage.92 We know nothing about this latter minaret, but Evliya <;elebi 
says that the minarets of Qaw~un's mosque were covered with 
faience. Perhaps al-Na~ir Mul).ammad admired the minarets of 

90 Published in Ludwig Mayer, Views in Egypt, 48. 
91 Laila Ibrahim and J. M. Rogers, "The Great lj:anqah of the Emir Qaw~fm," 

55-56; Michael Meinecke, "Die mamlukischen Faience Dekorationen: Eine 
Werkstatte aus Tabriz in Kairo (1330-1355)," Kunst des Orients 11 (1976-77): 85; 
Little, "Notes on AitamiS," 397-98; Doris Behrens-Abouseif, The Minarets of Cairo 
(Cairo, 1985), 78. 

92 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 320; Little, "Notes on Aitamis," 398. 
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Qaw~fm's mosque and asked the Tabrizi master to apply his skills to 
his own mosque's minarets. Unfortunately, all the minarets of the 
Tabrizi master we know of-on the mosques of both Qaw~fm and 
Aytamish and their Iranian model, the mosque of 'Ali Shah in 
Tabriz-have disappeared, so we do not know if they bore any 
resemblance to the minarets of the Citadel's mosque or not. Michael 
Meinecke, however, basing his argument on the depiction of the tops 
of two minarets in a thirteenth-century painting of Tabriz presumably 
representing the mosque of 'Ali Shah, claims to find a Tabrizi influ­
ence in the Citadel's minarets.93 

The almost square plan of the mosque (63 by 57 meters) is of the 
hypostyle type, with a prayer hall of four arcades and three porticoes 
each with two arcades (fig. 42). The square, central part of the roof 
in the prayer hall, supported on ten monolithic granite columns is 
elevated above the rest of the mosque and surmounted with a green­
tiled dome (the one there now was rebuilt in the twentieth century). 
The transition from square to circle is achieved by four muqarnas 
pendentives similar to the ones depicted in the French perspective 
drawing of the lwan al-Kabir (fig. 43). The columns are all Pharaonic 

93 Meinecke, "Mamlukischen Faience," 89-97; idem, Architektur, 1: 83. 
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Fig. 43: Section through the Na~iri Mosque 

or Ptolemaic; they were reportedly brought from Ashmiinin in Upper 
Egypt, and have an array of capitals that represent every known style 
in pre-Islamic Egypt. The arcades carry a second tier of arched win­
dows, two above each arch, that are of the same size as the exterior 
windows. All the voussoirs of the mosque's arcades and the frames 
of the windows above them are made of alternate red and black stone, 
a treatment that combines ablaq (alternating black and white) with 
mushahhar (red and white).94 This gives the arcades a unified ap­
pearance that diminishes the jumbled effect caused by the variety of 
columns, bases, and capitals used (pl. 29). The ceiling, made of octa­
gonal wooden coffers decorated with vegetal motifs, was painted 
with bright colors and gilding, of which some traces still exist. On 
both the northeastern and the southwestern walls are remains of intri­
cate marble mosaic work that must have formed a continuous high 
dado around the full perimeter of the mosque.95 

One conclusion to be drawn from this description of the mosque is 

94 Waqf of Amir Khayir Bak, 4: 11, defines mushahhar as alternating red and 
white stone. 

95 In fact, Yiisufi, Nuzha, 24, states that the second rebuilding of the mosque 
included covering the entire length of its walls with marble. 
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that its outer appearance echoed that of the Iwan al-Kabir across the 
Ral;lbat al-Iwan, although their functions and their interior spaces 
were fundamentally different.96 This resemblance must have been 
intentional. The reports on the mosque's rebuilding indicate that it 
involved measures to unify its appearance with that of the Iwan al­
Kabir, including raising the mosque's arcades to the height of the 
iwan's, rebuilding the dome and covering it with green faience like 
that on the iwan's dome, and using arched crenellations on the out­
side walls very unlike the crenellation of sawtooth triangles on the 
interior walls around the courtyard and atop the rectangular projec­
tion of the northeastern entrance. 

Another conclusion to be drawn is that the mosque's forms and 
structure reflect its position between the private and the public 
spheres of circulation at the Citadel. Because it was the congrega­
tional mosque for the entire Citadel, it was a public building open to 
worshipers who lived in the northern and southern enclosures and to 
those who happened to be present in the Citadel, such as the peti­
tioners at the DAR AL-'ADL, at prayer times. It was also the royal 
mosque where the sultan performed Friday prayer that all amirs were 
required to attend. To those assembled, this prayer fulfilled a politi­
cal role, for it confirmed the sultan's legitimacy through the invoca­
tion of his name in the sermon. The mosque was thus a public space 
with a royal function. 

Because the mosque was inside the southern enclosure, it lay on 
the edge between the private and public spheres of the sultan's life, 
just as the Iwan al-Kabir did. But, unlike the Iwan al-Kabir, which 
was separated from the sultan's private quarters by a series of semi­
public qu$iir that constituted the Qa~r al-Ablaq, the mosque was adja­
cent to the harem apartments in the Citadel, which required a careful 
handling of the connection. It had to be accessible to worshipers, 
without breaching the privacy and safety of the sultan and his fami­
ly. This was achieved by providing it with three doors and a private 
passage that linked it with the sultan's quarters. The northwestern 
entrance opened onto the central court of the southern enclosure and 
provided access for the amirs, judges, and mamluks when they would 
come from the iwan on the days of khidma. It was also the ceremo­
nial door whenever a royal mawkib required a congregation at the 

96 Meinecke, Architektur, 62. 
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mosque, such as when the caliph was brought to give the Friday ser­
mon on politically critical occasions,97 or whenever a ceremony 
involved distributing robes of honor to the muta'amimin, or religious 
men.98 This door is higher than the two other doors and has the cus­
tomary muqarnas semidome above it to mark it as a main gate. It is 
positioned at the center of the northwestern fa~ade in a rectangular 
projection that encompasses the full height of the mosque. The west­
ern minaret sits above the right side of its portal projection, which is 
another sign of its prominence.99 

The northeastern gate was also a public entrance, but not a cere­
monial one. It faced the northern enclosure across from the Bab al­
Qulla which opened onto it through the dihliz that al-Na~ir 

Mul.iammad had constructed in 1320 after he had rebuilt the mosque 
for the first time. This door provided access for worshipers from the 
mamluk barracks and officials who worked in the several adminis­
trative halls in the southern section of the northern enclosure. It had 
no ceremonial function, and thus it was less monumental and less 
ornate than the northwestern door. 

At prayer time, the sultan would enter the mosque through the third 
(southeastern) door, accompanied by his khii~~akiyya amirs. He 
would go directly to his maqrura which faced the door and was set to 
the right of the mihrab. The maq~ura screen separated the sultan and 
his entourage from the rest of the hall while maintaining visual con­
tact. After the prayer, the sultan would return to his private quarters 
( al-dur al-sulfiiniyya) through the same door; the rest of the wor­
shipers would leave the mosque through one of the other two. The 
southeastern door thus formed the entrance for the sultan and his 
close amirs; its size and location clearly demonstrate its private qual­
ity.100 Its opening was small, allowing the entry of only one person 
at a time. It faced a court-now truncated and filled with debris­
which once led to the sultan's private quarters through a passage that 
is now underground. 

97 Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 1: 774; lbn al-Furat, Tiirlkh, 8: 128, 135; both report that the 
caliph was released from his house arrest by al-Ashraf Khalil in 1290 to deliver the 
sermon at the Citadel's mosque and formally to recognize al-Ashraf as sultan. 

98 Maqrizi, Suliik, 3: 963, qadis were gathered at the mosque in 1399 for the dis­
tribution of robes of honor. 

99 Similarly, the main gate of the Azhar mosque has a minaret above it on the 
right side, and the mosque of al-Maridani, built in 1339-40, has one on the left side 
of the projecting portal. 

100 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 212. 
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Fig. 44: Areas south and west of the Nii~iri Mosque 

The passage opposite the mosque door is part of a group of buried 
and ruined structures that occupies a triangular section extending 
from the mosque's southwestern fa\:ade to the court in front of 
MuQ.ammad 'Ali's Saray al-'Adl (Hall of Justice) (fig. 44). These 
structures present a composite group of Mamluk and nineteenth­
century remains which are very difficult to disentangle. They include 
the Bi'r al-Sab' Sawaqi (Well of the Seven Waterwheels) into which 
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the Na~iri aqueduct emptied Nile water for the Citadel and several 
connected spaces whose functions are difficult to determine. They 
may have belonged to the royal kitchen rebuilt by al-Na~ir 

Mul}.ammad, because Mamluk sources locate it next to the mosque 
and because the proximity of the water source supports this infer­
ence.101 Mul}.ammad 'Ali also rebuilt the kitchen in the same loca­
tion. Some ruined vaulted spaces and the trapezoidal court clearly 
belong to this rebuilding (marked as such on the plan). Recently, the 
southern part of the old kitchen was removed to provide space for a 
series of tourist services along the straight road between the two 
mosques of al-Na~ir Mul}.ammad and Mul}.ammad 'Ali and in front of 
the Saray al-'Adl of Mul}.ammad 'Ali to the south. 

It is impossible to reconstruct the connection between the passage 
and the rest of the buried structures to the south of it, although they 
appear linked today. It is clear from the plan that all these structures, 
Mamluk and nineteenth-century alike (which must have been super~ 
imposed on older Mamluk structures), are aligned with the well that 
formed the terminus of the aqueduct, so the original structures must 
have been built to follow its orientation, and thus they postdate it. Al­
Na~ir Mul}.ammad is the one who activated the siiqiyas on top of the 
intake tower by the Nile and built the series of wells that collected the 
water at several intervals along the aqueduct, including the last reser­
voir well, in 1312.102 This date therefore represents the terminus a 
quo for any of these structures, and 1335, the date of the mosque's re­
building, is their terminus ad quern. 

The passage occupies the northern end of this group of structures 
and definitely did not belong to the royal kitchen (fig. 45). It is com­
posed of a corridor and a small hall on its western end. The entrance 
of the corridor faces the mosque's door across the court. It is barely 
wide enough for the passage of one person. Its other end opens into a 
larger corridor which is tilted to the north by 60° clockwise (pl. 30). 
This proves that the first and short section of the corridor was con­
structed at a date later than either the second section or the mosque 
door. It was rotated on purpose to face the mosque door. The second, 
and larger, portion of the corridor runs for 5.35 meters, with an 
alcove at the end of its southern side, measuring 2.3 by 1.4 meters. 
The alcove may have served as the guard post commanding access 

101 Yiisufi, Nuzha, 240; Maqrizi, Suliik, 2: 381; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 181. 
102 Niiwayri, Nihaya, 30, fol. 80; Shuja'i, Tarikh al-Nii$ir, 95. 
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from the mosque side. The corridor opens onto a rectangular hall 
whose sides were crudely reinforced sometime after it was built. The 
hall originally had two shallow alcoves ( ~uffas) on its long sides and 
a door at the far end. The area beyond this door was rebuilt in the 
nineteenth century and all traces of its original plan have been oblit­
erated. The wall in which the door is cut is an original one, however, 
and it extended to the south beyond the limit of the hall. Its clean sur­
face and the facing of its stone blocks suggest that it was an outside 
wall, which means that the door in it originally led into an open 
space. One can conclude from this that the hall and the corridor con­
stituted an architectural unit whose sole function was to connect two 
open courts on its two sides: the one in front of the mosque, and the 
mosque itself, and the open space on the other side with whatever 
existed beyond it. 

The sources speak of a door to the harem, the Bab al-Sitara (Gate 
of the Curtain), which was entered from the mosque and which 
appears to have become known simply as Bab al-I:Iarim (Gate of the 
Harem) in the Burji period. 103 One account repeated in several chron­
icles indicates that the Bab al-Sitara was preceded by a court, the 
RaI:ibat Bab al-Sitara, probably the open space that bordered the wall 
at the end of the passage.104 The buried passage with its narrowing 
corridor led originally into RaQ.bat Bab al-Sitara and formed the tran­
sition between the public space and the private sphere beyond the 
Bab al-Sitara. This transition was very carefully designed. First, the 
two spheres were announced by forecourts, the one in front of the 
mosque and the Ral.tbat Bab al-Sitara, which must have functioned as 
preludes or as buffers before one entered into either the realm of pub­
lic life or the private domain of the sultan. Second, the corridor was 
gradually made narrower so that by the time it ended, only one per­
son, namely the sultan, could go out. Third, it was provided with a 
checkpoint so that no unauthorized person could go through it. 

103 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 212, and Qalqashandi, Sub/:t, 3: 375, say that the mosque 
door led to the Bab al-Sitara. Jawhari, lnbii' al-Hafjr, 62, 123, 331, 373, and 499, 
speaks of Bab al-Sitara and Bab al-l:larim as interchangeable entities. He was writ­
ing in the period of Qaytbay (late fifteenth century). 

104 The story of Sultan al-Man~iir 'Ali who was brought from the harem to the 
Rai).bat Bab al-Sitara and enthroned there in 1377 is reported by Maqrizi, Sulitk, 3: 
276; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujitm, 11: 72; Ibn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 432. Casanova, 
"Histoire," 625, cites Ibn Taghri-Birdi but suggests that the door of the mosque is the 
one named Bab al-Sitara. 
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Fourth, in addition to aligning the exit from the passage with the 
mosque door, some consideration was given to privacy: the corridor 
is bent so that no one standing in the court in front of the mosque 
could see to the other end of the passage. 

The /jawsh 

The IJawsh (lit. enclosure) was built in 1338 in the record time of thir­
ty-six days and at a high human cost. It was the last project complet­
ed at the Citadel before the death of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad. The 
sources say that the IJawsh was originally a huge crater ( ghur) at the 
Citadel outside the Bab al-Qarafa, under the quarters of the sultan 
and the harem. 105 It is unclear from the wording of the reports 
whether the site was inside the walls or simply nearby. The hollow 
had been made a few years earlier from quarrying stone to construct 
the qa'as of the harem, so the IJawsh must originally have been out­
side the boundaries of the Citadel proper before al-Na~ir Mul).ammad 
had incorporated it, since it is unlikely that a sultan would have 
allowed a huge crater to be dug between his palaces.106 

The IJawsh was used as an enclosure for sheep and cows, after ani­
mal husbandry had become one of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's main inter­
ests at the end of his life. When he died, he is reported to have had 
more than 30,000 animals in the several /:lawshs he had built around 
Cairo, of which the one adjacent to the Citadel was the last. 107 His 
enthusiasm had its practical aspects, since raising livestock had its 
uses in fulfilling his duties toward his mamluks, his amirs, and their 
mamluks. For the five daily banquets (simats) he was expected to 
give, large numbers of animals had to be slaughtered. On special 
occasions, the banquets would be more splendid and the quantities of 
meat consumed correspondingly more enormous. 108 He also stretch­
ed the custom, first instituted by al-Zahir Baybars, to provide the 
royal mamluks with riding horses, with camels for their baggage 
transport, and with daily meat rations, in addition to extra meat 
bonuses on holidays to the mamluks of his great amirs, thus estab-

105 Shujii'i, Tiirfkh al-Na:;ir, 23; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 433-34; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujum, 9: 119. 

