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Introduction 
 

Just before confronting the Seventh Crusade (1248-1254) heading south from Damietta, the sultan of 

Egypt, al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb (r.1240-1249), died. Forced to act quickly, a group of amirs in the late sultan’s 

service took command, vanquishing the ‘Franks’ at al-Manṣūra (1250). It did not take long before the 

same group of ‘ṣāliḥī’ amirs — so called after their master, the late sultan — ousted al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb’s 

son, raising to the throne one of their own, the amir Aybak al-Turkmānī. He reigned for seven years 

until he was murdered in 1257.  

 The events described above constituted, for all intents and purposes, a military coup. It 

brought to power a military elite which, as a special characteristic, consisted predominantly —Aybak 

included — of men with a mamlūk background. Mamlūks were professional soldiers, mostly of non-

Arab origin and extraneous to the lands of Islam. They were bought as boys on the slave market and 

continued to keep a special slave status during their years of education and training, which normally 

lasted until their late teens or early twenties. After their manumission, they could pursue a military 

and political career.  

 Aybak’s case does not provide the first example in Islamic history of a freedman — i.e. a 

manumitted mamlūk — gaining political ascendancy on the highest level. Most freedmen would 

become amir, military commander. In other parts of the Islamicate world, ex-mamlūk freedmen held 

even higher offices, including that of sultan. In the Syro-Egyptian sultanate, however, the accession 

of Aybak was a first and, as a precedent of non-dynastic succession, it had consequences. After his 

rule, his peers and freedmen felt equally entitled to rule. So, Aybak’s attempts to install his own 

dynasty were nipped in the bud. Aybak’s son was ousted in favour of the amir Quṭuz, one of Aybak’s 

freedmen, who was then killed by a conspiracy of more senior ṣāliḥī amirs.  

 This and similar patterns recurred in the decades to come. Including Aybak, a total of eleven 

sultans ruled before the end of the thirteenth century. Four out of eleven inherited the throne from 

their father. In all but one of these cases, their reign was terminated at a very early stage in favour of 
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either one of their father’s freedmen or one of his peers. Clearly, Aybak’s accession had drastically 

revised the criteria of succession, de facto broadening the eligibility for the sultanate among all the 

amirs of the realm. 

 In the light of this political culture, characterised by disruptive and destabilising conflicts 

over succession, the formation of a highly functional Mamluk empire in the course of the fourteenth 

century may be thought surprising. And indeed, a correlation between this development and an 

unexpectedly successful return to dynasty could be suggested. About five decades after Aybak’s 

accession, the sultanate had become a politically thriving and culturally blossoming superpower 

under the nominal auspices of one family who managed to successfully replace the Ayyubids as the 

royal household of the realm.  

 The Qalāwūnids, as this family is known, take their name from Sultan al-Malik al-Manṣūri 

Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī (r. 1279-1290). He became sultan in 1279, after terminating the short-lived dynasty 

of his predecessor, Sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars (r. 1260-1277), continuing the latter’s legitimising war 

effort against the Mongols and the Crusaders, as well as his policy of centralisation. Qalāwūn’s rule 

was relatively long and stabilising, which allowed him to prepare for dynastic succession. Although 

his dynastic schemes appeared at first to be failing — dynastic plans were initially thwarted by the 

amirs in familiar fashion — Qalāwūn’s second son, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (r. 1293-1341, with 

intermissions), ultimately managed to consolidate Qalāwūnid rule. From 1310 until 1382 the Syro-

Egyptian sultanate would be ruled only by Qalāwūn’s sons, grandsons, and great-grandsons — a 

dynastic feat topping that of the Ayyubids, who ruled only sixty years as sultans in Cairo. Thus, the 

Qalāwūnids defy the traditional notion of the Mamluk sultanate as a ‘one-generation aristocracy’. 1  

 The unlikely success of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad in establishing a dynastic polity has received 

much scholarly attention.2 It has rightfully been explained by pointing to a number of far-reaching 

																																																													
1	Cf.	e.g.:	David	Ayalon,	“Mamlūk	Military	Aristocracy:	A	Non-Hereditary	Nobility,”	Jerusalem	Studies	in	Arabic	
and	Islam	(JSAI)	10	(1987):	205-10.	
2	Cf.	e.g.:	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,“Mamluk	Elite	on	the	Eve	of	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad's	Death	(1341):	A	Look	behind	
the	Scenes	of	Mamluk	Politics,”	Mamlūk	Studies	Review	(MSR)	9:2	(2005):	173-99;	Bethany	Walker,	“Ceramic	
Evidence	for	Political	Transformations	in	Early	Mamluk	Egypt,”	MSR	8	(2004):	1–114;	
Howayda	al-Harithy,“The	Patronage	of	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	ibn	Qalāwūn,	1310-1341,”	MSR	4	(2000):	219-44;	
Amalia	Levanoni,	A	Turning	Point	in	Mamluk	History:	The	Third	Reign	of	Al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad,	1310-1341	
(Leiden,	New	York,	and	Cologne,	1995);	Reuven	Amitai,	“The	Remaking	of	the	Military	Elite	of	Mamlūk	Egypt	
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political and fiscal reforms that were undertaken when al-Nāṣir returned to the throne in 1310, after 

two earlier reigns that were interrupted. Relevant as these measures may have been, al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad did not succeed overnight. Although the emphasis on the third reign of al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad in explaining the Qalāwūnid breakthrough is not wrong, it distracts attention from the 

years leading up to it. It may also obscure, to some extent, the influence and usefulness of what was 

left to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad by his father. This dissertation, therefore, wants to redress this imbalance 

by returning to the formative period of Qalāwūnid rule. It will do so by looking at this period from a 

new angle.  

 This dissertation focusses on the commemoration of Qalāwūn in and around the Bayn al-

Qaṣrayn. I will investigate how commemorative acts and monumental architecture were used and 

mobilised in the formation of the dynastic rule in early Mamluk Egypt, by focussing on the 

development of a set of practices and forms collectively referred to as the ‘Cult of Qalāwūn’. This 

description of the repeated display of commemorative devotion to the late Sultan Qalāwūn first 

appears in Robert Irwin’s history of the Baḥrī Mamluk Sultanate.3 A small number of scholars have 

taken over the phrase since.4  

 There seems to be an implicit consensus that the centre of the proposed cult was the so-called 

Qalāwūn complex, a prominent group of buildings built along the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn street within the 

walled city of al-Qāhira, the old centre of Cairo [cf. addendum I].5 The complex, largely extant, 

comprises a hospital, a madrasa, and Qalāwūn’s mausoleum. Besides this particular spatiality 

associated with the memory of Qalāwūn, attention has also been given to the ceremony of investiture 

of the new amirs, which some have described as a ‘dynastic ritual’ pertaining to the devotional 

																																																													
by	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	b.	Qalāwūn,”	Studia	Islamica	72	(1990):	145-63.		
3	Robert	Irwin,	The	Middle	East	in	the	Middle	Ages:	The	early	Mamluk	Sultanate,	1250-1382	(London	and	
Sydney,	1986),	105.	
4	Adam	Sabra,	“Public	Policy	or	Private	Charity?	The	Ambivalent	Character	of	Islamic	Charitable	Endowments,”	
in	Stiftungen	in	Christentum,	Judentum	und	Islam	vor	der	Moderne,	ed.	M.	Borgolte	(Berlin,	2005),	96-108,	at	
99;	Mounira	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolisme	et	formalisme	de	l’élite	mamluke:	la	cérémonie	de	l’accession	à	
l’émirat,”	in	Genèse	de	l’état	moderne	en	Méditerranée:	approches	anthropologique	de	pratiques	et	de	
représentations,	ed.	H.	Bresc	(Rome,	1993),	61–79.	Cf.	also	Linda	Northrup,	“The	Baḥrī	Mamluk	Sultanate,	
1250-1390,”	in	The	Cambridge	History	of	Egypt,	Vol.	1:	Islamic	Egypt,	640-1517,	ed.	C.	Petry	(Cambridge,	
1998),	242-89,	at	252.	
5	Monument	index	no.	43;	Current	location:	al-Mu‘īz	li-Dīn	Allāh	al-Fāṭimī	street,	Islamic	Cairo;	Doris	Behrens-
Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks.	A	History	of	the	Architecture	and	its	Culture	(Cairo,	2007),	132-142;	ArchNet:	
http://archnet.org/library/images/imagestrip.jsp?location_id=4756&image_id=63096&start=1	(24-11-2010).	
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commemoration of the late sultan.6 Lacking a detailed study of the Cult of Qalāwūn in its own right, 

however, the properties and history of this phenomenon have not been described or analysed beyond 

these two isolated points. The origins of this ‘cult’, for instance, remain obscure. It is furthermore 

unclear who or what kind of people were involved in it and for what reasons. Nor is it obvious what 

principles of organisation or convention it followed or what precise elements made it up.  

 Addressing this lacuna, it will be argued in this dissertation that the ritual and devotional 

practices directed at the memory of Qalāwūn were sustained and/or facilitated by the institution of 

the waqf — the suspension and endowment of 

private property for pious and charitable causes, 

comparable to foundations or endowments piae 

causae in Christendom. To be more precise: this 

dissertation wants to show how the cult of Qalāwūn 

was supported and facilitated by the so-called waqf 

al-sayfī, the pious foundation of Sultan Qalāwūn that 

supported the charitable ventures housed in the 

Qalāwūn complex in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, 

mentioned above. It will be argued that though the 

waqf, commemorative acts were established by the 

founder (wāqif), they could also be shaped and 

manipulated by his representatives after his death. 

I hope to demonstrate that for Qalāwūn’s sons, 

involvement in Qalāwūn’s waqf presented a way to 

relate to the memory of their father in a manner 

expedient to their own cause. I want to show how 

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad finally managed to make full use of this potential, using the commemoration of 

his father to influence the creation of a fixed memory of his father that helped him not only to use 

																																																													
6	Sabra,	“Public	Policy	or	Private	Charity?”	99.	

 Figure	1.	The	Qalāwūn	complex	at	the	Bayn	al-Qaṣrayn,	
photographed	from	the	south-east.	Visable	are	the	façades	of	
the	madrasa	(front),	the	dome,	the	façade	of	the	mausoleum,	
and	the	minaret. 
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and mobilise a royal, dynastic identity, but also to manage a commemorative community supportive 

of it.  

 In its approach to the problematic of Qalāwūnid dynasty, this dissertation is indebted to a 

line of research particularly dedicated to the social and cultural nature of memory. Since the 1980s, 

Maurice Halbwachs’s concept of collective memory has enjoyed an impressive revival and inspired 

many historians to examine the role of memory in the formation of social groups and political 

entities.7 Collective memory describes the idea that memory exists as much in, as in between people. 

This makes it not only a biological faculty of the individual mind, but also something that is created 

and preserved in oral communication between people. Therefore, a group of people who participate 

in the same memory-shaping conversation can have a recollection of something that is not shared 

by others. Herein lies the capacity of collective memory to create social distinction of one group vis-

à-vis another and hence a capacity to enforce a feeling of togetherness and group identity. Historians 

have taken an interest in this idea, especially in the way collective memories have been used, 

manipulated, and exploited to serve political agendas.8  

 Also historians of the Cairo Sultanate have operationalised theories concerning social and 

collective memory.9 Of particular interest is an article by Jo Van Steenbergen. This article focusses 

exclusively on the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, using Pierre Nora’s notion of lieu de mémoire to reach a fuller 

understanding of the rituals and commemorative practices at this location. One of his arguments 

concerning the complex of Qalāwūn in particular is that during the course of the fourteenth century 

the foundation of Qalāwūn formed part of a ritual space. In this space, ‘mnemonic meaning of 

dynastic legitimacy’ was ‘kept alive, and exploited to articulate changing ideological cand political 

																																																													
7	Maurice	Halbwachs,	La	mémoire	collective	(Paris,	1950	[1939]).	
8	The	most	famous	examples	include:	Benedict	Anderson,	Imagined	Communities:	Reflections	on	the	Origin	and	
Spread	of	Nationalism	(2nd	ed.;	London,	1991);	Eric	Hobsbawm	and	Terence	Ragner	ed.,	The	Invention	of	
Tradition	(Cambridge,	1983).	
9	Nasser	Rabbat,	“Al-Maqrizi's	Khitat,	an	Egyptian	Lieu	de	Mémoire,”	in	The	Cairo	Heritage:	Essays	in	Honor	of	
Laila	Ali	Ibrahim,	ed.	D.	Behrens-Abouseif	(Cairo	and	New	York,	2000),	17-30;	Thomas	Herzog,	“La	mémoire	
des	invasions	mongoles	dans	la	Sirat	Baybars,”	in	Le	Bilād	al-Shām	face	aux	mondes	extérieurs:	La	perception	
de	l’Autre	et	la	représetation	du	souverain,	ed.	D.	Aigle	(Damascus	and	Beirut,	2012),	345-64.	
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commitments’. In this process, according to Van Steenbergen, ‘ceremonial, protocol, and ritual 

gestures’ played a crucial indicative, explaining, and engaging role.10 

 This analysis is very helpful to understanding the incentives behind the ritual emphasis that 

was laid on this site by those who felt compelled to express their commitments and by those who 

wanted to nurture this feeling of commitment for political gain. In this dissertation I would like to 

provide a more detailed description of the ‘ceremonial, protocol, and ritual gestures’ that took place 

inside and around the complex of Qalāwūn. In addition, it seems important to understand how these 

acts and gestures were made possible, how they were understood and were considered permissible 

or, on the other hand, why these acts were considered problematic.11 The proposed focus on the 

functional link between waqf and commemoration seems relevant in this respect, not only because 

much of the commemorative forms and acts that take centre stage in Van Steenbergen’s argument 

were financed through the waqf, as we will see, but also because the waqf sustained a cultural context 

in which these forms and acts could be justified as pious behaviour and reverence to the dead.  

 It will be argued that we may identify and define the majority of the waqf-funded ritual forms 

and acts in and around the Qalāwūn complex as traditional forms of Islamic memoria. The term 

memoria has been adopted by medievalists to describe modes of commemoration that are informed 

by traditional and religious views on the fate of men after physical death. 12 In this dissertation, it will 

be used to properly qualify the acts, notions and ideas central to the commemorative cult of Qalāwūn. 

The term memoria is used in Christian sources to refer to pious acts for or in name of the dead. These 

acts had the aim of reminding God of the departed and and urging Him to take pity upon his or her 

soul. Pious foundations, as institutions of charity and prayer authored by the dead but performed by 

the living, secured such acts ad perpetuam. Scholars have indicated that practices and views related 

to memoria were quite similar in Islam, where the imperative to ‘remember God’ reciprocally saves 

																																																													
10	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“Ritual,	Politics	and	the	City	in	Mamluk	Cairo:	The	Bayna	l-Qaṣrayn	as	a	Mamluk	‘Lieu	
de	Mémoire’,	1250-1382,”	in	Court	Ceremonies	and	Rituals	of	Power	in	Byzantium	and	the	Medieval	
Mediterranean,	ed.	A.	Beihammer,	S.	Constantinou,	and	M.	Parani	(Boston	and	Leiden,	2013),	227–77,	at	
	264.	
11	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Bayna	l-Qaṣrayn	as	a	‘Lieu	de	Mémoire’,”	264.		
12	Otto	Oexle,	“Memoria,	Memorialüberlieferung,	1.	Definition,”	in	Lexikon	des	Mittelalters,	10	vols	(Stuttgart,	
[1977]-1999),	vol.	6,	col.	510,	in	Brepolis	Medieval	Encyclopaedias	-	Lexikon	des	Mittelalters	Online,	accessed	
January	31,	2016,	http://apps.brepolis.net.379080133.erf.sbb.spk-berlin.de/lexiema/test/Default2.aspx.	



	

	 17	

the mortal from oblivion and damnation.13 He also demonstrated that the waqf catered to God’s 

remembrance of the founder, and hence the salvation of his soul, through ongoing charity and 

memorial prayers.14 Beyond the ecclesiastical meaning, the word memoria has, since its coinage in 

antiquity, a wider application. It was and is also used to identify all commemorative productions and 

practices that had to keep alive the memory of the dead among posterity in the world.  

 Some scholars see a functional difference between liturgical and secular memoria. It could 

and will be argued however that such a distinction is difficult to make, especially within the context 

of Islam, in which ‘liturgy’ is not a term easily translated. To avoid needless complication, we may 

stick to a more practice-based, and interculturally more useful definition of memoria, proposed by 

Oxle and confirmed by Pahlitzsch for the Islamic context: ‘memoria is the care of the living for the 

dead’.15  This ‘care’, then, refers both to the production of cultural forms monumentalising the dead 

- texts, images, statues etc. - as well as commemorative acts and rituals around these objects, 

performed by posterity in order to save the dead from both oblivion and damnation. 

 As the affixation or codification of the memory of a deceased individual through art and 

ritual, memoria is a cultivated form of collective memory: cultural memory.16 This term describes a 

collective memory that is too important for the self-definition of a community to let wither away and 

hence is kept alive, shared, and transmitted through media more culturally elevated than casual 

conversation. As a form of cultural memory, memoria is an attempt to invert the normal tendency of 

collective memory, in origin transmitted orally, to become diffuse and mythical. As cultural memory, 

memoria presented the opportunity to, during this process, make the past look more appealing and 

																																																													
13	Cf.	Otto	Oexle,	Memoria	als	Kultur	(Göttingen,	1995),	32;	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	“The	Concern	for	Spiritual	
Salvation	and	Memoria	in	Islamic	Public	Endowments	in	Jerusalem	(XII-XVI	C.)	as	Compared	to	the	Concepts	of	
Christendom,”	in	Egypt	and	Syria	in	the	Fatimid,	Ayyubid,	and	Mamluk	Eras	VI,	ed.	U.	Vermeulen	and	J.	Van	
Steenbergen	(Leuven,	2005),	329–44.	
14	Ibidem.	
15	Michael	Borgolte,	“Religiöses	Verdienst	und	weltliche	Ambitionen	—	interkulturelle	Perspectiven,”	in	
Enzyclopaedie	des	Stiftungswesen	in	mittelalterlichen	Gesellschaften,	Bnd	II,	Das	Soziale	System	Stiftung,	ed.	
M.	Borgolte	(Berlin	and	Boston,	2016),	15-27,	at	19;	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	“Memoria	und	Stiftung	in	Islam,”	in	
Stiftungen	in	Christentum,	Judentum	und	Islam,	ed.	Borgolte,	74.	
16	Oexle,	Memoria	als	Kultur,	32;	Jan	Asssmann,	Das	kulturelle	Gedächtnis.	Schrift,	Erinnerung	und	politische	
Identität	(7th	ed.;Munich,	2007).	
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nobler than it actually was. And as cultural memory, notably, memoria could bind people together, in 

an enduring way through space and time.17  

 The partisan potential that follows from all this will be explored in this dissertation. If the 

cult of Qalāwūn was constituted by memoria, then the central question of this dissertation may be put 

as follows: How and to what extent could the waqf of Qalāwūn be used to shape and influence his 

memoria in ways that contributed to the establishment of the Qalāwūnid dynasty? In answering this 

question, it will be argued that through the waqf Qalāwūn could invest in the formation of a 

posthumous presence, a commemorative persona that represented his social identity and royal 

status after death. Because memoria, furthermore, not only had the potential to give shape and 

substance to a commemorative presence, but also sustained the social constellation in which this self 

was dialectically formed and upheld, it could control the waqf - as an administrative body, a group of 

people, and a space - meant to control and to manipulate this process. We will argue that this resulted 

in the formation of a commemorative image of Qalāwūn with which ultimately only Qalāwūn’s 

offspring could identify themselves at the expense of the manṣurī amirs. It will also be argued that, 

later, during al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s third reign, the commemorative community was expanded to the 

level of the dawla itself, in which Qalāwūn simply continued to reign by proxy through his son. 

 Apart from the relevance within the particular context of the Qalāwūnid narrative, the 

argument of this dissertation may also help us to understand how pious foundations were important 

in expressing and establishing distinct social identities for the elite households competing with each 

other over power and resources in the sultanate. Consequently, the enormous popularity and value 

of the waqf endowments like that of Qalāwūn’s may confirm the huge importance of such expressions 

of ‘corporate identity’. This would fit well with revisionist ideas eschewing the notion of the Cairo 

Sultanate as a unitary state; seeing it instead as a collection of bayts, or military households.18 

Supporting this idea, it will also be argued, however, that the core of Qalāwūn’s commemorative 

community did not necessarily overlap with his bayt and that memoria could also be ‘used’ to 

																																																													
17	Astrid	Meier,	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	and	Lucian	Reinfandt,	“Einleitung,”	in	Islamische	Stiftungen	zwischen	
juristischer	Norm	und	sozialer	Praxis,	ed.	A.	Meier,	J.	Pahlitzsch,	and	L.	Reinfandt	(Berlin,	2009),	11-9,	at	13.		
18	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	a	Military	Patronage	State:	Household	Politics	and	the	Case	
of	the	Qalāwūnid	Bayt	(1279-1382),”	Journal	of	the	Economic	and	Social	History	of	the	Orient	(JESHO)	56:2	
(2013):	189–217.	
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articulate distinct social identities and diarchies within and across it, notably to distinguish family 

from non-family affiliates.  

 The sources that inform this study will be discussed at more length in the first part of this 

dissertation. Suffice it to say here that source material has been drawn from four different categories: 

1) literary works, including panegyrics contemporary to the rule of Qalāwūn and his sons and 

produced at their courts, as well as works of historiography produced at later dates; 2) material 

sources, including the architecture of the Qalāwūn complex in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn in Cairo, as well 

as that of a number of other buildings in that city and elsewhere for comparison; 3) epigraphy, 

especially the tirāẓ of the Qalāwūn complex, the full version of the foundation statement that was 

inscribed across the entire breadth of the building’s facade; and lastly: 4) waqf documents, the 

endowment deeds that established the legality of a waqf and functioned as a contract between the 

founder and the ’ahl al-waqf, the beneficiaries of the foundation, including its staff and inmates.  