106 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 229. 
107 Idem, Suluk, 2: 531-32; Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 170-071. 
108 Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 210-11; Qalqashandi, Sub/.!, 4: 13, 56. 
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lishing a direct bond with them that bypassed their nominal masters 
and providers. 109 

These practices seem to have been dropped after al-Na~ir MuI:iam­
mad's time; at least none of his sons and successors showed any 
interest in raising animals. The sheep left in his l,lawsh were taken by 
his son al-Na~ir Al).mad, along with the royal treasury and stores, to 
his retreat in Kerak, Jordan, when his short stint as sultan ended 
abruptly in 1343.110 The l,lawsh thus lost its purpose, and left subse­
quent sultans with an empty enclosure adjacent to their palaces. The 
first sultan to take advantage of the space was al-Salil:i Isma'il who in 
1345 constructed a new royal palace, the Qa'at al-Duhaysha, and 
turned part of the l,lawsh' s ground into an orchard with a fountain and 
a shtidirwdn. 111 Little by little, more qd'as and residences were con­
structed around the l,lawsh, so that by the end of the BaQri period, the 
original enclosure had become a court surrounded by royal pavilions. 
The origin of the l,lawsh as a hole in the ground seems to have sur­
vived in the name of its outer part, which was called the crater (al­
ghiir ), and which was eventually filled with residences for the fami­
lies of the reigning sultan and earlier sultans. 112 

The l,lawsh' s functions, and most probably its configuration and 
boundaries, started slowly to change at the beginning of the Burji 
period. Maqrizi records that, during the reigns of Barqiiq and his son 
Faraj (1399~1412 with one interruption), a great tent would be set up 
in it to celebrate the Maw lid al-Nabawi (Birth of the Prophet), a cus­
tom that persisted right through the Mamluk period and was not abol­
ished until Khayir Bak was made governor early in Ottoman times 
(1517-22). 113 By the middle of the fifteenth century, the l,lawsh had 
become the focus of palace life, with the sultan holding his regular 
audiences in the Qa'at al-Bal:ira (Qa'a of the Fountain) there, and 
playing polo with his mamluks in an enclosure left over from the 

l09 'Umari, Masalik, 95; copied by Qalqashandi, Subb, 4: 51; Maqrizi, Khirar. 2: 
216. 

l!O Idem, Su/Uk, 2: 618. 
111 Shuja'i, Tarikh al-Na$ir, 273; Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 633. 
112 Ibid., 3: 212, says that the amir kabir Aljay al-Yiisufi lived in the ghilr (prob­

ably because he was married to Sultan al-Ashraf Sha'ban's mother); Sakhawi, 
Dhayl, 82, reports the building of a residence for Mul;lammad, the son of Sultan 
Ja~maq, in 1469 in the ghur. 

13 Maqrizi, Khirar. 2: 229, and Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 5: 26, 245, lament the abolish­
ing of the festivities and the destruction of the last great tent ordered by Qaytbay. 
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original one. 114 The transformation of the area was so thorough that 
Ibn Taghri-Birdi could no longer figure out where or what al-Na~ir 
Mul).ammad's ~awsh had been and thought it might have been the 
polo ground. 115 

Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's ~awsh was probably in the southern part of 
the southern enclosure in the area that later became the residence of 
the Ottoman pasha and his entourage. Its exact boundaries are diffi­
cult to fix. The map of the Description de l' Egypte shows a structure 
marked as the mosque of al-Duhaysha (no. 40) which may have been 
the metamorphosis of the original Qa'at al-Duhaysha of aH)alil). 
Isma'il (see fig. 14). Mamluk sources say that the Qa'at al-Duhaysha 
stood on the northwestern comer of the original ~awsh. Its northeast­
ern comer may have been at the other end of the east-west line of 
structures near no. 43 on the map, identified as the dar al-rjarb (mint). 
This suggestion is supported by an Ottoman report on the transfer of 
the mint in 1711 by a royal decree (firman) to the I:Iawsh of the 
Diwan. 116 The ~awsh' s open space may have survived in the form of 
the two courts on the French map marked Ouasa't al-Basha (Court of 
the Pasha) and Ouasa't al-I~tabl (Court of the Stables). They preserve 
the subdivision of the enclosure after al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's time, 
and together they constitute the original ~awsh. 

Whether the southern wall of the southern enclosure behind the 
Ouasa't al-I~tabl constituted the boundary of the J:tawsh is very diffi­
cult to determine (pl. 31). The wall must have been renovated and 
refaced by Mul).ammad 'Ali when he built his own palaces in the 
southern enclosure, for the surface of its stone and the moldings run­
ning along its top are definitely the work of Mul).ammad 'Ali's time. 
Its plan and outline, however, seem to predate the nineteenth centu­
ry, for they correspond to the south wall on the French map. The 
question what the original boundaries of the ~awsh were was ren­
dered more complicated by the discovery of a stone wall cropping up 
behind the houses in the area of 'Arab Yasar. Its method of con­
struction, alternating long and short blocks of rough cut stone, is 
Mamluk. It may have constituted the southern wall of the ~awsh 
before it was integrated into the royal palaces. 

114 This appears to have started at the time of Barsbay; see Behrens-Abouseif, 
"Citadel of Cairo," 51-54, and references. 

115 Ibn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 121. 
116 Mu~tafii Ibrahim, Waqa'i' Mi$r al-Qahira, 163. 
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The Last Projects 

In 1338, al-Na~ir Mul.iammad constructed palaces for two of his 
favorite kha$$akiyya amirs, Yalbugha al-Yal.iyawi and Altunbugha 
al-Maridani, opposite the Citadel across from the Rumayla. He also 
ordered Amir Qaw~i.in, who was an older and more independent 
kha$$aki amir than the other two, to expand the stables he already 
owned in the Rumayla by incorporating several structures that 
belonged to other amirs and by building the whole into a large palace. 
The entire enterprise seems to have been paid for by al-Na~ir Mu­
l.iammad and supervised by his superintendent of construction ( shadd 
a/-<amii'ir) Aqbugha 'Abd al-Wal.iid. 117 

The two palaces of Y albugha and Altunbugha are reported to have 
stood where the mosque of Sultan I:Iasan stands today. Each had a 
qa$r and stables that opened, by al-Na~ir Mul.iammad's express com­
mand, onto the street across from the hammam of al-Malik al-Sa'id 
Baraka Khan (where the mosque of al-Rifa'i is today). Qaw~i.in's 
palace was closer to the Citadel. Its ruins today, including the qa$r, 
are bound by Shari' al-Muc;laffar (Mu'.?affar Street) behind the 
mosque of Sultan I:Iasan and Shari' Qaraqi.il al-Manshiyya (Precinct 
of Manshiyya Street) further west (pl. 32). The streets converge in the 
Rumayla maydan at the foot of the Citadel, but the palace may once 
have extended further to the southeast, closer to the Citadel, for 
Maqrizi says that one of the doors of the new palace, after its 1338 
expansion, opened onto the Rumayla opposite the Bab al-Silsila that 
led to the royal stables under the Qa~r al-Ablaq. The second door 
opened into the I:Iadarat al-Baqar (Shari' al-Muc;laffar today) (fig. 
46).118 

Contemporary sources explain that al-Na~ir Mul.iammad wanted to 
have his favorite amirs close to him so that he could see their resi­
dences from his palace, no doubt to control the movements of those 
who held the highest positions at court. This caution betrays his 
mounting suspicion toward the end of his life of their intentions, 

117 Shuja'i, Tdrfkh al-Na[fir, 25; Baktiish al-Fakhri, Beitriige, 216, mentions only 
the palace of Yalbugha. Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 438-39, 453, says that al-Na~ir planned 
the palaces of Qaw~iin, Yalbugha, and Altunbugha in front of the Citadel; Ibn 
Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 121, produces the same report, but adds that the palace of 
Qaw~iin has become the residence of the atabek al-'asakir in his time. 

118 Maqrizi, Khirat, 2: 71-72. 
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undoubtedly heightened by his concern over securing the succession 
for his son. 119 Maqrizi' s remark on the location of the doors of the 
three palaces also underlines the closeness of Qaw~iin to the sultan; 
otherwise, Qaw~iin would not have been permitted direct access to 
the Rumayla, which functioned, together with the maydan south of it, 
as a buffer zone in front of the royal stables. 120 Soon after the com­
pletion of the palace, the sultan in fact designated Qaw~iin as one of 
the two regents (Bashtak was the other) for his son and successor Abii 
Bakr. 

The three palaces of Qaw~iin, Y albugha, and Altunbugha should 
be considered royal projects, not only because al-Na~ir MuI:iammad 
planned, sponsored, and supervised their construction, but also be­
cause as structures they formed part of the network of amirial palaces 
to the north and west of the Citadel that he had created as a symbol­
ic ring around the royal residence. Their role was more important 
than that of other structures planned by the sultan and executed for 
his amirs because of their central location. They commanded the ap­
proach from the city of al-Qahira through the north-south Shari' al­
A''.?am south of the Bab Ziiwayla. Strategically, these palaces con­
trolled access to the Siiq al-Khayl (Rumayla Square), and defended 
the royal domain behind it. Aesthetically, they anticipated the royal 
splendor that would fully unfold as one entered the open square. 

In 1341, the year of his death, al-Na~ir MuI:iammad augmented the 
water supply to his Citadel with two projects. One simply increased 
the aqueduct's capacity by adding another intake tower next to the 
old one, the second was a more complex undertaking, involving a 
new canal between the Nile and a rocky hill south of Mi~r al-Fustat 
called the Ra~ad (the Observatory, after an observatory erected there 
in the eleventh century by the Fatimid vizier al-Afc;lal). 121 A new 
aqueduct to join the old one east of Mi~r al-Fustat was started, despite 

119 This suspicion Jed him to eliminate his greatest amir Tankiz, the governor of 
Damascus, who had become too independent to accept the transition of power in 
Egypt. Tankiz was arrested in 1340, and executed shortly afterward, only a few 
months before the death of al-Na~ir Mui).ammad; Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 121. See 
a contemporary explanation of Tankiz's fall in Maqrizi, Su/ilk, 2: 495-512. 

120 This closeness, and the ensuing importance, of Qaw~iin's palace was mani­
fested in its use on royal occasions. Maqrizi, Su/ilk, 2: 379, says that Abii Bakr, the 
son and first successor of al-Na~ir Mui).ammad, who was granted the amirial rank in 
1335, rode from Qaw~iin's stables to the royal palace to receive his promotion and 
then returned to preside over a banquet that Qaw~iin gave in his honor. 

121 Shuja'i, Tiirikh al-Nd!jir, 95; Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 230; idem, Su/ilk, 2: 514; for 
the Ra~ad, see Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 1: 125. 
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the opposition of landowners along its way, but was abandoned after 
the sultan's death. 122 Al-Nii~ir Mul.iammad's needed more water for 
his livestock and to irrigate the orchards in and around the Citadel. 
Had he lived longer, he may have expanded the J:iawsh as more water 
became available, and turned it into a more permanent part of the 
Citadel's landscape. 

The Extension of the Citadel 

The Citadel is larger today than it was when al-'lmiid al-I~fahiini re­
ported its circumference in the time of Saliil.i al-Din, but that exten­
sion is all in the southern enclosure, for, as Creswell demonstrated, 
the northern enclosure remains as Saliil.i al-Din built it, except for a 
short stretch of its north wall behind the Qa~r al-I:Iarim of Mul.iam­
mad 'Ali (the present-day Military Museum).123 The southern en­
closure must have been enlarged before Mut.iammad 'Ali refurbished 
it at the beginning of the nineteenth century, for a comparison of its 
outline on the map of the Description de l' Egypte (1801) with the out­
line of the same area on the Egyptian cadastral map of 1951 shows 
no change. In the Ottoman period no major works in the southern 
enclosure were reported, and it is very difficult to imagine that any of 
the multitude of pashas that succeeded one another for short periods 
in the governorship of the country had either the time or a reason to 
embark on an expansion project. The extension of the southern enclo­
sure should therefore be dated to the Mamluk period, yet no Mamluk 
chronicler mentions it. 

As was shown earlier, the northern part of the southern enclosure, 
bounded by the Burj al-Ziiwiya from the north and the Burj al-Rafraf 
from the west, which may originally have been joined with a wall 
extending south from the Burj al-Muqattam, probably belonged to the 
original plan of the Citadel. The royal structures built by al-Nii~ir 

Mul.iammad's immediate Mamluk predecessors, Baybars, Qaliiwiin, 
and al-Ashraf Khalil, were all situated within the proposed initial 
enceinte, which may mean that none of them considered expanding 
the southern enclosure. Only the additions of al-Nii~ir Mul.iammad 
seem to have been located to the south of the Burj al-Rafraf in the 
southern half of the present southern enclosure, and thus outside the 

122 The first phase of the project, digging the new canal to the Ra~ad, was com­
pleted; see Mufac;ic;lal, Nahj, 20: 162-63; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 230. 

123 Creswell, M.A. E., 2: 31-33. 
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original enclosure. This area may have been slowly absorbed into the 
Citadel as royal buildings were extended southward, a process start­
ed, and perhaps even completed, by al-Na~ir MuQammad during his 
third reign. Several textual and architectural indices suggest that the 
structures of al-Na~ir MuQammad formed the boundaries of the 
enceinte when they were built. By fixing the location of these struc­
tures on a map of the present Citadel, it is possible to demonstrate 
that al-Na~ir MuQammad was the one responsible for the southern 
enclosure's southerly expansion. 

The earliest clue comes from al-'Umari's account on the Citadel's 
walls, written shortly after al-Na~ir MuQammad had built his Qa~r al­
Ablaq. Al-'Umari, whose account was copied almost verbatim by 
later chroniclers, states that the exterior walls of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 
and those of the quarters of the sultan ( dur al-mulk) formed the exte­
rior walls of the Citadel. Both the Qa~r al-Ablaq and the harem were 
built by al-Na~ir on the edge of the Citadel proper to take advantage 
of the views to the west and south. Mamluk chroniclers all say that 
the qii'as of the Qa~r al-Ablaq dominated the maydan and the city 
beyond it, and the qii'as of the harem overlooked the Southern 
Qarafa. Therefore, the former must have been on the southern enclo­
sure's western fringe and the latter on its southern fringe. 

European observers give better descriptions. They say that the 
Maison de Joseph, or Qa~r al-Ablaq, was built on the edge of the 
escarpment on the western side of the southern enclosure. Maillet, the 
French consul in Cairo in the late seventeenth century, speaks of a 
high wall contiguous to the hillside, which is broken midway by a 
protruding hall supported on square pillars, perhaps the same as the 
hall found today under the terrace to the south of MuQammad 'Ali's 
mosque, which has been identified as the lower level of the Qa~r al­
Ablaq's qu$i1r. The Dutchman Niebuhr, who visited the Citadel in the 
middle of the eighteenth century, says that the series of halls that con­
stituted the Maison de Joseph are propped up by a huge wall built 
against the rock upon which the Citadel is situated. 124 Jomard, in his 
commentaries on the map of the Description de l' Egypte, says only 
that there are subterranean halls to the north of the Palais de Joseph 
(lwan al-Kabir) which are made of huge vaults, and were dilapidated 
beyond description. 125 Thus, the foundations of the Qa~r al-Ablaq 

124 Both accounts are cited in ibid., 260. 
125 Jomard, "Description du Kaire," 360; Sayyed, Wa!ff a/-Qahira, 239. 
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constituted the boundary of the southern enclosure from the 
west. They started on ground level, that is, the level of the stables and 
the maydan. The qd'as of the palace were raised upon the two (or per­
haps three) superimposed halls to reach the level of the Citadel prop­
er above the hill. 

Creswell remarks that the spur upon which the Citadel was con­
structed does not underlie its whole area and that some parts of the 
platform were artificially raised. 126 The sentence of al-'Umari and 
the travelers' remarks confirm this by indicating that the palaces of 
the sultans in the southern enclosure were built on subterranean halls, 
whose outer walls formed the Citadel's edge. It is demonstrable that 
the southern edge of the southern enclosure, especially where the pri­
vate quarters (~aramlik) of the Bijou Palace stand today, is also made 
out of subterranean vaulted halls, which most probably belonged to 
the Mamluk harem. Unfortunately, these halls, unlike the two vault­
ed halls on the western side, are inaccessible. 

That Mamluk palaces formed the boundaries of the Citadel can be 
deduced from the variations in the exterior walls of the southern 
enclosure. Although most of them have been rebuilt since the four­
teenth century, the last time under MuQ.ammad 'Ali in the second 
decade of the nineteenth century, the ones corresponding to the loca­
tions of the Qa~r al-Ablaq and the Mamluk harem are different in 
treatment and size of stone from the walls of the rest of the enceinte. 

That al-Nii~ir MuQ.ammad's semipublic and private palaces consti­
tuted the western and southwestern edges of the southern enclosure in 
the time of al-'Umari, as their ruins do today, means that they were 
the last extensions of the Citadel. This explanation fits nicely with the 
information conveyed by the sources, for it permits us to account for 
the addition of the ~awsh and to locate it at the southern end of the 
enclosure, just to the southeast of the harem, where all textual refer­
ences situate it. The ~awsh, which became the center of the palatial 
complex in the Burji period and later the residential area for the 
Ottoman pashas, was the last parcel included in the enceinte. Thus, 
the southern enclosure reached its limits in al-Nii~ir MuQ.ammad's 
long third reign. The Mamluk sultans after al-Nii~ir MuQ.ammad who 
built new halls and pavilions in the ~awsh limited their work to the 
interior and edges of his enceinte and may even have cut out one part 
of the ~awsh and left it outside the southern enclosure (if the wall 
standing in 'Arab Yasiir is in fact the wall of the original ~awsh). 

126 Creswell, "Researches," 98. 
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THE CITADEL AND THE MAMLUK SYSTEM 

Analysis of building activities beginning with the founding of the 
Citadel of Cairo under Sala!). al-Din and ending with the final expan­
sion of its southern enclosure during al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's reign 
demonstrates that it shared some characteristics with other citadels 
constructed in Anatolia, Syria, and the J azira in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries and differed in others. Like other citadels, it was 
built to be a stronghold to protect a city, or-in this case the two cities 
of al-Fusta! and al-Qahira-a refuge against attack, a barrier against 
the subject population, and a symbol of the ruler's image as the 
defender oflslam. But in the Cairene case, the entire process of build­
ing was articulated within the larger consideration of a centralized, 
hierarchized state. The Mamluk royal image that had been derived 
from the Ayyubid one had been modified by the sultans before al­
Na~ir Mul).ammad, refined and consecrated by al-Na~ir himself, and 
then alternately neglected, revived, or embellished by his successors 
until the Mamluk sultanate fell. The palatial complex was the archi­
tectural manifestation of this image and its transformations. The 
buildings represented the prosperity and vigor of the state in general. 
The scope and extent of each sultan's architectural achievements 
reflected his own power, tastes, and strategies, and the specific cir­
cumstances of his reign. 

The Mamluks introduced a new and peculiar political system that 
greatly affected the architectural organization of the Citadel. Several 
attributes characterized that system and distinguished it from those of 
other Islamic regimes. The first was the military hierarchy which rep­
resented the only path to political power and which was closed to all 
but those who were brought to the sultanate as mamluks and who had 
gone through a rigorous training of several years. All mamluks were 
foreigners; local Egyptians were only admitted to the auxiliary corps, 
the l,lalaqa, which prevented them from attaining any position of con­
sequence in the state. The second was the fortress mentality initially 
caused by the linguistic and ethnic differences between the Mamluks 
and the locals and ultimately embedded in a system that stressed 
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exclusion and segregation as a means of control.1 The third was 
almost a corollary of the second, though opposite in effect. It 
stemmed from the ruling elite's search for acceptance by, and per­
haps popularity with, their subjects. To this end, the Mamluks allied 
themselves with, employed, and patronized the religious class and 
endowed pious structures to prove their religiosity: madrasas to edu­
cate a new class of fuqaha', ribiits and khanqahs to lodge the sufis, 
and mausolea to commemorate themselves and to glorify their deeds. 

As a result, the Citadel developed differently from the medieval 
citadels elsewhere, including those in the capitals of Mamluk 
provinces such as Damascus and Aleppo. Its particular features 
included the division of its interior space into two enclosures sepa­
rated by a wall and towers; the subdivision of each of these two 
enclosures into several elaborately delimited domains that reflected 
the complex hierarchy of the Mamluk army, and the opening up of 
parts of the sultan's domain to the public on a regular basis for the 
review of mafalim so as temporarily to remove the barriers that exist­
ed between the sultan and his people and to enhance his image as a 
just and caring ruler. 

Al-Zahir Baybars introduced this division of the Citadel into a 
palatial complex in the southern enclosure and military and adminis­
trative areas in the northern enclosure mainly for security, but per­
haps for ceremonial purposes as well. He also built residences for the 
amirs closest to him between the royal domain and the administrative 
section of the northern enclosure. These amirs were Baybars's 
khushdashiyya and were indispensable to him, but at the same time 
they were strong enough to harbor their own ambitions to seize his 
throne. One of them, Amir Sunqur al-Ashqar, actually declared him­
self sultan in Damascus when he heard of Qalawiin' s accession to the 
throne in Egypt in 1280. This was not prompted by his loyalty to 
Baybars's house, since, though Qalawiin had displaced Baybars's 
son Salamish, Sunqur did not support Salamish; he merely asserted 
what he felt was his right and claimed the throne for himself.2 As a 
measure for avoiding such outbursts of independence, while at the 
same time keeping them available for support and counsel, Baybars 
decided to house his amirs near him. To do this, he began to develop 

1 This makes understandable the reports that some amirs, such as Bashtiik al­
Na~iri, refused to speak Arabic (Maqrizi, Khitaf, 2: 34); and that some sultans, such 
as Qalawfm, had a poor command of the language (Maqrizi, Suluk, I: 673 and 756). 

2 Niiwayri, Nihaya, 29, fols. 269-70; Maqrizi, Su/Uk, 670-76. 
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areas adjacent to the Citadel, especially on the western and north­
western sides, building palaces for other Mamluk amirs, probably as 
an amirial ring around the royal domain in what had been vacant land 
until the beginning of the Mamluk period. This arrangement of amir­
ial mansions around the sultan's palace which Baybars devised 
reached its culmination under al-Na~ir MuQammad, and involved a 
complicated system of physical barriers and access patterns. 

Over thirty years of continuous construction al-Na~ir MuQammad 
redefined the basic division of the Citadel into five concentric spheres 
intersected by a few channels of circulation. The first sphere con­
tained the army barracks; it was confined to the northern part of the 
northern enclosure. The second was the public domain in the admin­
istrative part of the northern enclosure which was entered through the 
main gate of the Citadel, the Bab al-Mudarraj, and to which people 
were admitted on a daily basis. The third was the semi-public 
domain, which was located in the northern end of the southern enclo­
sure and comprised the lwan al-Kabir and the Na~iri Mosque. Hours 
of access to this domain were restricted but it was open to all: to wor­
shipers at prayer time, to petitioners on dar al-'adl days, and to amirs 
every day. The mosque was also the place where judicial councils 
that involved important questions of dogma and canon were held. 
These were public gatherings, presided over by the four supreme 
judges ( qucj,at al-qucj,at), who were final authorities in matters of 
belief but whose judgments required royal authority in major cases. 
The mosque represented the perfect middle ground between religious 
and royal authority, which was why these councils were held there.3 

The fourth sphere may be termed the semiprivate domain: it com­
prised the Qa~r al-Ablaq and the other royal palaces, such as the Qa'a 
al-Ashrafiyya, and access to it was restricted both to specific times 
and to specific ranks of mamluks and officials. The fifth sphere was 
the totally private domain; it comprised the harem where the family, 
concubines, and eunuchs of the sultan resided. Al-Na~ir MuQammad 
rearranged its configuration so that it could communicate with the 
rest of the palaces through a few controlled points, such as the Bab 
al-Sitara and the Bab al-NuQas (Gate of Copper),4 which created an 

3 Ibid., 2: 18, for a council (majlis) in 1305; p. 552, for another in 1341; p. 901, 
for a third in 1353. 

4 Maqrizi, Khitat, 2: 212, says that this gate was inside the Bab al-Sitiira, which 
should be understood as meaning inside the harem. 
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additional level in the hierarchy of barriers inside the palatial com­
plex. Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad articulated the degrees of separation 
between the five spheres of circulation by establishing a series of 
connecting passages (dah<iliz, pl. of dihliz) and gates between the 
various architectural components (fig. 47). 

Al-Na~ir Mul).ammad also redefined the relationship of the Citadel 
to the city. All his urban expansion projects can be explained in terms 
of his overriding desire to surround the Citadel with built-up areas as 
a means of defense and as a way visually and spatially to underline 
its centrality in the city. He ordered, sponsored, and in few instances 
even planned, palaces for his favorite kha$$akiyya-Baktimur, Tash­
timur I:Iummu~-Akhdar, Qaw~iin, Yalbugha, and Altunbugha-to the 
west of the Citadel as a buffer zone between it and the city. 5 He began 

~-----~--...,..,.,i Bib al-Sltlra 

Al-Qu,iir al-Iuwinnlyya 
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== == l Selected Access 
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Patterns of Accessibility 

Fig. 47: Al-Na~ir MuJ:iammad's five spheres of circulation at the Citadel 

5 Idem, Sulitk, 2: 438-39, says that al-Na~ir planned the palaces of Qaw~iin, 
Yalbugha, and Altunbugha that were built in front of the Citadel; lbn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujitm, 9, 188- 90, repeats the same report. 
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the development of the two areas around the Citadel that had hereto­
fore been empty, the Qarafa al-Kubra to the north and east and the 
Qarafa al-Sughra to the south. In them were built pious projects with 
social functions, such as mausolea with madrasas and sabils at­
tached, endowed by his khii$$akiyya amirs, probably with his encour­
agement and direct involvement.6 These institutions needed people to 
run them, and they built houses around them which in time developed 
into residential quarters that attracted further settlers. 

The Citadel and the Structure of the Mamluk Army 

The nature of the Mamluk system, being as it was rigidly stratified 
and practically closed to non-mamluks, resulted in the khii$$akiyya's 
being more closely identified with the sultan and his place of resi­
dence than the khii$$a had been in earlier times. Young khii$$akiyya, 
awaiting promotion to the rank of amir and assignment of iqtii' rev­
enue, were quartered in the tibiiqs or in special qii'as in the southern 
enclosure, which were given fancy names-the Dhahabiyya (Golden 
Qa'a) and the Zumurrudiyya (Emerald Qa'a)-possibly as a reflec­
tion of their status. 7 This would explain why Bay bars built two {ibiiqs 
in the Court of the Citadel between the mosque and the iwan, and a 
third one near the Burj al-Zawiya and renovated several tibiiqs near 
his Dar al-Dhahab.8 He intended them to house the khii$$akiyya, as 
opposed to the qii'as he built in front of the Bab al-Qarafa and next 
to the house of al-Malik al-Sa'id Baraka Khan in the northern enclo­
sure, which lodged non-khii$$akiyya corps such as old jamadiiriyya 
who were no longer fit for active duty as part of the sultan's 
entourage, the silii/:zdiiriyya, thejumaqdiiriyya (of jumaqdiir, ax-bear­
er) in addition to ex-khii$$akiyya. Those of the great amirs who were 
also khii$$akiyya had separate residences or small palaces allocated 

6 In the Qarafa al-Kubrii, the first mausoleum was erected by Amir Qariisunqur, 
who died in Maragha in Ilkhanid Persia in 1328. In the Qarafa al-Sughrii, al-Nii~ir 
built the first qubba for his amir Baybughii al-Turkmiini in 1307 (Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 
443-45; lbn Taghri-Birdi, Nujum, 9: 185-89). The word qariifa is still used in Cairo 
today to mean cemetery, although etymologically it has no such denotation. It is 
either the name of a clan from Yemen who came with the Arab conquerors in the 
seventh century and settled in two areas around Fustiit, or the name of a woman. See 
the discussion in Wladyslaw Kubiak, al-Fusrar: Its Foundation and Early Urban 
Development (Cairo, 1987), 108-9. 

7 Maqrizi, Khi{a{, 2: 214. 
8 Ibn Shaddiid, Tlirikh al-?,iihir, 341. 
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to them inside the southern enclosure. The palaces built by Baybars 
for Sunqur al-Ashqar and Baysari al-Shamsi, for example, may be 
considered palaces for khii$$akiyya amirs, although the term khii$­
$akiyya was not applied to amirs until the reign of al-Na~ir MuQ.am­
mad. Many of those amirs also had their own residences in the city. 
Baysari, for instance, owned one of the most splendid palaces in 
Cairo on Shari' Bayn al-Qa~rayn.9 By the fourteenth century, dual 
residences for khii$$akiyya amirs had become the norm. 

Al-Na~ir MuQ.ammad refined and articulated the plan begun by 
Baybars so that by the end of his reign the topography and urban set­
ting of the Citadel had become the reflection of the hierarchical 
framework of the Mamluk government. It was during his reign that 
the terms juwwiin1 and barriin1 attached to the titles of amirs made 
their first appearance in the chronicles. Ibn Fac;ll-Allah al-'Umari says 
that mamluks who were removed from the khii$$akiyya had to move 
from the southern to the northern enclosure where they became 
barriin1 (i.e., those who lived outside [the palace]). 10 Qalqashandi, in 
his encyclopedic Sub/:i al-A 'sha, explains that the word barriin1 was 
the equivalent of khurjiyya (from khiirij, the outside) in designating 
mamluks, and that this was the opposite of khii$$akiyya, who were 
also called juwwiin1 (i.e., those of the inside, the antonym of barriin1) 
mamluks. 11 Kh<i$$akiyya amirs, who had residences assigned to them 
in the southern enclosure around the royal palaces, would also be 
banished to the northern enclosure or sent out of the Citadel alto­
gether if they lost their status as khii$$akiyya. 12 

The development of specific words for amirial ranks that reflect 

9 Yiisufi Nuzha, 164-65; Maqrizi, Khifa{, 2: 69-70; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 484-85. 
10 'Umari, Masiilik, 143; Qalqashandi, Subl}, 3: 373; Maqrizi, Khifaf, 2: 205, 

copied the sentence but dropped the reference to the khii$$akiyya and added a sen­
tence which shows that by his time the residential division at the Citadel as institut­
ed b( al-Nasir Muhammad had broken down. 

1 Qalqashandi: Subl}, 3: 376, and 4: 56; Maqrizi, Suliik, l: 686, no. 3, explana­
tion by M. Ziyada, the editor of Maqrizi's text; William Popper, Egypt and Syria 
under the Circassian Sultans, 15: 85, for the khii$$akiyya amirs, and 88 for the 
kh<i$$akiyya mamluks. 

12 Niiwayri, Nihiiya, 31, fol. 75, gives the example of Tashtimur I:Iummu~­
Akh<;lar who was demoted from khii$$akf to barriinf and banished from the southern 
enclosure to a house adjoining the Dar al-Niyaba in the northern enclosure. Sayf al­
Din al-Abiibakri was banished to the city in 1320 and his house demolished and 
rebuilt as a {ibiiq for the khii$$akiyya; Maqrizi, Suliik, 2: 208. lbn al-Furat, Tiirfkh, 7: 
207, speaks of the juwwiinf mamluks and the barriinf amirs who conspired against 
Qalawiin in 128 l. 
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the places where the amirs lived in terms of their relation to the sul­
tan's private quarters provides a significant clue to the status attached 
to space inside the Citadel. Juwwani amirs, or the kha$$akiyya, con­
stituted the sultan's inner circle, lived inside the southern enclosure 
near his residence, and were destined to ascend to the highest ranks. 
Barrani amirs, also called khurjiyya, lived in the northern enclosure 
and included minor amirs and those who had fallen from favor and 
had been removed from the kha(f:jakiyya or had grown too old to per­
form their amirial duties (tirkhan). Thus the basic stratification of the 
Mamluk army was evident in its living arrangement, moving from the 
base in the north to the apex in the south: the soldiers (jund), then 
barrani amirs,juwwani amirs (or khd:j:jakiyya), and finally the sultan. 
This system revolved around the Bab al-Qulla which separated, both 
physically and symbolically, the prosperity and power on the one side 
from obscurity on the other. 