 In a hybrid and interdisciplinary approach to these sources, combining a close reading with 

the analysis of architecture and epigraphy, this study contributes to bridging a gap that continues to 

exist between the socio-economic research on the waqf and the study of waqf-funded architecture by 

art historians. Whereas waqf specialists remain somewhat uninterested in cultural superstructure, 

art- and cultural historians tend to treat cultural patronage in a rather undifferentiated manner, 

often failing to appropriately qualify or categorise the different connections between legal practice, 

cultural production, and social effect.  

  Through the memoria perspective applied in this research, I seek to explain that the 

commemorative aspect of the waqf was not separated from the economic, social, and ideological 

advantages of this institution; rather, it was integral to them. Making this clear, I hope, will not only 

lead to a better understanding of the multimodal ways in which Mamluk politics worked but also 

open up interesting avenues of research into the waqf as a ‘total phenomenon’.19  

																																																													
19	Michael	Borgolte,	,Totale	Geschichte’	des	Mittelalters?	—	Das	Beispiel	der	Stiftungen	(Berlin,	1993).	
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 In addition, the present study might contribute to a body of work concerned particularly with 

cultic devotion, funerary architecture, and pilgrimage in Cairo.20 One work, to which this dissertation 

is particularly indebted, does discuss connections between group identity and funerary devotion at 

the Qarāfa funerary in Cairo during the late Middle Ages. At the same time its author, Christopher 

Taylor, is vehemently opposed to the notion of any conscious political instrumentality.21 In many 

ways, this criticism is directed at a number of art-historical studies that seek to establish a clear link 

between the patronage of saintly shrines and their cults, on the one hand, and the ideological 

programmes of the Fātimids and Ayyūbids, on the other.22 With regard to this discussion, the memoria 

approach offers a reconciliatory stance, explaining propaganda and eschatological concerns as two 

sides of the same coin. 

  Before setting out to look into all this, a few words on the structure of this dissertation are in 

order. It is divided into three parts, each subdivided into several chapters. The first part of the 

dissertation discusses a number of preliminary subjects in preparation for the argument that will be 

made. This will be done in three chapters: one short and two a bit longer. This first chapter (Chapter 

1) will give a more detailed overview of the sources, addressing their nature and provenance, and 

indicating how they have been used. The second chapter (Ch.2) provides a detailed historical 

background and discusses a number of concepts central to this dissertation. Chapter Three (Ch.3) will 

provide a more detailed discussion of waqf and memoria, presenting the points most salient for the 

research at hand.  

 Part II is concerned with the design and preparation of Qalāwūn’s memoria during his reign 

and lifetime. In the first chapter of this part (Chapter 4) we discuss the realisation of Qalāwūn’s waqf 

																																																													
20	Oleg	Grabar,	“The	Earliest	Islamic	Commemorative	Structures.	Notes	and	Documents,”	Ars	Orientalis	6	
(1966):	7–46;	Christel	Kessler,	“Funerary	Architecture	within	the	City,”	in	Colloque	international	sur	l’histoire	
du	Caire/al-Nadwa	al-duwaliyya	li-Tārīkh	al-Qāhirah	([Cairo],	1972),	257–67;	Galila	El-Kadi	and	Alain	Bonnamy,	
Architecture	for	the	Dead	(Cairo	and	New	York,	2007);	Louis	Massignon,	“Le	Cité	Des	Morts	Au	Caire	(Qarafa	-	
Darb	Al-Ahmar),”	Bulletin	de	l’Institut	français	d'archélogie	orientale	(BIFAO)	57	(1958):	25–79.	
21	Christopher	Taylor,	In	the	Vicinity	of	the	Righteous.	Ziyāra	and	the	Veneration	of	Muslim	Saints	in	Late	
Medieval	Egypt	(Leiden,	Boston,	and	Cologne,	1999),	esp.	x.	Cf.	also	for	this	polemic:	Idem,	“Re-evaluating	the	
Shi’i	Role	in	the	Development	of	Monumental	Islamic	Funerary	Architecture:	The	Case	of	Egypt,”	Muqarnas	9	
(1992):	1–10.	
22	Stephennie	Mulder,	“The	Mausoleum	of	Imam	al-Shāfi‘ī,”	Muqarnas	23	(2006):	15-46;	Jonathan	Bloom,	“The	
Mosque	of	the	Qarafa	in	Cairo,”	Muqarnas	6	(1987):	7-20;	Caroline	Williams,	“The	Cult	of	‘Alid	Saints	in	the	
Fatimid	Monuments	of	Cairo	–	part	II:	the	Mausolea,”	Muqarnas	3	(1985):	39-60.	



	

	 21	

both as a social and an architectural space. We begin with a history of the realisation of Qalāwūn’s 

project in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn and a discussion of those involved in it. Subsequently, focus shifts to 

the so-called ’ahl al-waqf, the ‘people of the waqf’. These are the men and women at the core of the 

Qalāwūnid commemorative community. They included, as we will see, not only the religious 

professionals engaged to perform pious acts in the founder’s name but also fixed members of staff 

and changing stipendiaries. The boundaries of Qalāwūn’s commemorative community were not 

confined to the people of the waqf. They, however, were the only ones engaged with his memoria as 

part of their quotidian tasks. Chapter Five (Ch. 5)  discusses the commemorative aspects of the 

architecture itself, while Chapter Six (Ch. 6) zooms in on the epigraphy, arguing that it provided a 

textual effigy of sorts.  

 The third part of this dissertation will look at the different ways in which Qalāwūn’s sons and 

amirs used Qalāwūn’s memoria to their advantage and how they positioned themselves at the centre 

of Qalāwūn’s commemorative community. The first chapter (Chapter 7), deals with the period 

between Qalāwūn’s death and al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s second reign. It will be indicated that the 

problematic status of Qalāwūn’s commemorative legacy played an important role in the relationship 

between al-Ashraf Khalīl and the manṣūri amirs. This chapter ends with a short discussion on the 

relationship between the amirs Kitbughā and Lājīn and Qalāwūn’s foundation. The last chapter 

(Chapter 8) will focus on the period following al-Ashraf Khalīl’s death and end with the long third 

reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, arguing that al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was the first who conclusively 

appropriated Qalāwūn’s memory and use it to consolidate the Qalāwūnid dawla. 

 Recapitulating, in this dissertation I will argue, first, that the waqf al-sayfī helped Qalāwūn 

design his own memoria as the leader of a royal household and secondly that it provided Qalāwūn’s 

sons with the opportunity to control this Qalāwūnid memoria at the expense of the manṣūri amirs. 

Following this line of argument, it will become clear how al-Nāṣir Muḥammad used commemorative 

forms and ritual to define and represent Mamluk kingship as the property of his father’s lineage. In 

addition, the conclusions of this dissertation will demonstrate that waqf was not only a prop catering 

to the fiscal, social, or propagandistic needs of Mamluk patrons and their households, but that it also 

was a powerful tool to operationalise, shape, and control commemoration and memory for partisan 
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agendas. With this dissertation I not only hope to contribute to a more integrative understanding of 

the waqf, but also to present memory and commemoration as fundamental to the identity politics 

practised in processes of state-formation in the pre-modern Islamic world. 
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1 | Sources 
 

 

This chapter provides a discussion of the sources that I used for this research. These consist of three 

different types: literary sources, waqf documents, and material sources. This chapter gives a brief 

discussion of the general characteristics of each type and the way they have been used for this 

research, rather  a description of each individual source in detail. 

 

1.1. Literary sources  
Because there is not space to discuss all the literary sources, I have made a selection. I will high-light 

a number of sources that themselves were the product of, or at least can be related to, Qalāwūnid 

memoria. I will discuss the merits of these sources in light of this relevant positionality.  

Historiographical sources 

Narrative, historiographical accounts constitute the first group of the literary sources used for this 

research. The sources within this group cannot be subdivided into clear-cut genres, but for the sake 

of clarity and analysis a tripartite categorisation can be proposed: 1) regnal histories; 2) dynastic 

histories; and 3) annals and chronicles.    

 Regnal histories is the name scholars have used to describe sultanic biographies of a 

panegyric nature, produced at or in the vicinity of the court.1 We here introduce two relevant authors 

and their works at more length. The first is a senior bureaucrat called Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn 'Abd al-Ẓāhir 

(d. 1292), who started his service as scribe in the chancery under Baybars I and reached a respected 

position as drafter of official letters and documents and historian during the reigns of al-Ashraf Khalīl 

and Qalāwūn.2  

																																																													
1	Linda	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan.	The	Career	of	al-Manṣūr	Qalāwūn	and	the	Consolidation	of	Mamluk	
Rule	in	Egypt	and	Syria	(678-689A.H./1279-1290A.D.)	(Stuttgart,	1998),	25.	Cf.	also:	Ulrich	Haarmann,	
Quellenstudien	zur	frühen	Mamlukenzeit	(Freiburg,	1970),	144.	
2	For	Qalāwūn:	Muḥyī	al-Dīn	ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir	(d.	1292),	Tashrīf	al-Ayyām	wa-l-‘Uṣūr	fī	l-Sīrat	al-Malik	al-
Manṣūr	[The	exalted	days	and	times	that	saw	the	life	of	the	victorious	king],	ed.	M.	Kāmil	([Cairo],	1961).	For	
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 Two of Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir’s works are particularly relevant to this dissertation; the first is his 

regnal history of al-Ashraf Khalīl and the second work is his regnal history of Qalāwūn. He had served 

both masters, and both texts could be described as ‘literary offerings’.3 They were most likely 

presented at court during or shortly after the reign of the respective sultans. They are panegyrics, 

texts that had a purpose other than to simply report history. Not only do they paint a desirable 

commemorative image of Qalāwūn and al-Ashraf Khalīl, in accordance with normative models of 

virtuous Islamic kingship; these texts also helped the author to demonstrate loyalty towards his 

successive sires. They helped Muḥyī al-Dīn to stay in business. 4  

 The second author was another loyal employee of the dīwān, Shāfi‘ī ibn ‘Alī (d. 1330). He, too, 

produced a number of regnal histories.5 His history of Qalāwūn's reign, entitled Faḍl al-Mathūr fī tārīkḥ 

al-Manṣūr, has been used extensively for this research.6 This younger cousin of Ibn 'Abd al-Ẓāhir was 

likewise eager to receive his master's favour and pursue a career at court.  

 A second category includes works that take regnal history a step further: dynastic histories. 