The remarks of al-'Umari and Qalqashandi, dating from the four­
teenth and fifteenth century respectively, that a kha$$Gki was a sol­
dier (jundi), or an amir, who because he belonged to the sultan's 
immediate entourage lived at the palatial complex in the southern 
enclosure, probably apply to those mamluks who became Baybars's 
khd:j:jakiyya and eventually formed the entourage of Baraka Khan as 
well. The word thus conveyed the mamluk's functional and physical 
closeness to the sultan, which was reflected in his salary as well: a 
kha:j:jaki was always paid more than a barrani. 13 

Kha$$Gkiyya were also distinguished by their ethnic origin, train­
ing, and the position they held at the court or in the army after their 
manumission, but of these criteria only their privileged place of resi­
dence appears to have been exclusively theirs. They were usually 
chosen from among Kipchak Turks and Mongols, the favored ethnic 
groups in the Balµi period, but many of both groups could be found 
in other divisions of the army as well. Some, but not all, kha$$akiyya 
received special training. Textual evidence suggests that only a hand­
ful of them were trained in the sultan's court. Others had their stan­
dard training in the barracks and were then handpicked by the sultan 
after their manumission when their training was over. Kha:j:jakiyya 
were also often assigned specific, both real and ceremonial, functions 
at court. In the reign of Qalawun's son and successor, al-Ashraf 
Khalil, many of them were made suqat and jamadariyya. 

13 Ibn Duqmaq, Jawhar, 424. 
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The khd$$akiyya ranged in number from 40 to 92 under al-Na~ir 
MuQ.ammad to around 1,000 during the reign of al-Ashraf Barsbay 
(1422-38), to 1,200 during the reign of Qan~uh al-Ghiiri (1501-16), 
though it appears that by that time the word had come to indicate 
royal mamluks in general. 14 We have no reference to their number 
before al-Na~ir MuQ.ammad's time, but a few passing remarks sug­
gest that between 30 and 50 of them served under al-Ashraf Khalil. 15 

Nor do we have a Mamluk definition of the term itself before Ibn 
Shahin al-Zahiri wrote his book in the middle of the fifteenth centu­
ry. According to him, the khd$$akiyya were those mamluks who con­
stituted the sultan's immediate entourage in public and private and 
from whose ranks new amirs were chosen. 16 Their functions includ­
ed commanding the mal},mal al-sharif (the procession that brought the 
royal kiswa to Mecca), extracting the fines imposed on grandees who 
had fallen out of favor, and undertaking delicate royal missions such 
as negotiations with rebellious amirs and tribal chieftains and con­
veying secret messages to powerful amirs and foreign monarchs. 17 

Though the term itself is peculiar to the Mamluk and Ottoman peri­
ods, similar institutions may have existed earlier among the Ghaz­
navids, the Seljuqs and their successors, the Zangids of Mosul and 
Syria, and the Ayyubids, from whom the Mamluks may have inher­
ited the practice. Scenes of courtly ceremonial with a ruler surround­
ed by attendants identified by some attribute of the office they held 

14 Zahiri, Zubda, 116, says that al-Na~ir Mul}ammad had 40 khii$$akiyya and that 
in his own time the khii$$akiyya numbered in the hundreds, only around forty of 
whom had ceremonial titles; the rest had no official post. Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 217-19, 
lists 92 khii$$akiyya in the various ranks in the Egyptian army during the time of al­
Na~ir Mul}ammad. For their number during al-Ghiiri's rule, see Ibn Iyas, Badii'i', 5: 
6. 

15 Maqrizi, Khirar, 2: 112-13, 211, and 'Ayni, 'lqd, 3: 168-69, say that about 50 
khii$$akiyya amirs played qabaq in the celebration of the circumcision of al-Na~ir 
Mul}ammad in 1292, and about 30 of them danced on the same occasion. 

16 This is corroborated by a remark in Jawhari, lnbii' al-Ha$r, 193, when he indi­
cates that Qaytbay promised some mamluks who were ajniid (soldiers) "to be pro­
moted to khii$$akiyya and from khii$$akiyya to amirs." 

17 Zahiri, Zubda, 115-16. My interpretation of the expression (yata'ayanun bi 
kawiimil al-kuffiil), is that they were assigned to extract the remainder of fines 
( kawiimil) levied from administrators ( kuff iil) in lieu of imprisonment and torture, 
which was a widespread practice. The expression is translated by M. Quatremere, 
Histoire des sultans mamlouks de l'Egypte, l: 158, no. 3, as "!es administrateurs 
parfaits." His reading is acceptable linguistically but unlikely syntactically and 
unproved historically. Modem scholars have based their definitions on al-Zahiri's 
text. 
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are depicted on buildings or on portable art objects from the Mamluk, 
Ayyubid, Zangid, and Seljuq periods. They have been recently inter­
preted as representing the khd$$akiyya or their presumed earlier 
equivalents, and their inclusion in the scene was consequently taken 
as a symbol of kingship. 18 In Egypt, a private retinue of mamluks 
must have existed at least from the time of al-~alil:i Najm al-Din 
Ayyiib, who depended heavily on his mamluk troops, though they 
were not yet called khii$$akiyya. They were called khawwd$ or bal;­
riyya (the term bal;riyya may have signified belonging to the sultan's 
corps of pages), but the name did not reflect the relationship between 
their quarters and the sultan's palaces. For the name to connote a 
closeness to the royal palaces, the physical separation between the 
domain of the sultan and the army barracks had to come first. Thus 
the use of the term khd$$akiyya in Baraka Khan's reign may corrob­
orate the ascription to Baybars of the Sur al-Qulla (Qulla Wall) that 
divided the Citadel into its northern and southern enclosures. This 
division prompted the mamluks to be identified with the enclosure in 
which they lived, inside (juwwd) or outside (barrd) the sultan's 
domain, and must have been made not long before Baraka Khan's 
reign, when the word khd$$akiyya first appears in the texts. 

In the southern enclosure, al-Na~ir MuI:iammad instituted another 
system of segregation among the young royal mamluks selected to 
become khd$$akiyya. They were divided into two groups, the kuttd­
biyya and the mamdlfk a/-fibdq, and housed in different quarters. The 
separation was also based on the proximity of their quarters to his 
residence, which carried connotations of preferential treatment as 
well. The kuttdbiyya studied in the maktab with the sultan's sons and 
were prepared for high administrative positions. 19 The mamdlfk al­
fibdq were lodged in the fibdqs of the southern enclosure and were 
training to become the sultan's bodyguards (the sildl;ddriyya and 
jamaddriyya), a rank definitely inferior to the kuttdbiyya (fig. 48). 

l8 Whelan, "Representations of Khii$$akfyah," 220. 
19 MufacJcJal, Nahj, 14: 300; lbn al-Furat, Tiirfkh, 7: 95; 'Ayni, 'lqd, 2: 188; 

Maqrizi, Suluk, 1: 644, specifically say about Kundak al-Saqi, a khii$$akf of Barak.a 
Khan and his vicegerent, that he went with him to al-maktab, which was a mark of 
distinction among the khii$$akiyya. 
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Fig. 48: Order of arrangement of the Mamluk hierarchy at the Citadel 

The Citadel and the Military Character of the State 

The various structures built by the Mamluk sultans at the Citadel 
until al-Nal?ir MuI:iammad's time show the influence of the milita­
rization of the ruling class on royal architecture. Their exaggerated 
monumentality reflects the pride generated among the Mamluks by 
the legitimizing of their rule with the establishment of an Abbasid 
caliphate in Cairo under al-Zahir Baybars and by their victories 
against Crusaders and Mongols.20 The Iwan al-Kabir and the Na~iri 
Mosque displayed austere, fortress-like fa<yades topped with crenella­
tions. Other aspects of the militarization of architecture went beyond 
the buildings to the surface articulation applied to them. Bay bars dec­
orated the Burj al-Zawiya with stone reliefs depicting lions, his rank. 
The double-headed eagle was put on the most prominent tower com­
manding the ascent from the stables to the southern enclosure. Bay­
bars and al-Ashraf Khalil had the interiors of their palaces adorned 
with images of battles, of themselves and their amirs in full military 
regalia, and of royal hunts and parades. Qalawiin and Khalil had the 

20 Dorothea Krawulsky in her introduction to 'Umari, Masalik, 36-37, gives a 
similar interpretation in reviewing Mamluk literature after al-Nii~ir's reign. 
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cities they ruled and fortresses they had conquered represented on the 
walls of their iwans. All of the sultans also had the walls of their 
palaces and audience halls inscribed with the titles they had elabo­
rated to proclaim their qualities as fighters, their dedication to Islamic 
causes, and their symbolic links with legendary heroes of the past. 
Even the amirs adopted the same principles and techniques in the 
architecture and decoration of their palaces. 

The military character of the Mamluk state and the emphasis on 
the role of its ruling elite as the warriors of Islam started slowly to 
soften during al-Na~ir Mul).ammad's third reign. Both external and 
internal threats had been removed, and the sultan preferred to rely on 
negotiation and intrigue rather than warfare in his foreign policy. The 
first sign of change surfaced in the 1330s when al-Na~ir Mul).ammad, 
contrary to established procedures, promoted a number of individ­
uals-notably Qaw~iin and Bashtiik-to the highest amirial ranks 
without their having had to endure the prerequisite military training. 
Other signs of decline were soon to follow, but the effect of this shift 
on the Mamluk character did not become clear until the Burji period, 
for the structure of the army remained more or less intact during the 
reigns of al-Na~ir's twelve weak descendants (1341-82). Mamluks 
were still bought at a young age and lodged in special barracks at the 
Citadel where they were put through rigorous training and a thorough 
religious education that inculcated in them a military mentality and 
respect for Islamic tenets before they were manumitted and enlisted 
in the army. 

Barqiiq maintained the same strict program during his first reign, 
which marked the transition between the Bal).ri and Burji periods, but 
relaxed it tremendously in his second. From then on, the mamluks 
were permitted to live in the city and to fraternize with the local pop­
ulation; they married into and did business with the upper classes of 
the Egyptian society. The system deteriorated even further after 
Barqiiq's time, when new mamluks were brought at a fairly advanced 
age, after their character had already been formed, and were no 
longer required to undergo an extensive religious education before 
their manumission. Consequently, the once fiercely proud and strict­
ly segregated mamluks began slowly to adopt the local urban culture. 
By the beginning of the fifteenth century their acculturation was so 
discernible in their attitudes, tastes, and preferences, that Maqrizi, 
their contemporary, no longer saw them as the deserving leaders they 
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once had been, "skillfully and thoughtfully managing a great empire 
and fighting for the cause of Islam."21 

At the Citadel, the general plan of organization devised by al-Na~ir 
MuQ.ammad persisted under his Qalawunid successors, with one 
important modification: some of the royal functions were transferred 
to the previously private area of the J:iawsh. This may have been a 
result of the seclusion and docility of the Qalawunid princes since 
many of them were confined by the great amirs to the harem before 
and after their terms of rule, or it may have been an indication of the 
rising influence of the eunuchs and concubines and their noticeable 
interventions in the affairs of state, especially during the reigns of al­
~aliQ. Isma'il (1342-45) and al-Kamil Sha'ban (1345-46).22 After 
Barqiiq assumed the throne and rejected the nominal allegiance he 
had pledged earlier to a Qalawunid scion in 1387, he altered the cer­
emonies celebrated in the palaces, probably to signal his intention to 
restructure the sultanate and relocated the major public audiences to 
the royal stables.23 This choice was dictated by the general mistrust 
that dominated this struggle-ridden transitional period between Turks 
and Circassians, when controlling the stables meant blocking the 
movement in and out of the palace ~ea. As a consequence, al-Na~ir's 
plan began to fall apart, although his two main structures, the Iwan 
al-Kabir and the Qa~r al-Ablaq, were still occasionally used for offi­
cial functions, undoubtedly because their size and spatial arrange­
ment made them the most impressive structures at the Citadel. Other­
wise, the rapid turnover of sultans after Barqiiq and constant internal 
strife did not encourage large building programs, or even building 
maintenance.24 Seclusion and security were the sole concerns of the 
sultans, whose office had become the prize that every strong amir 

21 These are the words of Maqrizi, the bitter critic of his age, who went on to sat­
irize the mamluks of his time as "more lustful than monkeys, more ravenous than 
rats, and more harmful than wolves," Khitaf, 2: 213-14; see also lbn Taghri-Birdi, 
Nujum, 7: 328-29, where he deplores the changes in the Mamluk army structure from 
the time of Qaliiwiin and describes the mamluks of his time as "holding their buttocks 
in the water and their nose in the sky" (meaning that they were both impotent and 
arrogant). There is a tendency amon~ the Burji historians to idealize the BaQri peri­
od, but as David Ayalon ("l;Iarb," El, 3:189) remarks "this tendency is by no means 
without foundation." 

22 Maqrizi, Suluk, 2: 678, 692, 708, 713; Irwin, Mamluk Sultanate, 130-31. 
23 Maqrizi, Khitaf, 2: 207, 241, and Suluk, 3: 566; Ibn al-Furiit, Tiirlkh, 9: 17; lbn 

lyiis, Badii'i', 1, 2: 388. 
24 Brief discussions of the general state of the Citadel during the Burji period are 

in Casanova, "Histoire," 701-7; Behrens-Abouseif, "Citadel of Cairo," 41, 51-59. 
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who could muster sufficient forces sought. The magnificent struc­
tures of al-Na~ir Mul}.ammad were neglected, except for the two long 
and relatively calm reigns of Qaytbay and Qan~ii.h al-Ghii.ri, when 
attempts were made to refurbish them and adapt them to new uses. 
These two sultans also built new structures to fill new functions and 
to mark aesthetic changes, but the Citadel never recovered the splen­
dor of al-Na~ir Mul}.ammad's time.25 

25 For Qiiytbiiy's work, see Jawhari, lnba' al-Ha$r, 294, 327, 339; Ibn Iyiis, 
Bada'i', 3: 60-61, 329; for the work of al-Ghiiri, ibid., 5: 94. For an interesting com­
parison between the mentalities of the two sultans and the motivations behind their 
work, see Carl F. Petry, Twilight of Majesty: The Reigns of the Mamluk Sultans a/­
Ashraf Qtiytbtiy and Qtin$Cth al-Ghawri in Egypt (Seattle, 1993). 
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ablaq: alternating black and white 
abriij al-IJamiim: dovecotes 
abwiib al-sutur: the gates of the veils, a general name given to gates 

leading to the harem 
adhiin: the call to prayer 
adurr: a rarely used plural of diir, it refers to a house or the halls of 

a harem 
akra: the polo game, also kura 
<amma: the common people 
amir iikhUr: supervisor of the royal stables 
amir arba<in: amir of forty to seventy horsemen 
amir <ashra: amir of ten to twenty horsemen 
amir kabir: chief amir or grand amir 
amir khamsa: amir of five horsemen, the lowest officer rank in the 

Mamluk army 
amir mi'a wa-muqaddam alf: amir of hundred commander of thou­

sand, the highest rank in the Mamluk army 
atiibek a/-<asiikir: the commander of the armies 
atiibek or atiibeg: the guardian of a Seljuq prince and the regent of his 

appanage. After the disintegration of the Seljuqid empire, the title 
was held by the rulers of the successor states to the Seljuqs in 
Syria, J azira, and Anatolia 

awliid al-niis: lit. the sons of the distinguished people, the free-born 
sons of mamluks who comprised a class separate from that of the 
ruling Mamluks 