Orbiting the court of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, a number of loyal biographers presented the career of 

																																																													
al-Ashraf	Khalīl:	Idem,	al-Alṭāf	al-Khafiyya	min	al-Sīra	al-Sharīfa	al-Sulṭāniyya	al-Malikiyya	al-Ashrafiyya	
[Concealed	courteousness	from	the	noble	story	of	sultan	al-Malik	al-Ashraf].	MS	Munich,	Bayerische	
Staatsbibliothek,	Handschriftenabteilung,	orientalische	und	asiatische	Handschriften,	Cod.	arab	405.	For	a	
Swedish	translation	of	this	last	text:	Axel	Moberg,	Ur	ʿAbd	Allah	b.	ʿAbd	eẓ-Ẓâhir's	biografi	över	sultanen	el-
Melik	el-Aśraf	Ḫalīl.	Arabisk	täxt	med	översättning,	inledning	och	anmärkningar	[Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir's	biography	
of	the	sultan	al-Malik	al-Ashraf	Khalīl.	Arabic	text	with	translation,	introduction	and	comments]	(PhD	diss.,	
University	of	Lund,	1902).		
	 For	a	discussion	of	the	work	as	part	of	a	genre	cf.:	Peter	Holt,	“Three	Biographies	of	al-Ẓāhir	Baybars,”	
in	Medieval	Historical	Writing	in	the	Christian	and	Islamic	Worlds,	ed.	D.O.	Morgan	(London,	1982),	19-30;	
Peter	Holt,	“The	Virtuous	Ruler	in	Thirteenth-Century	Mamluk	Royal	Biographies,”	Nottingham	Medieval	
Studies	24	(1980):	27-35.	And	cf.	for	a	biographical	study	of	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir:	J.	Pedersen,	“Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,”	
Encyclopaedia	of	Islam;	2nd	edition(EI2)(Leiden,	1971),	679-80;	and	Peter	Holt,	“A	Chancery	clerk	in	medieval	
Egypt,”	The	English	Historical	Review	101/400	(1986):	671-79;	E.	Strauß,	“Muḥyî’ddîn	‘Abdaẓẓâhir,”	Wiener	
Zeitschrift	für	die	Kunde	des	Morgenlandes	45	(1938):	191-202.	
3	Peter	Holt,	“Literary	Offerings:	A	Genre	of	Courtly	Literature,”	in	The	Mamluks	in	Egyptian	Politics	and	
Society,	ed.	U.	Haarmann	and	Th.	Philipp	(Cambridge,	1998),	3-16.	
4	Cf.	also	on	historiographical	writing	in	Egypt	and	Syria	during	the	later	Middle	Ages:	Konrad	Hirschler,	
Medieval	Arabic	Historiography:	Authors	as	Actors	(London,	2006)	and	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“Qalāwūnid	
Discourse,	Elite	Communication	and	the	Mamluk	Cultural	Matrix:	Interpreting	a	14th-Century	Panegyric,”	
Journal	of	Arabic	Literature	43	(2012):	1-12.		
5	Haarmann,	Quellestudien,	146;	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	28-33.	
6	Shāfi‘ī	ibn	‘Alī	al-Kātib	al-Maṣrī	(d.	1330),	Al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr	fī	Sīrat	al-Sulṭān	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr	[Abundance	
in	the	transmissions	of	the	life	history	of	sultan	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr	(the	victorious	king)],	ed.	‘U.	Tadmurī	
(Beirut,	1998),	166.	
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their master as a dynastic accomplishment, dwelling on the lives and careers of his father and older 

brother as a legitimating prelude to the main act.  

 The dynastic history al-Tuḥfa al-Mulūkiyya fī Dawla al-Turkiyya [The royal gem in the dawla of 

the Turks] and its author Baybars al-Manṣūrī are a case in point.7 The work is an abridged and 

reworked version of a longer history of the Cairo Sultanate, which, according to Holt, is a ‘tribute to 

the achievements of the Turkish Mamlūks, and more particularly to the achievements of Qalāwūn 

and his sons’.8  

 Baybars al-Manṣūrī, the author of the work, had followed the mamlūk career path, as the nisba 

‘al-Manṣūrī’ indicates. Baybars was sold into the household of Sultan Qalāwūn, where he received his 

training. He must have been rather close to him, as Qalāwūn sent him to writing school together with 

his sons. Rising to prominence during his mamlūk years, he was made dawādār, ‘bearer of the royal 

pen box’, which was a high-end secretarial function. In 1293 Baybars became an amir. After the deaths 

of Qalāwūn and al-Ashraf Khalīl, he remained loyal to al-Nāṣir Muḥāmmad but prudently in order not 

to provoke his powerful peers, who had turned against the Qalāwūnid prince. During al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad’s second reign he was rewarded for his loyalty with the vice regency of Egypt. Shortly 

afterwards, however, Baybars was arrested and banished. According to Holt, this fits with al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad’s negative attitude towards the senior amirs of his father who continued to control him.9 

Baybars’s release and reconciliation two years later might indicate that in this case the purge had 

been rather symbolic act without deep consequences for al-Manṣūrī’s life and career. 

 Early on during al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s third reign, Baybars, restored as amir, was made the 

supervising administrator of all the Manṣūrī awqāf, as he himself reports: 

And [upon al-Nasir Muhammad’s return to the throne] his favour, and that of his father [i.e. 
Qalāwūn], provided the author of this story, and I, Baybars the dawādār, composed this much 
praised report, [with] the office of representative of the noble House of Justice (Dār al-‘Adāla), 
may God augment its efficacy and raise, through His sultan, its minaret, and the supervision 

																																																													
7	Baybars	al-Manṣūrī	(d.	1311),	Tuḥfa	al-Mulūkiyya	fī	al-Dawlat	al-Turkiyya.	Tārīkh	Dawlat	al-Mamālīk	al-
Baḥriyya	fī	Fitrat	min	647-711	hijriyya	[The	Gem	of	Kingship	in	the	Dawla	of	the	Turks.	A	history	of	the	dawla	
of	the	Baḥrī	Mamluks	in	the	period	647-711	of	the	Hijra	(1248-1511C.E.)],	ed.	‘A.	al-Ḥ.	Ṣ.	Ḥamdān	([Cairo],	
1987).	
8	Peter	Holt,	“Review	of	Kitāb	al-Tuḥfa	al-Mulūkiyya,”	Revue	des	études	islamique	49	(1981):	344-46,	at	345.	
9	Ibidem,	344.	
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of all the blessed manṣūrī waqfs in Egypt and Syria, may God conclude the contract of its 
martyred wāqif.10 

This statement indicates that Baybars al-Manṣūrī played an important role in Qalāwūn’s 

commemorative community. A dynastic history, an encomium praising not only al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

but also his father, seems a very appropriate offering for someone who received a part of his income 

from the Manṣūrī waqf.  Indeed, these biographical panegyrics pertained to the very thing that is 

studied here: memoria. It is clear that these works put great emphasis on waqf, charitable piety, 

monuments, and funerary devotion. They formed part of an integrated, cultural output that served 

the double purpose of immortalisation and salvation.  

 The work of Baybars al-Manṣūrī is certainly not the only source used in this dissertation that 

can be associated with waqf-sustained memoria. The regnal biography of al-Ashraf Khalīl refers very 

strongly to the memoria of Qalāwūn and of al-Ashraf Khalīl himself, placing great emphasis on the 

funerary establishments of Qalāwūn and al-Ashraf Khalīl, and the events that took place in and 

around them. Waqf documents pertaining to both foundations are included in the manuscript 

following the main body of the text, which seems to connect this commemorative biography even 

more firmly to the institution of the waqf. 

 The focus on commemorative practices and funerary devotion that took place in Qalāwūn’s 

qubba, as well as other Qalāwūnid places of commemoration, makes these sources very valuable for 

the study at hand. The information provided is not necessarily true to a historical reality, as 

descriptions might be exaggerated and follow traditional examples. However, in taking part in the 

phenomenon that is studied — memoria — as part of the cultivation of the memory of the royal 

founder, these sources are valuable precisely because they allow us to understand the ideals and 

normative forms that were central to it.  

 In addition to biographical writing, a third group of historiographical sources is used: annals 

or chronicles. Historians such as al-Maqrīzī (d. 1442) and Ibn Taghrī Birdī (d. 1470) probably made use 

of a variety of sources, including chancellery documents and legal contracts such as waqf 

																																																													
10	Al-Manṣūrī,	Tuḥfa,	210.	
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documents.11 Although these works do not qualify as panegyrics, they follow the traditional genre of 

Arabic historic narration (ta’rīkh). As such they are more detached from memoria than the regnal 

histories described above. However, some of these works demonstrate a clear bias towards evoking 

an idealised image of the past.  

 One work in particular deserves mention here: al-Maqrīzī's urban history of Cairo, known as 

the Khiṭaṭ.12 Al-Maqrīzī was an affluent cleric who towards the end of his life dedicated himself 

exclusively to the writing of history. In his Khiṭaṭ, al-Maqrīzī describes in quite some detail the 

building history of important monuments in the city, sometimes providing a host of anecdotes 

related to the site. Nasser Rabat has argued that al-Maqrīzī’s text was nothing less than a lieu de 

mémoir in words, an attempt to preserve, in his world of loss and decay, the memory of ‘the Mamluk 

capital of yesteryear’, an attempt to write the city in its entirety into cultural memory.13 

 The first Mamluk sultans provided an example of virtue in many of al-Maqrīzī’s work. It is 

therefore not surprising that the Qalāwūnid foundations figure prominently in his nostalgic 

portrayal of Cairo. He describes a number of commemorative events that took place at the sites, 

bringing together the descriptions and stories provided in the regnal histories introduced above with 

other information to which al-Maqrīzī must have had access.  

Pilgrim manuals  

A last genre of literary texts used as a source for this dissertation is that of the pilgrim manual. The 

larger area of the Qāhira-Fusṭāṭ conurbation, especially the necropolis of the Qarāfa just outside of 

the city walls to the south, included many tombs and other sacred sites that attracted — and continue 

to attract — pilgrims from in and outside of the city. Offering guidance to those ‘visitors of the graves’ 

(zuwwār al-qubūr), these books proposed a number of itineraries, providing information about the 

																																																													
11	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī	(d.	1442),	Kitāb	al-Sulūk	li-l-Ma‘rifat	Duwal	al-Mulūk	[Roads	to	
knowledge	on	the	lands	of	the	kings],	8	vols.,	ed.	M.	‘A.	‘Atā’	(Beirut,	1997);	Jamal	al-Dīn	ibn	Yusuf	ibn	Taghrī	
Birdī	(d.	1470),	al-Nujūm	al-Zāhira	fī	Mulūk	Miṣr	wa-l-Qāhira	[On	the	radiant	stars	that	are	the	kings	of	Egypt	
and	Cairo],	ed.	M.	Ḥ.	Shams	al-Dīn	(Beirut,	1992).		
12	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	al-Mawā‘iẓ	wa-l-I‘tibār	fī	Dhikr	al-Khiṭaṭ	wa-l-Āthār	[Exalted	
reflections	on	the	structure	and	monuments	(of	Cairo)],	2	vols.	(Cairo	[Būlāq],	1853).	
13	Nasser	Rabbat,	“Al-Maqrizi’s	Khitat,	an	Egyptian	Lieu	de	Mémoire,”	in	The	Cairo	Heritage:	Essays	in	Honor	of	
Laila	Ali	Ibrahim,	ed.	D.	Behrens-Abouseif	(Cairo	and	New	York,	2000),	17-30.	
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sites to be visited along the route. These books give an insight into a larger tradition of funerary cult 

and devotion in Cairo. They allow the historian to get an idea of the commemorative infrastructure 

in Cairo, the network of pilgrim routes, and the layout of commemorative spaces, in which Qalāwūn 

and his offspring had to position themselves. One manual in particular has been used, that of Ibn 

Zayyāt (d. 1412), a fifteenth-century scholar, theologian, and traveller.14  

 

1.2. Waqf documents 
The waqf al-sayfī was a very large endowment establishing an extensive foundation that included 

three different parts: the hospital (bīmaristān), the madrasa, and the mausoleum (qubba). For each of 

these parts, different foundation charters or deeds, usually called waqf documents, were produced. 