Babylon: the name of the pre-Islamic settlement on the site of Mi~r 
al-Fustat 

biib al-sirr: lit. "the secret gate," but in practice it was any private 
door reserved for the family as opposed to a main door for visitors. 
The Citadel had many abwiib al-sirr; the most prominent stood in 
front of the Iwan al-Kabir at the end of the path ascending from the 
Bab al-Sitara 

bal;ra: fountain 
bal;ri: facing the Bat.rr, the Nile, which is the northwest orientation in 

Cairo 
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ba}Jriyya: regiment of mamluks, mostly of Kipchak Turkish origin, 
who formed al-Salil)'s selected guards and were lodged and trained 
at the Raw9a Citadel 

barranl: the equivalent of khurjiyya (from kharij, the outside), are 
mamluks who lived in the northern enclosure, outside the sultan's 
palace 

bashura: barbican 
bayt: house 
bayt al-ma/: state treasury 
blmaristan: hospital 
bi'r: well 
bukhariyya: a Mamluk stucco panel elliptical in shape 
bunduqdariyya, pl. of bunduqdar: bowman, a Mamluk ceremonial 

function 
burj: tower 
bustan: garden 
buyut or buyutat al-sultaniyya: the royal storehouses 

daftarkhane: archives 
dar al-'adl: the palace of justice, also the session for the dispensation 

of justice 
dar al-baqar: the house of oxen, once a stable for the oxen that turned 

the royal waterwheels in the maydan 
dar al-fj,arb: the mint 
dar al-4iyafa: the guest house 
Dar al-Niyaba: residence of the vicegerent 
dar al-qinnid: house of molasses, the trading center in sugar-cane 

molasses 
dar al-wizara: the official residence of the Fatimid vizier 
dar: house 
dast: a wooden chair covered with a silk cloth 
dawadariyya, pl. of dawadar: pen-box holder 
Dhahabiyya: the Golden, usually used to refer to the royal boat 
dihllz: a passageway or a vestibule 
dlwan al-'ama'ir: the construction department 
dlwan al-jaysh: the army department 
dur al-}Jarlm: the houses of the harem 
dur al-mulk: the quarters of the sultan 
dur al-sultaniyya: the private quarters of the sultan 
durkah: vestibule 
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durqa'a: the central part of the qa'a, which literally means the entry 
to the qa'a 

firashkhana: the royal wardrobe and tent-room 
fuqani: upper 
furusiyya: equestrian exercises 

ghisha,: cover or coat 
ghllr: crater 

l_lalaqa: lit. "ring," auxiliary corps in the Mamluk army 
l_larafish: vagabonds, riffraff, a guild-like organization of the lowest 

element in Mamluk society 
l_laramlik: the private quarters in an Ottoman residence 
I:Iarraqa: the name of a structure in the stable enclosure but usually 

used for the largest type of Mamluk warship 
l_lawa,ijkhana: pantry 
l_lawsh: enclosure 
/_li$ilr: fortress 
l_lukr: zoned land 
l_luquq: dependencies of a structure or a room 
l_lurmiyya: either a part of a qa'a or a certain type of qa'a 
/_lu$n: castle 

ibliz: black soil 
iqta': land alloted to an amir or an administrator; the revenue from 

the allotment forms his stipend 
Iwan al-Kabir: the Great Iwan. 
Iwan Kisra: the palace of Sasanian kings in ancient Ctesiphon 
iwan: a vaulted or roofed structure totally open on one end 

jamadariyya, pl. of jamadar: wardrobe master 
jashankiriyya, pl. of jashankir: taster 
jitr (Persian chatr): also known as the Qubba wa-1-Tayr (the Dome 

and the Bird), a dome-shaped parasol with a golden bird on top of 
it carried usually above the sultan in processions 

jubb: underground prison at the Citadel 
jukandariyya, pl. of jukandar: polo master 
jumaqdariyya, pl. of jumaqdar: ax-bearer 
jundi (pl. jund): a Mamluk soldier 
jura: a large depression 
juwwani: the opposite of barrani, who were also called kha$$Gkiyya 
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Karim: the group of Mamluk merchants who specialized in importing 
spices and other expensive goods from India via Yemen 

kashf: open 
kii:tib al-sirr: the sultan's secretary 
khii:fiqi: an Egyptian waterproof mortar 
khii:$$: privy purse 
khii:$$akiyya: the sultan's close group of mamluks who live in the 

southern enclosure near his palace 
khawwii:$: a linguistically more accurate variation of khii:$$akiyya 
khii:zindii:riyya, pl. of khii:zindii:r: treasurer 
khidma: royal audience or the service ceremony 
khil'a: robe of honor 
khitat: a planned urban quarter, which was by extension used to des­

ignate medieval topographical/historical books 
khizii:nat al-kutub: library 
khushdii:shiyya: comrades, mamluks who were members of the same 

household or owned by the same master before their manumission 
kimii:n: rubble mounds 
kiswa: embroidered cloth cover of the Ka'ba 
kitii:b al-'ahd: diploma of investiture 
Kushk Yusuf: the Persian equivalent of the Arabic Qa~r Yusuf, 

applied to the Qa~r al-Ablaq in the Ottoman period 
kuttab al-dast: the clerks of the chair 
kuttabiyya: the privileged among the khii:$$akiyya trained in the sul­

tan's court with his sons 

lajuq: small tower-like enclosure 

ma'azil: drain pipes 
mabit: sleeping space, also khizana nawmiyya 
maf:imal al-sharif: the procession that brought the royal kiswa to 

Mecca 
majlis: a type of a hall with a middle deep space and two flanking 

smaller spaces, usually separated from the central court of the 
house by a wall with three doors 

majra: water channel 
maksala: (from kasal, laziness) a stone bench or mastaba so named 

because doormen used it to sit on all day long 
maktab: the classroom for the sultan's sons and a few select mamluks 
al-mamii:lik al-burjiyya: mamluks of the towers 
al-mamii:lik al-sultaniyya: the royal mamluks 
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manafi': requirements of a living space 
man'?ara: belvedere 

301 

maq'ad: usually translated as loggia, but in the Mamluk context it is 
a specific loggia with an arcaded opening 

maq$ura: a screened and sometimes raised area inside a mosque for 
the ruler and his attendants 

marafiq: the dependencies such as the toilet and the bathroom 
martaba: dais 
mashhad: shrine 
ma$na': a tank built above ground 
ma${aba: a square stand, or a bench 
matjar: the state office that controlled large-scale trading in a num-

ber of commodities 
mawakib al-sultaniyya: royal processions 
maydan: hippodrome or polo field 
Maydan al-AkhQar: the Green Maydan 
Maydan al-Aswad: the Black Maydan 
mudarraj: stairway 
mu~tasib: the market inspector 
mukus: taxes 
muqayyadfn: the "chained ones", corvee workers 
mushahhar: alternating red and white 
mushtaraf: probably a room with a view over something 
muta'amimfn: those who wear an 'imama, or turban, distinguishing 

them as religious men 

na'ib: deputy, also the title of a provincial governor 
na'ib al-saltana: the sultan's vicegerent 
nashz: outcrop 
al-na'?ar fi-l-ma"?dlim: lit. to consider or to look into acts of injustice, 

the practice of sitting in public to dispense justice 
nd"?ir al-buyut: the supervisor of the palaces 
nd'?ir al-jaysh: the army supervisor 
nd'?ir al-kha$$: the overseer of crown property 
niyaba: viceroyship 

qa'a mu'allaqa: a raised qa'a, a hall built above some ground floor 
space 

qa'a musaqqafa 'aqdan: a vaulted qa'a 
Qa'at al-Insha': the chancery hall 
Qa'at al-Sfil.iib: hall of the vizier 
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qii'at ju/us: a qii'a for sitting 
qabaq: a furusiyya game where horsemen shoot a pumpkin-like 

object hanging on a high pole while riding past it. 
qabU: basement 
qii<f,i al-'askar: judge of the army 
Qal'at al-Balµ": the Citadel of the Nile, or the Rawc;la Citadel 
Qal'at al Jabal: the Citadel of the Mountain, or the Citadel of Cairo 
qariifa: the cemetery in the Egyptian context, but originally it was the 

name either of a tribe that came with the Muslim conquerors or of 
a woman 

Qarafa al-Kubra: the Great or Northern Cemetery 
Qarafa al-Sughra: the Little or Southern Cemetery 
Qaramaydan: the Black Maydan 
Qa~r al-Ablaq: the Ablaq Palace, sometimes called the Striped Palace 
qasfal: a watercourse 
qubba: dome or domed structure that could be a mausoleum or a 

palace 
Qubbat al-Hawa: Dome of the Winds, a pavilion on the Muqanam 

hills 
Qubbat al-Khac;lra: the Green Dome, the name of a number of Umay­

yad and early Abbasid palaces 
Qubbat al-Zarqa': the Blue Dome, a palace in the Citadel of 

Damascus 
qu<f,iit al-qutf,iit: the four supreme judges of the four Sunni schools of 

jurisprudence 
qulla: a high area inside a citadel or a keep 
qu~ur al-juwwiiniyya: inner palaces 

rab': residential block in medieval Egypt 
rafraf the word seems to mean a light roofed structure, something 

like a pergola 
ra/:zba: court 
rank: the word for color in Persian, but used to mean an emblem in 

the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods 
rawshan: corbel 
rawk: land survey 
rijiil al-qalam: men of the pen, i.e., administrators 
rijiil al-say/: men of the sword, i.e., military men 
rikiibkhiina: the saddlery 
riwiiq: the word should be understood generically as indicating a liv-
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ing unit in the upper level of a residence; it may also mean a gal­
lery or portico 

rukn: buttress or support 

Sab' l:Iadarat: Seven Ramps, a structure that linked the palace level 
at the Citadel to the maydan level. 

sabil-kuttiib: a charitable building type widespread in Cairo that con­
sists of a public fountain surmounted by an open space for teach­
ing the Qur'an to orphans 

sa/:liiba: lit. cloud, appears to have been the name of a special tent in 
the Burji period 

$a/:ln: an outer courtyard 
sa/amlik: reception quarter 
siiqi: cupbearer 
siiqiya: waterwheel 
sarJ:ia: extended royal promenade 
shiidd a/-'amii'ir: superintendent of constructions 
shiidirwiin: a wall fountain made of a slanted marble slab with either 

geometric pattern in relief or pebbles on its surface to cause the 
water to ripple on its way down to a channel cut in the ground that 
leads into another fountain in the center of the space 

shariibkhiina: buttery 
shariirif: merlons 
shubbiik: window 
shukhshikha: a wooden dome or lantern 
silii/:ldiiriyya pl. of silii/:ldiir: arms-bearer 
simiit: banquet 
$inii'a: dockyards 
sitiira: curtain or awning 
$ujfa: awning, but a $Ujfa in a qii'a is a small, shallow alcove 
sullum: staircase 
sultan: sovereignty or dominion 
sumiiqi: red or green marble 
Suq al-Khayl: the Horse Market 
sur: walls 
$UWWa: hill 

tabaqa (pl. tibiiq): apartment usually situated on the upper level of a 
building 

tablakhiina: military music band, also the drummery where the band 
played 
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tal},kir: to claim ownership of the land and to zone it for development 
takhiiyin: sleeping units 
takht al-mulk: throne 
tarlJ,: a form of gabelle, whereby the state forces merchants to buy its 

stock of certain merchandise at preset prices 
tiiri: the last of three daily banquets and the only one in which the sul­

tan partook 
tiirima: baldachin 
tayyiira: literally "the one flying over," usually used to designate a 

high room 
tirkhiin: a retired Mamluk amir 
tiriiz: inscription band 
tishtakhiina: house of the washbasin 
turba: mausoleum 

umarii' al-mashura: amirs of the council functioning as the sultan's 
official advisory group 

'uqud: vaults 
ushiiqiyya: pl. of ushiiqi or jift, stable attendant 
ustiidiir: the master of the household 
ustiidh: in the Mamluk context the word designates the owner and the 

master of a mamluk and the head of a military household 

Wafidiyya: Newcomers, Mongol deserters who joined the Mamluk 
army 

wakiila: a warehouse 
wakil al-khii$$: the agent of the privy purse 
wakil bayt al-miil: the treasury controller 
wiili: governor 
waqf: endowment deed 

zariba: embankment 
ziiwiya: the house of a sufi sheikh which often becomes, after the 

death of the sheikh, a pilgrimage site and a small mosque 



A NOTE ON THE PRIMARY SOURCES 

The Ayyubid and Mamluk periods are unusually rich in historical 
writing. Annals, biographical compendia, manuals for the chancery, 
geographical treatises (masalik), and topographical tracts (khitat) that 
deal in one way or another with Cairene history all exist in abundance 
for the period between the twelfth and the fifteenth century. Most of 
them have been culled for information on specific monuments or par­
ticular moments in Cairo's urban history, but very few have been sys­
tematically and consistently used. The pioneering study to propose an 
architectural reconstruction based on a medieval source-Maqrizi's 
khitat in this case-was Paul Ravaisse, Essai sur I' histoire et la topo­
graphie du Caire d' apres Maqrizi (1887-90). Paul Casanova's mono­
graph on the Citadel (1894-96) was the second and in many ways a 
sequel to Ravaisse' s essay. More recently, urban and architectural 
historians started to tum to the waqf, a little-used type of document 
in the corpus of Mamluk sources, and to emphasize its significance 
as a source for the study of medieval architecture and urbanism. 
Waqfs usually contain descriptions of endowed properties-agricul­
tural land, urban real estate, and buildings-which can be used to 
complement the evidence of the structure itself, if it still exists, or to 
reconstruct original plans, or to suggest hypothetical plans for build­
ings that have disappeared. 

Waqfs offer little help for the reconstruction of the Citadel's build­
ings, for the only early Mamluk structure there that had a waqf is the 
congregational mosque of al-Na~ir Mul.iammad, and even that one is 
missing. There are only three waqfs, to my knowledge, that deal with 
structures at the Citadel, and they all pertain to foundations built after 
al-Na~ir's time. The first is that of Sultan Faraj ibn Barqiiq which 
describes the mosque that he constructed in the J:iawsh in the southern 
enclosure in 1409, and which has since disappeared; the pertinent 
part of the waqf and a reconstruction of the mosque were published 
by Salil.i Lam'i Mu~tafa in his al-Watha'iq wa-1-'lmara, Dirasafi al­
'lmara al-lslamiyya ft al-'A$r al-Mam/Uki al-Jarkasi: al-Jami' al­
Abyarj bi-1-/f awsh al-Sultani bi-Qal'at al-Qahira. The second is the 
waqf of Sultan al-Mii'ayyad Shaykh (Awqaf 938q, dated 12 Rajah 
823 [1420]) which mentions (p. 19, 1. 8-17 and p. 43, 1. 11-17) a cis-
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tern and a sabll-kuttab which he built near the Bab al-Mudarraj, and 
which no longer exist. And finally the waqf of Sulayman Pasha al­
Khadim (Awqaf 1074, dated 935 [1528]) from the early Ottoman 
period, which describes the renovation and enlargement of the 
mosque of Sidi Sarya in the northern enclosure (p.7, 1. 5 top. 14, 1. 
7). This mosque still stands today as the mosque of Sulayman Pasha. 
All these structures were not directly connected with the palatial 
complex and their waqf descriptions do not add any new information 
on its architecture or topography in the early Mamluk period. 

Waqf evidence, however, can still be useful in three ways. First, 
terms used in waqfs can help clarify the architectural terminology of 
the period. Second, a number of waqfs provide some topographic 
information on structures around the Citadel, particularly the water­
courses and water channels in the area west and south of it, which 
were related to the palatial complex inside the southern enclosure. 
Third, in the reconstruction of the model for the Bal;rri Mamluk 
palace, a number of descriptions contained in later Mamluk waqfs 
elucidate the changes that the conception of an amirial palace under­
went in the Mamluk period. 

Of the historical genres, the khif af is the most relevant for this 
study and is almost unique to Egypt. It developed out of earlier liter­
ary types that had cities and regions as the focus of their interest, 
including books of fa<f,a'il (merits) and extensive biographical com­
pendia of the distinguished residents of certain cities, such as al­
Khatib al-Baghdadi's Tarfkh Baghdad and Ibn 'Asakir's Tarfkh 
Dimashq. But unlike the non-Egyptian examples, the khifaf shifted 
the focus from the people of the city to its monuments, neighbor­
hoods, and streets-in short its topography and architecture. This 
shift is linked to a particularist tendency and a strong sense of terri­
torial unity detected in the writing of many Egyptian historians from 
the early Islamic period, but, for a number of historical and geopolit­
ical reasons having to do with the establishment of the Fatimid 
caliphate as an Islamic center that challenged the supremacy of 
Baghdad, a sense of Egyptian identity intensified in medieval times. 
It led to a boom in khifaf books in which these feelings found expres­
sion through careful and meticulous descriptions of everything that 
pertained to Egypt, and principally to Cairo as Egypt's major city. 
The term khi{af, the name for a planned urban quarter, was by exten­
sion used to designate books in this new genre which we could call 
topographical/historical studies. Ibn Ziilaq (919-97), is the first to 
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have written such a book-Khifat Mi$r-with the word khifaf in its 
title. Several other historians followed, such as Mul.tammad ibn As'ad 
al-Jawwani (d. 1192) with his Kitiib al-Nuqat bi-'Ajm ma-Istashkala 
min al-Khitaf, and lbn 'Abd al-'.?'.ahir with al-Raw<f,a al-Bahiyya ft 
Khitat al-Qiihira al-Mu'izziyya, written in 1249. Both are lost, though 
we know them through long excerpts that appear in later khitat books 
and manuals for the chancery. 

Only one complete Mamluk book survives; that is Taqi al-Din al­
Maqrizi, al Mawii'i; wa-l-I'tibiir bi-Dhikr al-Khitat wa-l-Athiir 
(Exhortations and Reflection on the History of Settlements and 
Monuments). Composed between 1415 and 1424, this encyclopedic 
work presents the most complete corpus of data on medieval Cairo's 
topography and toponymy. It records with loving care each and every 
street and important structure in Cairo and, to a lesser degree, other 
Egyptian cities and produces their description and the history of 
everything connected with them. Another fifteenth-century khitat 
book survives in a much truncated form. That is lbn Duqmaq, al­
Inti$iir li-Wiisifat 'lqd al-Am$iir; the part we have deals with Mi~r al­
Fustat. Most modem histories of Cairo relied heavily on Maqrizi's 
data and many, especially those written by Egyptians, even adopt his 
methods and reflect his idiosyncrasies. 'Ali Pasha Mubarak, inten­
tionally modeled his massive compendium, al-Khifat al-Tawftqiyya 
al-Jadida, on it, and even named it after Maqrizi's Khifaf. He also 
updated Maqrizi's material and added sections on the development of 
Cairo between the fifteenth and the nineteenth century. 

Maqrizi and others preserved in their books the information they 
copied from earlier khifats now lost to us, but in at least one case we 
have the original from which Maqrizi borrowed without admitting it. 
This is Shihab al-Din al-'Umari's Masiilik al-Ab$iir ft Mamiilik al­
Am$iir, of which part six includes the description of the Citadel and 
the ceremonials that regularly took place there in the fourteenth cen­
tury. This part was recently edited and published by two different 
authors: Ayman Fu'ad Sayyed, Masiilik al-Ab$iir ft Mamiilik al­
Am$iir, Mamlakat Mi$r wa-l-Shiim wa-l-Hijiiz wa-1-Yaman (Cairo, 
1985), and Dorothea Krawulsky, Masiilik al-Ab$iir ft Mamiilik al­
Am$iir, Daw/at al-Mamiilik al-Uwla (Beirut, 1986). The second is 
favored over the first because of its comparative methodology; it is 
the one used throughout this study. 'Umari's text is the prime source 
we have, for he was an eyewitness to what he is recounting and, as a 
secretary (kiitib al-sirr) to al-Na~ir Mul.tammad between 1329 and 
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1332, was probably involved in the design of some of the royal pro­
tocols he describes. His text is clearer than Maqrizi's, and a compar­
ison between the two texts shows that some of the latter's sentences 
are distorted versions of the original. This means that information 
based on Maqrizi's Khitat should be treated with skepticism. In some 
cases we have other sources to compare to Maqrizi, but in others we 
have to rely on a critical reading of his reports (see the criticism of 
Maqrizi' s method of copying and adopting in Ulrich Haarmann, 
Quellenstudien zur friihen Mamlukenzeit, 192-93). 

<Umari's Masiilik al-Ab~iir ft Mamiilik al-Am~iir belongs to the 
genre of geographical writing, which flourished in the tenth and 
eleventh century and was revived by <Umari and turned into a hybrid 
of political and geographical texts in the Mamluk period. Khalil ibn 
Shahin al-Zahiri's Zubdat Kash/ al-Mamiilik wa Bayiin al-Turuq wa-
1-Masiilik, composed around the middle of the fifteenth century, is of 
the same kind. In addition to geographical topics, the subjects cov­
ered in these works include topographic descriptions of important 
places, such as the Citadel, essays on the status, prerogatives, and 
duties of the various orders of rulers, and listings of the functions and 
duties of officials in the ruling class in the countries described. 

Manuals for the chancery usually covered traditions, customs, and 
protocols. However, in the Mamluk period, they were extended to 
give elaborate descriptions of a wider range of topics, such as court 
ceremonials, the titles and honorifics of state functionaries, and codes 
of dress and behavior followed by these functionaries in royal pro­
cessions and festivals. The expanded chancery manuals are important 
for understanding the functioning of the Cairo Citadel because most 
processions and ceremonials took place there. Two manuals have 
come down to us: <Umari's al-Ta'rif bi-1-Mu~tala~ al-Sharif, and 
Shihab al-Din al-Qalqashandi's Sub~ al-A'sha ft Sinii'at al-Inshii. 
<Umari wrote his book in the 1320s, and Qalqashandi composed his 
after 1397. The latter supplants the former for our purpose because he 
incorporates all the information given by <Umari in his book. The 
cautionary remark about the anachronistic nature of most of Qal­
qashandi's data-he was writing at the end of the fourteenth century 
while the information he produces belongs to its beginning-is not 
very important for our purpose since his data date from the period we 
are concerned with. 

As for the last group of primary sources-the annals and biograph­
ical compendia-a huge number of them exist. Some are arranged 
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chronologically by year, other are grouped under the reigns of sul­
tans, and still others under caliphs. There are those that follow the 
movements of the sultans and those that focus on the life of a city. 
The total number is staggering. For the reign of al-Na~ir Mul).ammad, 
for instance, there are more than thirty known chronicles and bio­
graphical dictionaries, some published, some still only in manuscript, 
that were written during his reign; at least ten more were composed 
later but deal extensively with his rule. Two criteria for selection pro­
duced an order of relevance that justified reducing their sum to a 
manageable number. The first was date: late chronicles, such as Ibn 
Iyas and Ibn Shahin al-Malti who lived in the sixteenth century, are 
almost useless for assessing constructions of the early Mamluk sul­
tans. The second was interdependence, and sometimes outright copy­
ing. This eliminated texts that were heavily based on others or that 
took the information they copied out of chronological order. On these 
grounds most biographical compendia compiled by authors who also 
wrote chronicles could be ignored, for the information is repeated in 
many cases without any new additions. The same applies to those 
annals that cover prolonged periods starting long before the birth of 
the chronicler, and for which he therefore had to rely on other, earli­
er sources that are known to us. 
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waning of the state's military 
character in the, 293-95 

al-buyut al-su/fiiniyya, also al­
buyutat, 102, 215, 225; definition, 
118-19; 221 

firiishkhiina, defintion of, 111; 
226 

}Jawa'ijkho.na, definition of, 118 
rikiibkhiina, 221 
royal kitchen, 32, 118, 188, 271 
shariibkhiina, 151,221 
fishfakhiina, definition of, 118; 

263 
Byzantines, 97 

Cairo, expansion under Baybars, 103; 
expansion under al-Na~ir 
Mui).ammad, 235-43, fig. 31; 
decline in the Mamluk period, 
243n.37 

Casanova, book on the Citadel, IX-X, 
20, 22; reconstrcution of the 
original enceinte, 56-57; 170; and 
the Qa~r al-Ablaq, 207; 305 

ceremonial, development of Mamluk, 
201n. 51; restructuring by al-Na~ir, 
192, 226-28, see also mawkib 

citadel building, phenomenon of, 16-
17. 83-84, 283 

citadel of, see Qal'at 
Citadel, the, see Qal'at a-Jabal 
Colonel Green, map of, fig. 15, 20, 

106, 190, 205; "ruined vaults", fig. 
34,61 

Creswell, book, X; map of the 
Citadel, 20; reconstrcution of the 
original enceinte, 56-58; method, 
58n. 25; and the Citadel's site, 54, 
60; and the Qa~r al-Ablaq, 26, 
205-6; 197 

Crimea, 97 
Ctesiphon, 128 
la Cuba, 128 

daftarkhiine, of Mui).ammad 'Ali, 28, 
78; location of, 110 

Damascus, 15, 82 
Damietta, 5, 88 
diir,216,219,221,223 
Dar 

al-baqiir (house of oxen), 
location and definition of, 
106; 195; fig. 20 

al-darb, 32, 276 
al-Dhahab, description, 119-22; 

172, 180,227,287 
al-<f,iyiifa, 28; location of, 78n. 

72 
of al-'lmadi ibn al-Mushrif, 219 
al-jadfda, 120, see also Dar al­

Dhahab 
al-Malik al-Sa'id Baraka Khan, 

location of, 112-113; 211, 
287 

al-Mulk, 93 
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al-Niyaba, 79; of Bilik al­
Khazindar, 113-14; ofTuruntay 
al-Man~iiri, 140-41; 151, 244 
al-Shukhii~, 172 
al-Wizara, residence of Saliil}. al­

Din, history of, 7n.12, 12; 77; as 
residence of Ayyubid sultans, 75 

al-SaliQiyya, 124 
al-salrana, 78, 88, 180; 

definition of, 94 
al-Zahiriyya, 124 

diir al-'adl, arrangement of sessions, 
252-55, figs. 35-38 

Dar al-'Adl 
al-Kamiliyya (of al-Kami!), 79-

80, 227 
al-Na~iriyya (of al-Na~ir), 

location of, 127 
al-Qadima, 109 
al-Zahiriyya (of al-Zahir 

Baybars), 105, 108-10, 227 
diir al-imiira of 

al-I:Iajjaj, 259 
Hisham ibn 'Abd al-Malik in 

Rusafa, 259 
Mu'awiya, 259 

Darb al-AQmar, development of, 237-
39, fig. 32; 241 

Dasht-i-Kipchak, 132 
dast, 252 
dawiidiiriyya, 138 
al-dawla al-Atiibikkiyya, 16 
dazdiir, 14 
Denon, 249 
Description de l'Egypte, 41, 87; plan 

of Citadel, 20, figs. 4 and 14; map 
of, 48 

Dhahabiyya (Golden Qa'a), 287 
Dhimmis, 114 
dihliz al- 'ubur, 247, 257 
dihliz, 204, 286 
diwan of Sultan al-Ghiiri, 245n.44, 

see also the Iwan al-Kabir 
Diyarbakir, 87, 176 
double-headed Eagle, description of, 

24, pl. 2; 292 
double-iwan qii'a, 122 
double-majlis qii'a, 122 
dur al-mulk, 281 
dur al-J:iarim, 201 
durkiih of the Bab al-Qulla, 114, 226 
durqii'a, 36; definition of, 117 
diwiin, al-jaysh, 114; al-'amii'ir, 239 

INDEX 

Ebers, Georg. M., print of the 
Citadel's fa9ade, 46, 210 

Egypt, character of, 84n. 94 
Egyptian Antiquities Organization 

(EAO), X, 18, 156 
Evliya <;elebi, 24 

Faraj ibn Barqiiq, 48, 275 
Fatimids, 1; decline of, 3 
fidiiwiyya, definition of, 14; 17, 184 
figural representation in Islamic 

architecture, history of, 130; in 
Egypt and Syria, 171-72; Jaziran 
models, 173-78, fig. 25; resurgence 
of, 176; abandonment by al-Na~ir 
MuQammad, 179; iconography of, 
178-79; in the Iwan al-Ashrafi, 
170, 173, 176; in the Qubba al­
Zahiriyya, 125, 129-31, 171, 172; 
on Mosuli metalwork, 177 

firiishkhiina, see al-buyut al­
sul{iiniyya 

f ossatum, 12 
Foundation inscription of the Citadel, 

text and discussion, 68-73, pl. 12; 
and reasons for building the 
Citadel, 72-73 

four granite shafts at the Citadel, 
continous inscription on, 36, 156-
58 

al-Fustat, 3; burning of, 4n.3; early 
development, 12; 196, 237, 283 

furusiyya exercises, 104, 148, 172 

gardens of Sayf al-Islam, 106, known 
also as gardens of 'Abbas 

Gate of, see Bab 
Geniza documents, definition, 115 
Ghazan, MaQmiid, 183 
Ghaznavids, 290 
Golden Horde, 97 
Grand Bey, map of, 137 
green dome, as a sign of royalty, 259-

60, see also Qubbat al-Khac;lra 
Gu' Kummet at Sinjar, 173, fig. 25 
al-ghur, 275 

I:Iadarat al-Baqar, 106, 189, 224, see 
also diir al-baqiir 

al-I:Iakim bi Amr Allah (Abbasid 
caliph), 79, 98 

hajj, 188, 200 
l:ialaqa, 132, 283 
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Hama, 15, 91, 182 
hammam of al-Malik al-Sa'id Baraka 

Khan, 105, 135,224,277 
I:Iarat Mukhta~~. 263 
al-IJariifish, 193 
IJaram, 116 
harem, 94, 203, 285 
I:Iarriiqa, description of, 26-28, fig. 7, 

pl. 3; meaning of term, 207; 
identification as the double-cross 
hall, 206-7; 211, 245 

I:Iasan ibn al-Nii~ir Mul)ammad, 150, 
221 

IJawii'ijkhiina, see al-buyut al­
sulfiiniyya 

IJawsh, 32, 33, pl. 6; history and 
description, 274-77; 282, 294, 305 

I:Iawsh of the Diwan, 276 
Hebron, 161 
IJisiir, 220 
Hisn Kayfa, 173 
Homs, 15 
House of, see Diir 
IJukr of, Aqbughii, 242; Qaw~iin, 242; 

the sultan, 242; Tuquzdamur, 242; 
Sitt Miska, 242 

Hiilegii, 96, 97, 148 
IJurmiyya, definition of, 116; as qii'a, 

117 
al-I:Iusayniyya, 237 
I:Iu~n al-Akriid (Crac des Chevaliers), 

149 

ibllz, 195 
lbn 'Abd al-Ziihir, book of Khi{af, 

142; career of, 144; report on 
architectural representation, 165-
66 

lbn I:Iayyus, Abu al-Fityiin 
Mul)ammad, 129 

lbn Jubayr, 55, 81 
lbn Shaddiid, 101 
lbn Shahin al-Z:iihiri, definition of 

khii$$akiyya, 290; book of Masiilik, 
308 

lbn Shakir al-Kutubi, 167 
Ibn Taghri-Birdi, background of, 101, 

103, 126 
Ibn Tiiliin, Al)mad, 12, 52 
Ibrahim Pasha., 29 
Ifriqiyii, l 
Ilkhanids, 183, 192 
al-'Imiid al-I~fahiini, Imiid al-Din, 55, 

280; account on the Citadel, 57; 73 
inscription, political function of, 293 
iqfii', 133, 231, 242, 287; under 