These were official documents drawn up by a qāḍī , which laid down the criteria of the waqf’s legality 

and listed the rights and obligations of the waqf’s administrators and recipients. They are of interest 

to this research because they provided blueprints for the recruitment of personnel, gave a 

description of their tasks — acts of commemoration and care for the dead founder explicitly included 

— and stipulated what share of the waqf revenues they received as payment. Hence, the waqf 

documents can give us an idea of how Qalāwūn’s memoria was institutionalised.   

 Unfortunately, the only waqf documents that are extant for the foundation of Qalāwūn 

pertain to the bīmāristān, the hospital. As we know that the most salient activities of memoria of 

Qalāwūn took place in the madrasa and the mausoleum — they were performed by people contracted 

to work in these spaces of the complex — it is regrettable that no waqf document is extant referring 

explicitly and directly to the staffing and administration of these parts of the foundation. Only in part 

can we reconstruct the waqf document(s) pertaining to the madrasa and the mausoleum, by studying 

what has been transmitted by medieval historians who had access to this material and by studying 

																																																													
14	Shams	al-Dīn	Muḥāmmad	ibn	Muḥammad	ibn	al-Zayyāt	(d.	1411),	Kitāb	al-Kawākib	al-Sayyāra	fī	Tartīb	al-
Ziyāra	fī	al-Qarāfatayn	al-Kubrā	wa-l-Sughrā	[Guiding	stars	for	leading	pilgrims	to	the	bigger	and	the	lesser	
Qarāfa],	ed.	F.	Sezgin.	(Cairo,	1992);	May	Al-Ibrashy,	“Cairo's	Qarafa	as	Described	in	the	Ziyara	Literature,”	in	
La	développement	du	Soufisme	en	Égypte	à	l'époque	mamelouke	/	Taṭawwur	al-Taṣawwuf	fī	Miṣr	fī	‘Aṣr	al-
Mamlūkī	/	The	Development	of	Sufism	in	Mamluk	Egypt,	ed.	R.	McGregor	and	A.	Sabra	(Cairo,	2006),	269-99,	at	
276-77.	
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the waqf documents of a later, additional endowment to the mausoleum by al-Ashraf Khalīl. (We will 

turn to these supplementary waqf documents below.)   

 In spite of the hiatus in the original documentation of the waqf al-sayfī, we should not 

disqualify what is extant of this material as a valuable source. Although there are no original deeds 

for the qubba and the madrasa, the waqf documents of the bīmāristān still offer helpful insights: First, 

it seems that the main waqf document of the bīmāristān functioned as a ‘mother document’ for the 

foundation in its entirety, and secondly, the material provides valuable information concerning the 

eschatological benefits of the waqf. It is useful in reconstructing the religious ideas that legitimated 

the waqf as a vehicle to finance and organise royal memoria. We will provide a short discussion of this 

material here, before turning to the waqf documents of al-Ashraf Khalīl mentioned above.  

The extant documents of the waqf al-sayfī 

The extant documentary material for the waqf al-sayfī constitutes three so-called waqf  ‘books’ (sg. 

kitāb [lit.: scripture]), which in this case are not real books but scrolls. The first scroll (1) is kept in the 

Dār al-Wathā’iq al-Qawmī, the Egyptian national archives in Cairo, and is numbered ḥujja 367. It 

includes two individual waqf documents, pertaining to the hospital. The first (1a) is dated 12 Ṣafar 685 

(9 April 1286) and the second (1b) is dated 21 Ṣafar 685 (18 April 1286). 

  The first document (1a) is the most elaborate one: it includes a long and lofty introduction 

explaining the religious and eschatological merits of the waqf and provides a flattering introduction 

of the wāqif , the founder (i.e. Qalāwūn). It also describes the dimensions of the Qalāwūn complex in 

its entirely, defining it as mawqūf, i.e. the property to be endowed. Both documents (i.e. 1a and 1b) 

describe a number of other goods and estates to be endowed to Qalāwūn’s complex. In terms of 

provisions and stipulations concerning the distribution of waqf revenues, the documents relate 

primarily to the bīmāristān, as noted. However, both documents also lay down the regulations for the 

supervision of the waqf, which have validity for the waqf al-sayfī in its totality.15 

																																																													
15	MS	Cairo,	Dar	al-Wathā’iq	al-Qawmiyya	al-Maṣriyya,	Hujaj	’Umarā’	wa-l-Ṣalāṭīn,	no.	367	(on	microfilm	no.	
20).	This	manuscript	consists	of	a	scroll	including	two	waqfiyyāt,	one	dated	12	Ṣafar	865	and	one	21	Ṣafar	856.	
Cf.	Muḥammad	Amīn,	Fihrist	Wathā’iq	al-Qāhira	ḥatta	Nihāyat	‘Aṣr	Salāṭīn	al-Mamālīk	(239-922/853-
1516)/Catalogue	des	Documents	D’Archives	du	Caire,	de	239/853	à	922/1516	(Cairo,	1981),	6,	entry	no.	15.		
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 The content of the second ‘book’ (2) is almost identical to that of the first.16 This copy was 

originally kept in the archive of the Ministry of Awqaf, but was later moved to the National Archive, 

formerly located in the Citadel, according the inventory produced by Muḥammad Muḥammad 

Amīn.17 Amīn has collated documents 1a and 1b with book 2 and presented a critical edition, 

published as an addendum to the first part of his edition of Ibn Ḥabīb’s Tadhkirāt al-Nabīh.18 For this 

research I have relied principally on this critical edition. 

 The National Archive in Cairo contains one other manuscript with a waqf document related 

to Qalāwūn’s foundation (3). It is dated 24 Rajab 686 (4 September 1987). Also this document was 

originally kept in the archive of the Ministry of Awqāf but was moved to the National Archive’s 

Citadel location sometime after 1981, the year Amīn published his inventory, which does not include 

the manuscript. It is present at the Archive’s current location and is catalogued as ḥujja number 368. 

No edition has appeared of this text, as far as I know. The document pertains to the endowment of 

property to the benefit of Qalāwūn’s hospital. The beginning of the scroll is missing, and the 

remainder of the manuscript is badly damaged. A reconstruction of its contents was not considered 

requisite for the research of Qalāwūnid memoria at this stage.  

The waqf document of al-Ashraf Khalīl  

The second set of waqf documents relevant to this study can be related to endowments of Qalāwūn’s 

son and successor al-Ashraf Khalīl. These waqf documents, four in total, survive in a manuscript that 

constitutes the third and final part of Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir’s Min ’alṭāf al-ḥafīyya, the regnal history of al-

Ashraf Khalīl introduced above. No manuscripts other than this autograph, kept at the Bavarian State 

Library in Munich, survive for this title. The four waqf documents are included as an appendix in the 

book.19 The waqf documents can be divided into two groups representing two different moments of 

endowment. The first moment followed al-Ashraf Khalīl’s conquest of Acre in 1292, when the sultan 

																																																													
16	MS	Cairo,	Dar	al-Wathā’iq	al-Qawmiyya	al-Maṣriyya,	Hujaj	’Umarā’	wa-l-Ṣalāṭīn,	no.	368	(on	microfilm	no.	
20).	Cf.	Amīn,	Fihrist,	76,	no.	301.	
17	Cf.	Amīn,	Fihrist,	75,	no.	299.			
18	Muḥammad	Amīn	ed.,	“Wathā’iq	waqf	al-sulṭān	Qalāwūn	‘alā	l-Bīmāristān	al-Manṣūrī,”	in	Ibn	Ḥabīb,	
Tadhkirāt	al-Nabīh	fī	Ayyām	al-Manṣūr	al-Ṣāliḥī,	3	vols,	ed.	M.	Amīn	(Cairo	1976-1982),	I,	329-96.	
19	MS	Munich,	Bayerische	Staatsbibliothek,	Handschriftenabteilung,	orientalische	und	asiatische	
Handschriften,	Cod.	arab.	405.	
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turned parts of the conquered lands into waqfs to the benefit of the complex of Qalāwūn and his own 

funerary foundation, respectively. The second group (or ‘book’ [kitāb]), also consisting of two waqf 

documents, represent a later moment, when the sultan turned part of his urban property in Cairo 

into waqfs endowed to the same foundations. The waqf documents describing the Cairene properties 

were edited by Axel Moberg in 1918, who also provided a partial German translation.20 The two other 

documents, describing the Acre-waqfs, have yet to be critically edited and have not been translated. 

As noted, the documents of al-Ashraf Khalīl provide additional insight into the administration and 

organisation of Qalāwūn’s commemoration in the mausoleum of the Qalāwūn complex. 

 

1.3 Material testimonies  
Qalāwūn’s memoria, as sustained by the waqf al-sayfī, is reflected in the narrative sources and 

blueprinted in the waqf documents. In addition, material testimonies of it survive. Memoria needs 

space and visual attributes to remind posterity of the identity of the deceased members of a 

community.21 The waqf helped to provide for both. Studies of memoria and foundations in the 

Christian context have focused on the so-called Memoriabild, the representation of the dead in 

figurative art, heraldic signs, or other symbols.22 Also funerary or monumental architecture, spatially 

emphasising the commemorated person, is studied to understand memoria as a complex of material 

and ritual culture that had the capacity to express and hence reproduce a ‘we-identity’ shared by a 

collective of mourners and commemorators.23 

 In this dissertation, the architecture of Qalāwūn’s foundation serves as a source. In particular, 

the qubba and the minaret will be studied, both functionally connected the the memoria practice of 

ziyāra (pilgrimage, visitation). It seems that these salient features offered a distinct aesthetic, which 

was reproduced, or discontinued, in commemorative structures of the Qalāwūnid princes and manṣūrī 

amirs, creating — deliberately or accidentally — an association, or dissociation, with the memory of 

																																																													
20	Axel	Moberg,	“Zwei	ägyptische	Waqf-Urkunden	aus	dem	Jahre	691/1292,”	Le	monde	oriental	12	(1918):	1-
64.	
21	Otto	Oexle,	“Memoria	und	Memoriabild,”	in	Memoria.	Der	geschichtliche	Zeugniswert	des	liturgischen	
Gedenkens	im	Mittelalter,	ed.	K.	Schmid	and	J.	Wollasch	(Munich,	1984),	384-440.	
22	Ibidem,	387.	
23	Jan	Assmann,	Das	kulturelle	Gedächtnis.	Erinnerung	und	politische	Identität	(Munich,	2007),	131.	
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Qalāwūn. Structures that will be compared with Qalāwūn’s complex in this manner include the 

funerary foundation for Qalāwūn’s spouse Fāṭima Khaṭūn24, the funerary madrasa of al-Ashraf 

Khalīl25, and the (intended) funerary madrasa of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn26, and 

the funerary foundations of Baybars al-Jāshinkīr27 and Sanjar al-Jawlī28. All these structures are 

located in Cairo. 

 In addition, the epigraphic program of the Qalāwūn complex will be used as a source for 

Qalāwūn’s Memoriabild, his commemorative persona. There is a clear relationship between the 

epigraphy of a name and the commemorative function of the space in which this epigraphy is found. 

This is no less true for the funerary foundations under study, where the names of sultans and their 

titles are present everywhere: in engravings, painted on wooden slabs, or applied in a different 

manner, referring directly to the royal remains present within the same commemorative space. 

Without this epigraphy, the shrine of the patron may as well be empty.29 The titular style used to 

present Qalāwūn will be studied, in comparison with the titulature of a number of other sultans. This 

will help to demonstrate that Qalāwūn’s epigraphy ‘shaped’ the memory of a social identity, 

determined by an office, rather than that of an individual.30  

 

 Conclusion 
The hybrid body of sources presented in this first chapter — the historiographical sources, the waqf 

documents, and the material testimonies — have been used following an equally hybrid methodology. 

The literary sources represented, in many ways, a reality on their own in which the values and 

																																																													
24	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks.	A	history	of	the	Architecture	and	its	Culture	(Cairo,	2007),	
129-32.	
25	Ibidem,	142-3.	
26	Ibidem,	152-7.	
27	Ibidem,	161-6.	
28	Ibidem,	156-1.	
29	Carin	Juvin,	“Mamluk	Inscriptions,”	in	Ubi	sumus?	Quo	vademus?	Mamluk	Studies	–	State	of	the	Art,	ed.	S.	
Conermann	(Bonn,	2013),	211-31.		
30	Oleg	Grabar,	“Graffiti	or	Proclamation:	why	write	on	Buildings?”	in	The	Cairo	Heritage,	ed.	Behrens-
Abouseif;	Otto	Oexle,	“Die	Gegenwart	der	Toten,”	in	Death	in	the	Middle	Ages,	ed.	H.	Braet	and	W.	Verbeke	
(Leuven,	1983),	19-77,	at	47;	Truus	van	Bueren,	Kim	Ragetli,	and	Arnoud-Jan	Bijsterveld,	“Researching	
Medieval	Memoria:	Prospects	and	Possibilities,”	Jaarboek	voor	Middeleeuwse	Geschiedenis	14:11	(2011):	183-
234.	
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customs that interest us in this dissertation took centre stage. This allows us to reconstruct, through 

critical reading and comparison, an understanding of the events that we are interested in. These are 

not reconstructions of a historical past, but rather reconstructions of a narrative about waqf and 

memoria that can be told in relation to relevant segments of this past. Not all relevant information or 

passages in the sources have been used to inform this narrative. Fragments have been selected that 

are considered particularly meaningful, if only because their importance to their authors and 

audience is suggested by their prominence in the sources.  The waqf documents are generally 

accepted to be the most ‘reliable’ sources for historians interested in the waqf. This can be easily 

questioned, as they are legal documents concerned primarily with the establishment of certain rules, 

which may or may not have been honoured. However, as the products of Islamic legal practice and 

thinking, the documents also tell us a lot about the religious or customary values and norms that 

frame the practice of waqf-sustained memoria. Where possible, the information in the waqf 

documents has been confronted with that of the literary sources in order to differentiate between 

what was intended and what was reported or — indeed — to establish that information from a waqf 

document had found its way into a historiographical report. As indicated, comparison and 

description characterise the approach to the material testimonies. In some cases the lead of art-

historical research is followed. 
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2 | Historical context 
 

 

This chapter explores the history of the early Qalāwūnids, from before Qalāwūn's reign up to the 

third reign of his son, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad. It looks in particular into the establishment of a 

Qalāwūnid polity in this period. The narrative of how Qalāwūn’s offspring overcame the challenges 

posed to them by the senior amirs of their father will be presented in relation to a number of relevant 

discussions in the field, pertaining especially to the socio-political nature of the Mamluk Sultanate 

and the understanding of Mamluk succession. In doing so, this chapter follows the thesis that, taking 

the sultanate as a Military Patronage State, a ‘Dynastic Impulse’ on the part Qalāwūn was not 

something novel or alien to the socio-economic organisation of the sultanate. At the same time, we 

will demonstrate that there was nothing at all to guarantee the success of Qalāwūn’s dynastic plan. 

Hence, it will be explained that the emergence of a Qalāwūnid state was an impressive achievement 

of Qalāwūn’s son al-Nāṣir Muḥammad. It is to the understanding of this achievement that this 

dissertation hopes to contribute. 

 This chapter relies to a great extent on a recent biography of Qalāwūn by Linda Northrup,1 

although the interpretation of events provided in this chapter does not necessarily mirror hers. 

Throughout the chapter, relevant points will be discussed within the context of broader 

historiographical debate. 

 

2.1 The sultanate 
Al-Malik al-Manṣūr Sayf al-Dīn Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī (r. 1279-1290) is traditionally considered the 

seventh sultan of a polity usually described as the Mamluk Sultanate (1240-1517). The name refers to 

the political organisation that succeeded the Ayyūbid Sultanate (1171-1248[Egypt]-1252[Syria]), after 

a group of amirs with a mamlūk background — i.e. a background as slave-recruited elite soldiers - 

fighting in service of the last Ayyubid sultan, seized military and later political power in Egypt and 

																																																													
1	Linda	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan.	The	Career	of	al-Manṣūr	Qalāwūn	and	the	Consolidation	of	Mamluk	
Rule	in	Egypt	and	Syria	(678-689	A.H./1279-1290	A.D.)	(Stuttgart,	1998).	
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Syria, during a time of upheaval caused by the arrival of the Seventh Crusade in the north of Egypt 

and the onslaught of the Mongols in the east.  

 Historians have given different answers to the question of when the Mamluk Sultanate 

actually started. The last Ayyūbid to claim the throne of Egypt was Tūrānshāh (1249-1250), the son of 

sultan al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb (1240-1249). Tūrānshāh was murdered by a group of his amirs, ‘princes’, and 

army commanders, who had all served as mamlūks and freedmen in the retinue of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb. 

Some see as the start of a new regime the subsequent accession to the throne of Shajar al-Durr (d. 

1257), a powerful female figure with a mamlūk background who was the widow of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb. The 

conventional view has always been, however, that the rule of Sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars (r. 1260-1277), 

who usurped the throne after bringing the Muslims to victory at the battle of Ayn Jālūt (1260) and 

consolidated and centralised the sultanate, marked the true breakthrough of the new regime.  

 Also brought to Egypt as a young mamlūk of Qipchak Turkic descent, Qalāwūn had shared al-

Ẓāhir Baybars’s upbringing in the household of the penultimate Ayyubid sultan al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb. Both 

Baybars and Qalāwūn shared the name al-Ṣāliḥī, ‘of al-Ṣāliḥ’, as their nisba, the part of the Arabic 

name that expresses affiliation. As an amir he rose to prominence during the reign of his confrere 

Baybars. The families of the two men had intermarried, and after Baybars’s death, Qalāwūn acted as 

the guardian-regent on behalf of Baybars’s infant son Sulāmish.2 Eventually, Qalāwūn took the throne 

for himself.  

 According to Linda Northrup, it was not Baybars but Qalāwūn who, during his long reign, 

finalised the establishment of the so-called Mamlūk Sultanate, which his son al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

would bring to the zenith of its power and cultural efflorescence.3 

The Dawla of the Turks 

Before we take a closer look at Qalāwūn’s reign, it should be made clear that neither al-Manṣūr 

Qalāwūn nor any other of the ‘Mamluk Sultans’ until the fifteenth century described themselves as 

such. They were, of course, sultans, but the name ‘Mamluk Sultanate’ did not come into usage before 

																																																													
2	Stewart	Angus,	“Between	Baybars	and	Qalāwūn:	Under-age	Rulers	and	Succession	in	the	Early	Mamluk	
Sultanate,”	al-Masāq.	Islam	and	the	Medieval	Mediterranean	19	(2007):	47-54.		
3	Northrup,	Slave	to	Sultan,	21.	
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the fifteenth century, and even then it was rarely used. Moreover, there are few indications that 

when the Ayyubid family lost possession of the throne, this was experienced as a hard discontinuity.4 

We may therefore ask of what Qalāwūn, and his sons after him, actually were sultans?  

 The term most commonly used by Qalāwūn’s contemporaries was Dawlat al-Atrāk. It was 

used ‘to evoke [in] one way or another the correlation between the transcendent political continuity 

of a dawla and the Syro-Egyptian social order topped by a distinct military identity of Atrāk’.5 As Koby 

Yosef has made clear, Turk (pl. Atrāk) does not necessarily correspond to the modern ethnonym Turk. 