Baybars, 100 
Ismii 'ii Pasha, 18 
I~mat al-Din Khiitiin, 9 
i$fabl, 214, 216 
iwiin, definition of, 115, 128n. 126; 

evolution of meaning, 146n. 41 
Iwan al-Ashrafi (of al-Ashraf Khalil), 

156, 192; discussion of, 169; 256 
Iwan al-Kabir 

of the Fatimid Eastern Palace, 
260 

al-Kiirnili (of al-Kiimil), 79, 128, 
129,255 

al-Nii~iri, 145, 157, 203, 238, 
265,268,281,285,292,294; 
first rebuilding, 191-94; 
history of, 244-47; 
description of, 247-52, figs. 
33-34, pl. 24; as the stage for 
diir al-'adl, 255-56; analysis 
of architectural origin of, 
256-63; inscriptions of, 250-
51; uncovered remains of, 38-
39; section of wall, 189, see 
also Diir al-'Adl al-Nii~iriyya 

lwiin Kisrii, 128n.125, 146 
Iwan al-Man~iiri, 145, see the Qubba 

al-Man~iiriyya 
Iwan al-Qal'a, definition of, 128 

jamadiiriyya, definition of, 112, n. 66; 
138, 142,253,287,289,291 

Jami' al-Dahiiysheh, see Qii'at al-
Duhaysha, 48 

jiimikiyya, 133 
Jandiiriyya, definition of, 102 
Janissaries, 18 
Jaqmaq, 29 
jiishankiriyya, 138 
Jawhar al-Siqilli, 3 
Jerusalem, 161 
jitr, or the Qubba wa-1-Tayr 
Jomard, 152, 153,249,281 
jumaqdiiriyya, 138, 287 
jund,289 
juwwiini, 288, 289 

Ka'ba, 168, 211 
Kabsh, 189 
al-Kami! Mul)ammad, 51, 56, 74, 
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153, 225; moves to the Citadel, 75; 
stops the fortification of the two 
cities, 75-76; work at the Citadel, 
76-80; rise to the sultanate, 84 

al-Kiimil Sha'ban ibn al-Na~ir 
:M:uhammad,223,294 

Karim ~l-Din al-Kabir, 230 
Kash/ al-Asriir, miniature painting in, 

164, fig. 24 
kiitib al-sirr, 253 
Kerak, 275 
khiifiqi, 114 
Khalij 

al-Kabir, 13 
al-:M:isri, 231 
al-Nii.Sm, 231, 237 

Khalil, al-Ashraf, career of, 146-48; 
demolition of citadels, 147; work 
at the citadel of Aleppo, 148; work 
at the citadel of Damascus, 148; 
waterwork of, 149; work at the 
Citadel, 149-70; 289, 290, 292 

khanqah 
Sa'id al-Su'ada', 235 
Umm-Aniik or Tughay, 251 

kharjii, definition of, 212 
khii$$akiyya, appearance of the term, 

135; 142, 155, 173, 175, 179, 188, 
195,201,233,253,263,269,239, 
252, 286; development of the corps 
of, 287-89; characteristics of the, 
289; artistic representations of the, 
291 

Khawiirizm Shah, Jalfil al-Din, 85 
Khayir Bak, 275 
khazii'in nawmiyya, 220 
khiizindiiriyya, 138 
khidma, 140, 151, 228, 245; at the 

Qa~r al-Ablaq, 201 
Khic;lr, Najm al-Din ibn al-Ziihir 

Baybars, 129 
khila', 233 
khitaf, 49, 237, 305; description of the 

genre, 306 
khiziina, 94, 216, 226 
khiziinat al-kutub, 79 
Khumiirawayh ibn AJ:imad ibn Tiiliin, 

171 
khurjiyya, 288 
khushdiishiyya, definition, 95, n. 13; 

134, 182,284 
K1pchak,88,98, 138, 139,289 
kiswa, 47, 153, 154, 211, 290 

INDEX 

Kitbugha, al-'Adil Zayn al-Din, 136; 
reign of, 181-82 

Konya, 176 
Kubadabad, 176 
kummayn, 115 
Kushuk Yiisuf, 213n.71, fig. 29; see 

also Qa~r al-Ablaq 
kuttiib al-dast, 253 
kuttiibiyya, 291 

Lajin, al-:M:an~iir I:Iussam al-Din, 114, 
136; reign of, 182, 185 

lajuq, 14 
Lake Bey§ehir, 176 
Louis IX, 89 
Louis Philippe, 33 
Lii'lii', Badr al-Din, 95, 173, 175, 176 
al-Liiq, 237 

ma'iizil, 215, 218 
mabitiit, 216, 220 
:M:adrasa 

al-:M:u'izziyya, 92, 93 
al-Taqawiyya, 87 
and mausoleum of Khayir Bak, 

215 
of al-Kamil :M:uJ:iammad or Diir 

al-I:Iadith al-Kamiliyya, 238 
of al-:M:an~iir Qalawiin, 238, 

261, fig. 41 
of al-Nasir :M:uhammad, 186 
of al-SiiliJ:i Naj~ al-Din Ayyiib, 

238 
of al-Ziihir Baybars, 238; of 

Qiin~iih al-Ghiiri, 220 
of Sultan I:Iasan, 151, pl. 32, see 

also mosque of Sultan I:Iasan 
of the Amir Siidiin min 'Ab<l al-

RaJ:iman, 235 
mal;mal al-sharif, 290 
:M:aillet, 153, 205, 211, 246 
:M:aison de Joseph, 45, 59, 152, 153, 

154, 204, 207, 211, 214, see also 
Burj al-Rafraf 

majlis, definition of, 115; fig. 22, 171; 
description of, 256; /Jiri, definition 
of, l 15n. 78 

majrii, 149, 197, see also aqueduct 
maktab, 291 
al-:M:alik al-Sa'id Baraka Khan, 108, 

134, 147, 162, 291 
al-malik al-jawiid, 91 
malika, 90 
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Mamluk qii'a at the Citadel, descrip­
tion of, 36, figs. 12-13, 156; is not 
the Qa~r al-Ablaq, 205 

Mamluk sources, architectural 
terminology in, 144n. 36, 216-18, 
221; terminology and the Citadel's 
topography, 288-89; characteristics 
of, 305 

Mamluk system, 115; structure of, 
132-34; military character of, 98-
101, 133-34, 184-86, 293-95; 
nature of, 283-84, 287 

Mamluks, accultration of the, l 79n. 
130 

Mamiilik 
al-Na~iriyya, 12 
al-Mu'izziyya, 91, 95 
al-'Aziziyya, 96 
al-burjiyya, formation of, 137-

39 
al-sutraniyya, 101, 133 
at-ribiiq, 291 

al-Ma'miin ibn Hamn al-Rashid, 52 
Manbij, 15 
maniifi', 216, 218 
al-Man~iir abii Bakr ibn al-Na~ir 

MuQammad,235,279 
al-Man~iir 'Ali ibn al-Mu'izz Aybak, 

95 
al-Man~iir 'Ali II, grandson of al­

Na~ir Mu4ammad, 151 
al-Man~iir Khalil ibn al-SiiliQ Najm 

al-Din Ayyiib, 90 
al-Man~iir Mu4ammad ibn al-'Aziz 

'Uthman, 51, 74 
al-Maqs, 237 
al-mawkib al-sultiini, route under the 

BaQri sultans, 138n. 24; 140n. 26; 
171; see also ceremonial 

man-;ara, 87, 140; definition of, 165; 
215; of Birkat al-I:Iabash, 172 

Ma~arat al-Lii'lii'a, 7 
maq'ad, 87, 158, 224, 235; definition 

of, 212 
Maqrizi, disappointment with the 

Mamluk system, 294n. 21; and his 
khirar, 307-8 

maq:;ura, 269 
martaba, 93 
mariifiq, 215, 216 
mashhad of, al-Juyiishi, 69-70, 256, 

fig. 39; Sayyida 'Atika, 95; 
Sayyida Ruqayya, 95, 256 

masiilik, 305 
ma:;raba, 247, 259, 264, also maksala 
matjar, 230 
maydan (below the Citadel), 76, 102, 

152, rebuilding of al-Na~ir 
Mu4ammad, 194-95 

Maydan (in Cairo), al-Akhc;lar, 105; 
al-Aswad, 105; al-Mahan, 239; al­
Qabaq, 105; al-Qal'a, 105; al­
Ziihiri, 104; Bayn al-Qa~rayn, 3 

Mayer, 153 
militarization of architecture, in the 

post-Seljuqid period, 16-17; in the 
Mamluk period, 292-95 

Milktumur, 242 
Mintash, 77 
Mi~r al-'Atiqa, 197, see also al-Fustat 
Mi~r Island, 86, see also Rawc;la 

Island 
monastery of Mar Bahnam, 175 
mosaic, architectural representation 

in, 161-69; Mamluk, 161n. 88; 
fragments in the Qa'a al­
Ashrafiyya, 163-64, pl. 18, fig. 23; 
of the Qubba al-Zahiriyya in 
Damascus, 162, pis. 19-20; of the 
Umayyad Mosque, 160, 162, 167-
68; influence of painting on, 164-
65 

mosque of 
'Ali Shah in Tabriz, 265 
Amir AQmad al-Mihmandar, 

239 
Amir Altunbugha al-Miiridiini, 

239 
Amir Aqsun~r, 239 
'Amr ibn al-'A~. 183 
Amir Aytamish, 265 
al-Azhar, 3, 183, 257 
al-Burdayni, 47, see mosque of 

al-Rudayni 
al-Duhaysha, 276 
al-Fakahani, 183 
al-I:Iakim, 3, 183, 257 
lbn Tiiliin, 103, 155 
MuQammad 'Ali at the Citadel, 

description of, 33, pl. 1; 61,190, 
205, 211, 264; underground halls, 
207-8, 210 

al-Na~ir MuQammad at the 
Citadel (Na~iri Mosque), 45, 
59, 64; first rebuilding, 225; 
second rebuilding, 263-64; 
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description of, 264-68, figs. 
42-43, pis. 25-29; position 
between the public and the 
private spheres, 268-74, fig. 
44; waqf of, 305; as mediator 
between religious and royal 
authority, 285, 292 

al-Na~ir MuI,ammad in al­
Fustat (New Na~iri Mosque), 
239,249 

Amir Qaw~iin, 265 
al-Rifii'i, 22, 224, 277, pl. 32 
al-Rudayni, 47, 53 
Sa'd al-Dawla, 52-53, 65, 225 
aI-SaliI,, 183 
Shaqiq al-Mulk, 53 
Sidi Siiriyya at the Citadel, 40, 

53,306 
Sulaymiin Pasha at the Citadel, 

description of, 40; 306 
Sultan Hasan, 22, 220, 224, 277, 

pl. 3:2, see also madrasa of 
Sultan l;lasan 

of the Umayyads in Damascus, 
160, 162; interpretations of 
mosaics of, 167-68 

Mosul, 1, 14, 95, 176, 177 
Mosuli metalworkers, immigration to 

the Mamluk sultanate, 177 
Mount Yashkur, 12 
mu'allaq, 265 
Mubarak, Ali Pasha, 307 
Mughulatay, 219 
MuI,ammad 'Ali, 39, 57; work at the 

Citadel, 18, 44; 125, 154, 159, 189, 
210, 226 

MuI,ammad al-Ka'ki, 40 
MuI,ammad ibn Sulaymiin, 52 
mul.ztasib, 253 
al-Mu'izz Aybak, 'Izz al-Din al­

Turkmiini; reign of, 80, 91; 
residence of, 92; assassination of, 
95; origin of, 96 

muqarnas,247,250,259,264,269 
Muqanam hills, 9, 12, 51 
al-Muqqadasi, 167 
Miisa ibn al-SaliI, 'Ali ibn Qaliiwiin, 

150, 192 
Miisa ibn Yaghmiir, Jamal al-Din, 

102 
mushahhar, 267 
mushtarafiit, 141n. 28 
al-Mustakfi (Abbasid caliph), 124 

INDEX 

al-Mustanjid (Abbasid caliph), 5 
al-Mustan~ir (Fatimid caliph), 13, 70, 

172 
al-Mustan~ir Billah II (Abbasid 

caliph), 65, 97, 98, 128 
mustaraqa, definition of, 116n. 81 
al-Mu'ta~im (Abbasid caliph), 86 
al-Musta'~im Billah (last Abbasid 

caliph in Baghdad), 97 
al-Mu~affar, king of Hama, 91 
al-Mu~affar l;lajji ibn al-Na~ir 

MuI,ammad, 150 

nii'ib al-sal{ana, 114, 231 
al-Nashii, 230 
al-Na~ir Ii-Din Allah (Abbasid 

caliph), 72 
al-Nasir Muhammad, 29, 60, 67, 275; 

fir~t and s.econd reigns, 181-84; 
third reign, 184-87; character and 
reputation, 185-87; and the diir al­
'adl, 192-93, 227-28, 252-55; work 
at the citadel, 186-89; and 
Siryaqiis, 231-35; burial place, 
235; economic policy, 229-30; 
autocratic measures, 230-31; urban 
projects, 235-43; redefines the 
division of the Citadel, 285-93, 
figs 47-48; redefines the 
relationship of the Citadel to the 
city, 286-87; chronicles of his 
reign, 309 

al-Na~ir Yiisuf, 65, 90 
al-na:;ar ft al-ma:;iilim, 80; political 

meaning of, 192-93; 284 
nii:;ir 

al-buyut, 111 
al-jaysh, 253 
al-khii$$, 230, 231 

new canal, 279 
Niebuhr, 153 
Nile, recession of, 237, fig. 31 
Nilometer, 72, 87 
Ni~am al-Jadid, 44 
northern enclosure, description today, 

22; 56; fortifications of 40-41 
Niir al-Din MaI,miid ibn Zangi, 

career, 1; kingdom of, fig. 1; 
policy concerning Egypt, 4; 
fortification projects, 15; death of, 
8; 172,243 

Ouasa't al-Basha, 48, 276 
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Ouasa't al-I~tabl, 48, 276 

palace of, see Qa~r 
Palais de Joseph, 45, 127, 281, see 

also the Iwan al-Kabir 
Piri Reis, map of, 212, fig. 29 
Place de la Concorde, 33 
Pococke, 153,249 
Police Museum, 33, 38, 190, 247 
Pyramids, 212 

qii'a, type, variation and 
development, 122; mu'allaqa, 218; 
musaqqafa 'aqdiin, 2l5;julus, 216; 
tajir, 220 

Qii'a 
al-Ashrafiyya, 36, 180, l82n. 2, 

189,201,204,205,211,221, 
224, 227, 252; 150-51; 
establishing the location of, 
151-58; architectural 
description of, 158-159, pl. 
17; decorative program of, 
159-61, pl. 18; 285 

al-'Awiimid, 153, 188, 221; 
attribution to, 93; function of, 
94 

al-Baysariyya, description, 118; 
location, 119; 221 

al-BaiJra, 275 
of Bilik al-Khazindiir, 112 
of al-Dhahab in the Fatimid 

palace, 119 
of al-Dhahab at the citadel of 

Damascus, 148 
al-Dhahabiyya , 287 
al-Duhaysha, 48, 221, 275, 276 
of the harem, 94 n. 12 
al-Inshii', 114 
of al-Siilil) Najm al-Din Ayyiib 

at the Raw<;la Citadel, 87, 
257, fig. 40 

al-Siilil}iyya, 86, 201, 221 
al-SiiQib, 79, 114 
of Sunqur al-Ashqar, description 

of, 115; 118 
al-Zumurrudiyya, 287 

al-Qii'at al-Sab'a at the Citadel, 188 
qabaq, definition of, 105n. 36 
al-Qii<;li al-Fii<;lil, 54, 73 
al-Qiihira, description of, 3; 

fortification of, 13, fig. 2; 283 
Qal'at a-Jabal, as part of a defense 

project, 9; reasons for building, 14-
17; changes until the present, 18-
19, fig. 5; illustrators, 19n. 1; 
photographers, 19n. 2; 
reconstruction from texts, 48n. 39, 
49; site of, 51, 54; prisoners 
working in, 55, 81; provenance of 
stone, 55n. 19; original 
circumference, 57-58; 
reconstruction of original enceinte, 
20, 58-68, fig. 16; original mosque, 
65; original gates, 65-68; plan of 
Baybars, 102; Baybars' s work, 
110, fig. 21; sequence of al-Nii~ir's 
projects (1310-25), 227-28; 
monumentalization by al-Nii~ir 
Mul}ammad, 243-44; expansion 
under al-N~ir Mul}ammad, 280-
82; and other contemporary 
citadels, 283-84; as a reflection of 
the Mamluk system, 284-87; and 
the military character of the state, 
292-95 