Rather, the term was often used to refer to a military class that was hybrid, loosely defined by a non-

Arab ethnicity in which Altaic-Turkic speaking people often formed a majority. However, it seems 

that ‘Turk’ was a reference to the Qipchak Turkic clan, sometimes described as the Zāhirid-Qalāwūnid 

house, which had with the reign of al-Ẓāhir Baybars become the undisputed leading political group 

in the sultanate. The name Dawlat al-Atrāk was also used in contrast to the designation Dawlat al-

’Akrād, the ‘Dawla of the Kurds’, as the Ayyubid dynasty was sometimes described until the reign of 

al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb.6 

 We could use the word dawla to understand the political continuities and discontinuities of 

Islamic statehood in which the Qalāwūnids positioned themselves. The word dawla, which in Modern 

Standard Arabic is the word for ‘dynasty and state’, can have a variety of subtly different meanings 

in classical or pre-modern contexts. The classical Arabic thesaurus Lisān al-‘Arab defines the word as 

a positive twist of fate, in a financial and a military sense (‘uqbatun fī l-māli wa-l-ḥarb).7 Edward Lane 

likewise sees a turning or cyclical connotation for the word: ‘to succeed in taking, or having, a thing’.8 

A spark of divinity seems to be implicit in the word as well. To succeed in war and the possession of 

																																																													
4	David	Ayalon,	“From	Ayyūbids	to	Mamlūks,”	Revue	des	Études	islamiques	49	(1981):	43-57,	at	55-6.	
5	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	‘Mamlukisation’	between	social	theory	and	social	practice:	An	essay	on	reflexivity,	state	
formation,	and	the	late	medieval	sultanate	of	Cairo	(Bonn,	2015),	11,	accessed	March	2,	2017,	
https://www.mamluk.uni-bonn.de/publications/working-paper/ask-wp-22-vansteenbergen.pdf.	
6	Cf.	Koby	Yosef,	“Dawlat	al-atrāk	or	dawlat	al-mamālīk?	Ethnic	origin	or	slave	origin	as	the	defining	
characteristic	of	the	ruling	elite	in	the	Mamlūk	Sultanate,”	JSAI	39	(2012):	387-410.		
7	Muḥammad	ibn	Mukarram	ibn	Manẓūr	(d.	1311),	Lisān	al-‘Arab	[Tongue	of	the	Arabs],	18	vols.	(3rd	ed.;	
Beirut,	1993),	XI,	252-44,	at	252.	
8	Edward	Lane,	An	Arabic-English	Lexicon	(London,	1863–1893),	940.	See	for	a	discussion	of	the	term’s	
translation	also:	Van	Steenbergen,	“‘Mamlukisation’,”	10	n.	19.	
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wealth was in the political culture of the time often perceived as divine endorsement of worldly 

authority.9 

 In this definition the word dawla can produce meaning on many different levels; it refers to 

‘a political formation’s temporary monopoly of violence and of access to resources’ as well to a 

structure that transcends any sequence of such temporary formations.10 The word could be used to 

refer to a continuous stretch of rule, as well as constituent elements within it. Applied to the case at 

hand, dawla could refer to a political reality that had started, if not with the accession to the throne 

of Aybak al-Turkmānī — who in many ways continued to represent the dawla of his Ayyubid master 

— then perhaps with the reign of al-Ẓāhir Baybars. On a higher level, it is also clear that the word 

dawla allowed for references to a political ideal that transcended the petty politics of usurpation. The 

word dawla carried a strong notion of succession to a more universal, encompassing ideal of the 

Islamic state. Indeed, it seems clear that in the way Qalāwūn sought to represent himself, he took his 

place within a chain of Sunnī dawlas going back to Salāḥ al-Dīn ibn Ayyūb (Saladin; 1137-1174-1186), 

and ultimately also to Nūr al-Dīn Zengī, the Seljuq atabeg of Aleppo (1118-1146-1174). 

  Recently, historians started using the term Cairo Sultanate to describe the chain of dawlas 

within its specifically Syro-Eyptian context, emphasising the continuity between the so-called 

Ayyubid and Mamluk Sultanates.11 This term implies that Qalāwūn became the ruler of a political 

entity that was officially created in 1171, when Ṣalāḥ al-Ḍīn (Saladin) was proclaimed sultan of Egypt 

by the Abbasid caliph al-Nāṣir li-Dīn Allāh (r. 1180-1225). Following the collapse of the Fatimid 

Empire, Saladin inherited the territories of the former Shia caliphate, which had shrunk to its 

Egyptian core, with the commission to restore this land to Sunnī Islam. After the death of Nūr al-Dīn 

Zengī, the amir of Damascus and Aleppo, most of the Mashriq was added to the new sultanate. Cairo, 

remaining the Islamic metropolis it had become under the Fatimids, continued to be the capital of 

																																																													
9	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“‘Mamlukisation’,”	10.	
10	Ibidem.	
11	Cf.	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“Appearances	of	Dawla	and	Political	Order	in	late	medieval	Syro-Egypt.	The	state,	
social	theory	and	the	political	history	of	the	Cairo	Sultanate	(thirteenth-sixteenth	centuries),”	in	History	and	
Society	During	the	Mamluk	Period	(1250-1517) :	Studies	of	the	Annemarie	Schimmel	Research	College	II,	ed.	S.	
Conermann	(1250–1517)	(Göttingen	and	Bonn,	2016),	51-86.	
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the sultanate, as the Ayyubids refrained from exercising the Middle Eastern custom of confirming a 

political takeover with the foundation of a new capital.12  

The Sultanate and the Military Household  

Historians have debated the way this Cairo Sultanate was ruled between c. 1250 and 1517. The reason 

for this is its assumed exceptionalism, supposedly caused by the constant recruitment of mamlūks to 

staff the army and populate the political elite from the mid-thirteenth century onwards. This 

supposed Mamluk System, it is argued, created a numerically and martially superior governing body 

of mamlūks and freedmen, in which access to high office became dependent on an (ex-)slave status, 

as some of the sources may indeed suggest. Supposedly, this created a system in which mamlūk 

background was systematically preferred over inherited credentials.13  

 The idea of the ‘Mamluk System’ found wide acceptance and continued to be used to 

characterise the sultanate as a ‘one generation aristocracy’.14 This conception of Mamluk rule has also 

led to an ambiguous or paradoxical characterisation of the sultanate as an autocratic monarchy that 

was — barring dynasty and favouring military merits — in fact an oligarchy of amirs. Qalāwūnid rule 

fits uncomfortably within this view of the Sultanate as a ‘crowned republic’.15 The Qalāwūnids are at 

best explained as an anomaly in a discourse insisting that kingship was au fond alien to the Mamluk 

System, in which Mamluk Status was cherished to the extent that political offspring were excluded 

																																																													
12	Cf.	also	Northrup,	Slave	to	Sultan,	81.	
13	David	Ayalon,	“Studies	on	the	Structure	of	the	Mamluk	Army	–	I,”	BSOAS	15:2	(1953):	203–28,	at	206.	Cf.	
also:	Idem,	“Mamlūk	Military	Aristocracy:	A	Non-Hereditary	Nobility,”	JSAI	10	(1987):	205-10.	
14	Peter	Holt,	“Succession	in	the	Early	Mamluk	Sultanate,”	in	XXIII.	Deutscher	Orientalistentag:	vom	16.	bis	20.	
September	1985	in	Würzburg:	ausgewählte	Vorträge,	ed.	E.	von	Shuler	(Stuttgart,	1989):	144-8,	at	146	and	
148;	idem,	“The	Structure	of	Government	in	the	Mamluk	Sultanate,”	in	The	Eastern	Mediterranean	Lands	in	
the	Period	of	the	Crusades,	ed.	P.	Holt	(Westminster,	1977),	44-61,	at	46.	And	cf.	Linda	Northrup,	“The	Baḥrī	
Mamluk	Sultanate,	1250-1390,”	in	The	Cambridge	History	of	Egypt,	Vol.	1:	Islamic	Egypt,	ed.	C.	Petry	
(Cambridge,	1998),	256.	Northrup	adds,	however,	that	the	‘principle	of	non-hereditary	nobility	can	only	be	
inferred,	since	nothing	in	the	sources	indicates	the	existence	of	a	formal	regulation	to	this	effect.’		
15	Peter	Holt,	“The	Position	and	Power	of	the	Mamluk	Sultan,”	BSOAS	38:2	(1975):	237-49,	at	240.	Linda	
Northrup	(“The	Baḥrī	Mamluk	Sultanate,”	254):	‘The	concept	of	the	sultanate	and	the	role	of	the	sultan	[...]	
has	been	studied	from	at	least	four	perspectives:	as	seen	through	events	described	in	the	chronicles;	as	
portrayed	in	royal	biographies;	as	viewed	from	a	legal	or	juridical	point	of	view	through	documents	such	as	the	
ʿahd	or	diploma	of	investiture;	and	as	reflected	in	institutional	change	and	court	ceremony.	The	resulting	
image	is	one	of	tension	between	oligarchy	and	autocracy.’	
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from the reproduction of power, leaving only violent usurpation or election as the preferred modes 

for the inheritance of patrimony and royal honour.16 

 Recently, however, scholars have been increasingly successful in explaining the 

perseverance of the Qalāwūnids as very much befitting the political culture of the time.17 Anne 

Broadbridge, for instance, has argued that the ‘Dynastic Impulse’ is a result of what she has described 

as the ‘Extended Family Impulse’. She has demonstrated that there was an interest on the part of the 

prominent members of the military elite, who had made their way to Egypt as slaves, to reconnect 

with their biological families, bringing them over to Egypt, as soon as they were able to do so. This 

inherent interest in consanguinity, she suggests, bespeaks a belief that biological kinship ties are 

stronger and more reliable than other social relationships. In clear disagreement with the ‘Mamluk 

System’ postulate, she states: ‘I therefore consider the most significant aspect of this Dynastic 

Impulse to be the attempt by high-ranking mamluks to create a network of support based on a family 

conservatively defined by biology, not on a surrogate family of other mamluks’.18 

 Confirming the importance of blood relations, but shifting the focus from family to ethnicity, 

Koby Yosef has suggested that the successful tenure of the Qalāwūnids can be explained by looking 

at the partisan politics of Mamluk society from the perspective of ethnic discrimination and bonding. 

Arguing that ethnicity was both a factor of segregation in the sultanate — setting regiments and 

courtly bodies apart from each other — as well as a creative force in the establishment of political 

bodies, Yosef reasons that sultanic sovereignty was appropriated by one ethnic clan dominating 

others. In the recruitment of mamlūks, the preference of Qipchak Turks in this way had led to the 

establishment of a clearly dominant ethnic contingent in the sultanate. With the long rule of two 

Qipchaks, Baybars and Qalāwūn, whose families were related and intermarried, the so-called Ẓāhirid-

																																																													
16	Amalia	Levanoni,	“The	Mamluk	Conception	of	the	Sultanate,”	International	Journal	of	Middle	Eastern	Studies	
26:3	(1994):	373-92,	at	374;	cf.	Ibidem	for	further	references.		
17	Cf.	e.g.:	Anne	Broadbridge,	“Sending	Home	for	Mom	and	Dad:	The	Extended	Family	Impulse	in	Mamluk	
Politics,”	MSR	15	(2011):	1-18;	Koby	Yosef,	Ethnic	Groups,	Social	Relationships	and	Dynasty	in	the	Mamluk	
Sultanate	(1250-1517).	ASK	Working	Papers	6	(Bonn,	2010),	accessed	March	2,	2017,	
https://www.mamluk.uni-bonn.de/publications/working-paper/ask-wp-6.pdf.	
18	Broadbridge,	“Sending	Home	for	Mom	and	Dad,”	3.	
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Qalāwūnid house was regarded as the designated royal family to represent Qipchak interest and rule 

the Dawla of the Turks.19 

 The focus on family and ethnicity in the analysis of Mamluk politics is relevant and welcome. 

It shows that blood ties, marital ties, and ethnic solidarity were more important in the sultanate than 

was, and still is, commonly believed. However, when biology and ethnicity are used as explanatory 

factors in their own right, it becomes difficult to escape the pitfalls of essentialism. It seems more 

useful, in any case, to know why people identified themselves in reference to family or ethnicity and 

to know what triggered this rather than to assume that such behaviour was an inherent motive for 

social and political behaviour — otherwise, we might wonder how a Mamluk polity could exist at all. 