Qal'at 
'Ajliin, 82 
al-BaiJr, 88, see also Raw<;la 

Citadel 
Biirin, 15 
Bosra, 82 

Chayzar, 15 
Ja'bar, 15 
Jabal al-Tiir, 82 
Qal'at al-Jundi, 83 
al-Kerak, 82, 182, 184 
al-Mudiq, 15 
Najm, 15, 87 
al-Riim, 148 
Sahyiin (Saone), 87 
al-Shawbak, 147 
Takrit, 14 

Qaliiwiin, al-Man~iir, rise to sultanate, 
136; 134, 166, 169; work at the 
Citadel, 137-46; 284, 292 

al-Qalqashandi, 288; manual of 
chancery, 308 

Qaniitir 
al-Giza, 55 
al-Sibii', 123, 239 

Qan~iih al-Ghiiri, al-Ashraf, intake 
tower of, 196-97; khii$$akiyya 
under, 290; work at the Citadel, 
295n.25 

al-Qatii'i', 12 
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Qara Arslan, 173 
Qara Saray, 173 
al- Qarafa 

al-Kubra, (Great or Northern 
Cemetery), location, 105, 
194; origin of the term 
qarafa, 287n. 6 

al-Sughra, (Little or Southern 
Cemetery), 94, 190, 194, 287 

Qaramaydan, 105; origin of name, 
195, see also Maydiin al-Qal'a 

Qaraqiish al-Asadi, Baha' al-Din, 5, 
6, 11,20,50,61,63,65, 73,82; 
work at the Citadel, 54-56 

Qarasunqur al-Man~iiri, 148, 192 
qa$r, 203; as an architectural type, 

214-25; meaning according to 
Garcin, 215; meaning according to 
contemporary authors, 217; 
proposed meaning of, 219; reasons 
for use of term, 222-25 

Qa~r 
al-Ablaq at the Citadel, 36, 46, 60, 

61; first lower level description, 
35, fig. 10, 208-9, pis. 7 and 21; 
second lower level description, 35, 
fig. 11, 209, pis. 7 and 22-23; 150, 
153, 199, 215; plan ofunits, fig. 
27; 203-4, location of, 204-11, fig. 
28; proposed reconstruction of, 
211-14, fig. 29; as a paradigm of 
monumentality, 224-25; 285, 294 

al-Ablaq in Damascus, 131, 200 
of Abii Ja'far al-Mansiir, 259 
al-Ashrafi, 149, see aiso the 

Qa'a al-Ashrafiyya 
of Amir Alin Aq, 214; 

description in three waqfs, 
215-16;217,222,223 

of Amir Altunbugha al-
Miiridiini, 216, 224, 277-79, fig. 

46,286 
of Amir Baktimur, 216, 286 
of Amir Bashtiik, 214, 216, 223, 

pl. 14 
of Amir Baysari, 218, 222, 288 
of Biktash Amir Siliil)., 222 
al-Gharbi (Fatimid Western 

Palace), 3, 137, 171 
al-l:larim of MuJ:iammad 'Ali, 

29, 41; description of, 39; 
280 

of al-Khawliini, 117 

INDEX 

of Amir Mughulatay, 218 
of Amir Qaw~iin, 152, 214, 223, 

277-79, fig. 46, 286 
of Amir Saliir, 217, 222 
al-Sharqi (Fatimid Eastern 

Palace), 3, 112, 260 
of Amir Siidiin Ba'jad, 218 
of Amir Sunqur al-Ashqar, 288 
of Amir Tashtimur I:Iummu~-

Akhdiir, 286 
of Tatar al-Hijaziyya, 216 
of Amir Tiiz, 214, 223n.l 11 
of Amir Yalbughii al-YaJ:iyawi, 

216,224,277-79,fig.46,286 
Qasta, Abii-Man~iir Qasta, 40, 53 
Qaw~iin, 150,231,241,242,286,293 
Qaytbay, al-Ashraf, 29, 32, 157, 186, 

194, 224, 245; work at the Citadel, 
295n.25 

qi/a' al-da'wa, 9 
qimiz, definition of, 131 
qubba, definition, 127; evolution of 

meaning, 145n. 38, 145-46 
Qubba 

al-Man~iiriyya at the Citadel, 
description of, 143-45; 
architectural representations 
at 165-66; 256 

al-Man~iiriyya in Bayn al­
Qa~rayn, 148, 183, 186, 235, 
fig. 41, pl. 16 

al-Ziihiriyya at the Citadel, 
description and location of, 
125-31; 143; 256 

al-'.,?:iihiriyya in Damascus, 160, 
166 

of Sanqar al-Sa'di, also of 
I:Iasan Sadaqa, 251 

of umm al-Sali/f, 144 
Qubbat al-Hawa, 127; history of, 52-

53 
Qubbat al-KhaQrii, definition of, 127, 

259, see also green dome 
Qubbat al-Zarqa', 148 
Qutuz, al-Muzaffar Sayf al-Din, reign 

of, 95; 133 
qulla, 22, 111 
qucf,at al-qu<f,at, 253, 285 
al-qu$itr al-juwwaniyya, 201 

rah', 241 
RaQwiin Katkhuda al-Julfi, 22 
rafraf, 141, 149, 170; definition of, 
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154n.69, 165 
Ra)J.bat 
Biib al-Sitiira, 273 

al-l:fabiirij, definition, 125; 
location of, 126 

al-l:famrii, 126 
al-Iwan, 250, 264, 268 
al-Qal'a, 68; 112, 113; location 

of, 110, 127 
rank, 163, 170, 173,pl. 8, 194,292 

of Saliih al-Din, 24 
of Baybars, lion passant to the 

left,38,99, 123n. 109 
al-Ra~ad, 189, 279 
Ravaisse, 305 
rawk of, Khalil, 147; al-N~ir, 185-

86, 229; al-Hu~iimi, 185 
Raw<;la Citadel: 82, 157, 249; reasons 

for building, 86; qa' a of al-SiililJ., 
87; rivalry with Qal'at al Jabal, 88; 
as residence, 91; as stronghold, 93; 
desertion of, 92; resurrection of, 
102 

Rhone, Arthur, engraving of the 
citadel, 27, pl. 4, 206 

rijal al-qalam, 3 
rijal al-sayf, 3, 99 
riktibkhana, see al-buyut al-

sulraniyya 
riwaq, definition of, 217; 222, 225; 

riwaqat, 144n. 37 
Rosetta, 88 
royal kitchen, see al-buyut al­

sul(aniyya 
al- Ru)J.ii (Edessa), l; three Armenian 

brothers from, 13 
Rum Seljuq, 176 
Rumayla,22, 76,212,277,279 

Sab' l:fadariit, description of, 46, 209-
10; meaning of, 47n. 33; 154, 205, 
207 

sabfl-kuttab, 235, 306 
$adr, 115 
sa}Jtiba,212 
Sii)J.at al-'Alam, 33, 39, 156; sources 

for reconstruction, excavations, 
189-90 

Salii)J. al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyiib, 
becomes vizier, 4; policy as vizier, 
5-8; first fortification projects, 6; 
in Syria, 8; second fortification 
project, 9-11, fig. 3; early career 

of, 14; world view, 17; visit the 
Citadel, 50; original enceinte of, 
55-63; claim to supremacy, 69-72; 
honorific title, 71; death of, 73; 89, 
147,280,283 

Saliimish, Badr al-Din ibn al-Zahir 
Baybars, 134, 284 

salamlik, 32 
Saliir, Sayf al-Din, 118, 183-84, 193, 

219 
al-Saliba al-Kubrii, as administrative 

boundary, 155n. 71; 188,224,237 
al-Sfili)J. 'Ali ibn Qaliiwiin, 146, 150 
al-Sfilih Ismii'il ibn al-Nasir 

Mu~ammad, 48, 221, 275, 294 
al-Siilih Ismii'il ibn Niir al-Din, 8 
Siilt)J. Lam'i Mu~tafii, 305 
al-SiililJ. Najm al-Din Ayyiib, 51, 79, 

92, 136, 139, 153, 157,291; 
political career of, 85; and the 
Raw<;la Citadel, 87 

al-Siili)J.iyya, town of, 96 
Salkhad, 182 
saqi, 173, suqat, 138, 289 
saqiya of dar al-baqar, 106-8, fig. 20, 

114 
Samarra, 86 
Sariiy al-'Adl, 32, 270, 271 
Sariiya al-Biishii, 48, 246 
sarlJa,233 
Siiriyya, 194 
Sayf al-Islam, 106 
School of Baghdad, 178 
Selim I, 220, 245 
Seljuqs, 290 
shadd al-'ama'ir, 148, 242, 277 
shadirwan,200,215 
Shafi' ibn 'Ali, 100 
Shajar al-Durr, 90; reign of, 96 
Shiiri' 

al-A'~am, 103, 237, 241, 265, 
279 

al-Mu<;laffar, 277 
Bayn al-Qa~rayn, 238, 288 
Qariiqiil al-Manshiyya, 277 
Salii)J. Sfilim, 29 

Shiiwar, fortification project of, 11 
Shaykh al-Rabwa al-Dimashqi, 167 
shaykh al-shuyukh, 235 
Sheikhu, 150 
Shirkiih, Asad al-Din, 4, 11, 15 
shubbak, 140, 156 
al-Shujii'i, 'Alam al-Din Sinjar, career 
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of, 148; 169, 181 
shukhshlkha, 257 
Sikkat 

al-Chorafa, 67 
al-Inkishari.yya, 45 
al-Mal:ijar, 28, 109 
al-Muc;laffar, 106 
al-Rumayla, 110 

silii/:idiiriyya, 138, 142, 173, 253, 287, 
291 

simiif, 140, 201, 238, 274 
Sinjar al-Mu~affar, 106 
Siryaqiis, 188; projects of al-Na~ir 

Mul;lammad, 231-35, fig. 30 
Sources for the reconstruction of the 

Citadel, source material 19-20; 
architectural remains; 34-39; maps 
44, 48; texts 48-49; excavations, 
189-90 

southern enclosure, description today, 
22; pre-1800 structures, 44; 206; 
reaches its boundaries under al­
Na~ir Mul;lammad, 280-82 

Sublime Porte, 246 
Siidiin Amir Akhiir, 109 
Siidiin Ba'jad, 219 
:fUJfa, definition of, 121n. 102; 160, 

257,273 
Sulaymlin Pasha al-Khadim, 40, 53 
Siileyman the Magnificent, 212 
sulfiin, meaning of, 9n. 15, 191n. 16; 

development of the term, 260n. 78 
sultana, 90, 91 
sumiiql marble, 245 
Sunqur al-Ashqar, Shams al-Din, 

114; declares himself sultan, 284; 
288 

Siiq al-Khayl, 76, 80, 110, 135, 155 
suq al-barriinl, 247 
Siir 

al-'Azab, 246 
al-Inkishari.yya, definition of, 

41;246 
al-Qulla, 22, 58, 110, 291; 

definition of, 111 
Surat al-Fat}J, 69, 71 
Suwayqat Mun'im, 219 

fabaqa, definition of, 11 ln. 93, 121 
Tabaqa al-l:fuslimiyya, 140 
fablakhiina, definition of, 108; history 

of, 109; 135, 143 
Tabrizi master, 265 

INDEX 

Tafji, Sayf al-Din, 182 
Taghji, Sayf al-Din, 114, 182 
ta}Jklr, definition of, 241n. 33 
takht al-mulk, 201 
takhiiyin, 215, 218 
Tankiz al-l:fusami, Sayf al-Din, urban 

works in Damascus, 242-43 
Taqtimur al-Dimashqi, 195 
Taqi al-Din 'Umar, 87 
far}J, 230 
fiirima, 148, 156 
al-fiirl, 201 
Tashtimur l:fummu~-Akhdiir, 195, 286 
fayyiira, definition of, 122 
Thompson, 153 
fibiiq (at the Citadel), 133, 142, 151, 

218,287,291 
firiiz, 159 
Tirji, Sayf al-Din, 80 
tirkhiin, 289 
fishfakhiina, see al-buyut al-

sultiiniyya 
Tower of, see Burj 
tripartite plan, 261, see also basilica 
Tripoli, 161 
Tughliy, favorite wife of al-N~ir 

Mul;lammad,242,251 
Tuman-Bay, 29 
Tiirlin-Shiih, 89; assassination of, 90 
turba, 105 
Turuniay al-Man~iiri, l:fuslim al-Din, 

140, 141 

Ulmlis, 140 
umarii' al-mashura, 253 
al-'Umari, Shihlib al-Din ibn Fac;ll-

Allah, description of Citadel, 59-
60, 281; description of Qa~r al­
Ablaq, 202-3; account on the diir 
al-'adl, 252; as the kiitib al-sirr, 
253, 307; report on the 
khii$$akiyya, 288; book of Masiilik, 
307-8; manual of chancery, 308 

ushiiqiyya, 138 
ustiidh, 136; definition, 97, n. 18 
ustiidiir, definition of, 102, 111 

Viscount Valentia, 153, 158, 204 

wakiila, 241 
wakll al-khii$$, 230 
wakll bayt al-miil, 253 
waqf, 49; architectural terminology 
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in, 215-16; and the reconstruction 
of the Citadel, 305-6 

of Sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay, 
117,215,217 

of Sultan Faraj ibn Barqiiq:, 305 
of Sultan I:Iasan, 106n. 42 
of Amir Ibrahim Agii 

Mustal}fiziin, 216 
of Khiinqiih Siryaqiis, 234 
of Amir Khiiyir Bak, 215 
of Sultan al-Mii'ayyad Shaykh, 

305 
of Sultan al-Mu:?affar Baybars 

al-Jiishankir, 117 
of Sultan Qiiytbiiy, 220n. 102 
of Sulaymiin Pasha al-Khiidim, 

306 
of the zawiya of I:Iasan al-Riimi, 

107n. 46, 110 
Well of, see Bi'r 
William II, 128 
Wiifidiyya,99,237 

Yakan Pasha, 31, 58, 68 
Yalbughii al-Na~iri, 206, 286 
yalmaq, 130n. 132 

Yaqiit al-I:Iamawi, 167 
Yasa, definition of, 99 n. 24 
al-Y iiziiri, 172 

al-Zii.hir Baybars, career of, 97; 
establishes the Abbasid caliphate 
in Cairo, 97-98; fascination with 
Mongol practices, 98-99nn. 22-24; 
organizes the Mamluk system, 98-
101; Sirat Baybars (Roman de 
Bafbars), lOOn. 29; buildings 
around the Citadel, 101-10; 
buildings at the Citadel, 110-30; 
death of, 131; plan for succession, 
133-134; 166, 274; division of the 
Citadel by, 284; 292 

al-Ziihir Ghazi ibn Saliih al-Din, 74, 
i72 . . 

Zakariyya al-Qazwini, 167 
Zangi, 'lmiid al-Din ibn Aqsunqur, 1, 

14 
zariba, 237 
Zaribat al-Sultan, 239 
zawiya of Taqi al-Din Ra jab al­

Bustiimi, 198-99 
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