It is therefore unclear how exactly the Qalāwūnids form an event that was compatible with the 

overall make-up of the Cairo Sultanate at the time. 

 Moreover, it could also be argued that our modern, Western concepts of family and ethnicity 

do not necessarily apply to the pre-modern case, where the term ‘brother’ (‘akh) was also used with 

affection to refer to adoptive family.20 As we have seen, moreover, the concept of Turk, as Yosef 

himself indicates, was vague and denoted a variety of identities, none of them strictly biological.21 

Even the term Qipchak, as Amir Mazor has demonstrated, could also be used to refer to mamlūks with 

a Mongol background.22 It seems that the focus on family and ethnicity has the power to explain, but 

especially, it seems, when it does not obscure a intersectionality that includes socio-economic status, 

gender, clientage, religion, memory, or any other aspects of the human experience that were used by 

people to describe themselves and the groups to which they thought they belonged.  

 Instead of focusing on an innate identity as a sufficient explanation for a Qalāwūnid ‘Dynastic 

Impulse’, it seems important to understand which broader contexts or contingencies made it possible 

to operationalise or capitalise upon it. For the later Qalāwūnids, it has been suggested that dynastic 

succession was not a consequence of biology but of the support which a dynastic claim to the throne 

																																																													
19	Yosef,	Ethnic	Groups;	and	idem,	“Dawlat	al-atrāk	or	dawlat	al-mamālīk?”. 
20	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	Order	out	of	Chaos:	Patronage,	Conflict	and	Mamluk	Socio-Political	Culture,	1341–1382	
(Leiden	and	Boston,	2006),	86-8.	
21	Yosef,	“Dawlat	al-atrāk	or	dawlat	al-mamālīk?”	388.		
22	Amir	Mazor,	The	Rise	and	Fall	of	a	Muslim	Regiment.	The	Manṣūriyya	in	the	First	Mamluk	Sultanate,	
678/1279–741/1341	(Göttingen,	2015),	36-7.	
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could raise among the amirs.23 This idea resounds in a new interpretation of the Mamluk Sultanate, 

which conveniently eschews the usage of classical-coined, unspecific terms such as oligarchy or 

autocracy. It has been argued, that the conceptualisation of the Cairo Sultanate, in its entirety, as a 

so-called Military Patronage State (MPS) provides a way out of the paradoxical characterisation of 

the Mamluk Sultanate as a polity that was an oligarchy of amirs and an autocratic monarchy at the 

same time. 

 Taking his cue from Weber’s notion of traditional patriarchal authority, Hodgson coined the 

term Military Patronage State. It was further developed by Michael Chamberlain to conceptualise the 

socio-political dynamics that characterised the Turco-Mongol (semi-)pastoral polities in the Nile to 

Oxus region, including the Seljuk Empire (1037–1194) and the Ayyubid Sultanate. The thesis is that 

resources and honours, produced by the ideas and practices that constituted the body politic, were 

competed over by a ‘collection of powerful households kept in check by the most powerful among 

them’.24 In a recent article Jo Van Steenbergen has suggested that we also consider the Mamluk 

Sultanate, like that of the Seljuqs and the Ayyubids, as a Military Patronage State. In this revisionist 

scenario, the sultan simply had the strongest household, which allowed him — ideally — to control 

the other military households, those of the amirs.25 The dominant household could strengthen its 

position by using symbolism and the idiom of kingship. Claiming hereditary privileges and dynastic 

rights was one of the available ploys to legitimate rule.26 

 

2.2 The bayt of Qalāwūn 
The concept of the MPS is helpful not only to understand developments in political history or political 

culture. It also reflects the undeniable centrality of the aristocratic household in Syro-Egyptian 

																																																													
23	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“‘Is	Anyone	My	Guardian	.	.	. ?’	Mamlūk	Under-Age	Rule	and	the	Later	Qalāwūnids,”	al-
Masāq	19	(2007):	55-65,	at	57.	
24	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	a	Military	Patronage	State:	Household	Politics	and	the	Case	
of	the	Qalāwūnid	bayt	(1279-1382),”	JESHO	56	(2013):	189-217,	at	191;	Michael	Chamberlain,	“Military	
Patronage	States	and	the	Political	Economy	of	the	Frontier,	1000-1250,”	in	A	Companion	to	the	History	of	the	
Middle	East,	ed.	Y.	Choueiri	(London	and	New	York,	2005),	141-52.			
25	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	a	MPS,”	191.	
26	Anne	Broadbridge,	Kingship	and	Ideology	in	the	Islamic	and	Mongol	Worlds	(Cambridge,	2012),	12.	Cf.	also:	
R.	Stephen	Humphreys,	“Legitimacy	and	political	Instability	in	Islam	in	the	age	of	the	Crusades,”	in	The	Jihad	
and	its	Times,	ed.	H.	Dajani-Shakeel	and	R.A.	Messier	(Michigan,	1991),	5-15.	
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society during the time under study. These households are usually described as bayt, which literally 

means house or tent. The Arabic word bayt conveys the notion of an extended family and often the 

connotation of ‘noble family’.27 It is somewhat comparable with that of domus in Latin Christendom. 

What was different for the Middle East in the Middle Ages is the tendency of prominent families to 

be bigger and include a substantial extended family group, unrelated by blood. The bayt was a 

collective of extended family members subordinated to the authority of a male patriarch. The bayt 

included the patriarch’s harem, his domestic servants, and the eunuchs. The most numerous group 

within the household, however, included the ‘core clients that were linked to him by different bonds 

of kinship—from his offspring to his own mamlūks.’28 

 These mamlūks were supposed to stay loyal to the master of the house after they finished 

their training and received manumission. Even when a freedman became an amir and started his own 

household, he would continue to carry his former master’s nisba name, e.g. ‘al-Ṣāliḥī’ or ‘al-Manṣūrī’ 

as a sign of loyalty. Some kind of liaison was hence expected to exist among the household of an 

usthādh and the households of his freedmen. Also with his khushdāshiyya, his peers in servitude and 

liberation, he was nominally bound in this loyalty.29 How strong and how politically relevant these 

bonds actually were continues to be the subject of debate, as we have seen.30 

 From the mid-thirteenth century onwards, the bayts were the property of amirs, or indeed 

sultans, who often had followed the mamlūk career path. This means that the typical master of a bayt, 

the ’ushtādh, had been slave-recruited at a young age, brought to Cairo or another city in the realm, 

where he was trained in the household of his master until his manumission, when he became a 

freedman. 

 For a freedman, a household could be established only upon attaining a rank coupled with a 

sufficient financial income. As an amir, a freedman would receive one or more iqṭā’s, usufruct rights 

																																																													
27	Reinhart	Dozy,	Supplément	aux	dictionnaires	arabes	(Leiden,	1881),	131.	
28	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	a	MPS”;	idem,	Order	out	of	Chaos,	94-8;	Mathieu	Eychenne,	
“La	Bayt	à	l‘époque	mamlouke.	Une	entité	à	revisister,”	Annales	islamologiques	(AI)	42	(2008):	275-96.		
29	Cf.	on	khushdāshiyya:	David	Ayalon,	“Studies	on	the	Structure	of	the	Mamluk	Army	—	II,”	BSOAS	15:3	
(1953):	448-76.	
30	Cf.	the	discussion	and	historiography	described	in	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	MPS,”	192,	
n.	8.	And	cf.	also:	Yosef,	Ethnic	Groups,	1-12.		
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of arable land allocated to the leaders of the army. The revenues of the iqtā’s provided the income 

needed to cover the enormous expenses of acquiring or building a house, pay for the amiral panoply, 

and buy mamlūks. A high, stable income also brought in the necessary currency to marry and start a 

family.31 

Qalāwūn & sons (& daughters) 

Qalāwūn first married in the early 1260s, when the Baḥriyya returned to Cairo from their exile in 

Damascus. This was the point where his Cairo-based household begun. We know that he started to 

marry around this moment of his life, when he as well as purchased mamlūks. This indicates that he 

had attained an amirate and the iqtā’ income needed to pay for the expenses that founding a 

household entailed. 

 Qalāwūn’s first wife was named Fāṭima Khātūn (d. 1284), the daughter of Sayf al-Dīn Karmūn, 

a Mongol immigrant (wāfidī) and amir in the service of al-Ẓāhir Baybars.32 With this wife, Qalāwūn 

had at least two children, a boy and a girl.33 Qalāwūn’s first son was called al-Ṣāliḥ ‘Alī (d. 1288). Hence, 

Fāṭima Khātūn is often referred to as ‘Umm al-Ṣāliḥ’. The girl is known as Ghāziya Khātūn (d. before 

1290). The sources especially mention her because in 1276 she married al-Sa‘īd Baraka Khān, the son 

and heir of al-Ẓāhir Baybars, in 1276. This marriage arrangement, an obvious indication of Qalāwūn’s 

nearness to al-Ẓāhir Baybars during the latter’s reign, was one of the first intermarriages between 

the houses of Baybars and Qalāwūn. 

																																																													
31	For	iqtā’,	cf.:	Marshall	Hodgson,	The	Venture	of	Islam.	Conscience	and	History	in	a	World	Civilization,	vol.	2:	
the	Expansion	of	Islam	in	the	Middle	Periods	(Chicago	and	London,	1974),	49;	Hassanein	Rabie,	“The	Size	and	
value	of	the	Iqtā‘	in	Egypt,	564-741	A.H.	1169-1341	A.D.,”	in	Studies	in	the	Economic	History	of	the	Middle	East	
from	the	rise	of	Islam	to	the	Present	Day,	ed.	M.A.	Cook	(London,1970);	Tsugitaka	Sato,	“The	Evolution	of	the	
Iqṭāʿ	System	under	the	Mamlūks:	An	Analysis	of	al-Rawk	al-Ḥusāmī	and	al-Rawk	al-Nāṣiri,”	Memoirs	of	the	
Research	Department	of	the	Toyo	Bunko	37	(1979):	99-131.	
32	Northrup,	Slave	to	Sultan,	117:	Northrup	suggests	that	Qalāwūn’s	marriage	with	two	Mongol	women	had	
the	purpose	of	appeasing	the	Mongol	element	in	the	army.	The	fathers	of	both	brides,	both	Mongol	amirs,	
were	released	from	prison	after	the	marriages.	In	addition,	Mongols	were	admired	for	their	courage	and	
knightly	prowess.	Moreover,	the	figure	of	Genghis	Khan	loomed	large	within	popular	imagination,	and	it	is	
known	that	some	sultans,	such	as	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad,	married	Genghisid	princesses	to	became	associated	
with	his	dynasty	of	the	Oceanic	Khan.	Marrying	Mongol,	in	short,	brought	prestige.		
33	It	is	likely	that	Qalāwūn	had	more	children	at	this	age	but	the	annals	refer	only	to	politically	or	historically		
relevant	issue.		
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 The second son, as far as is known to history, was the issue of Qalāwūn’s second marriage, 

with Fātima Khāṭūn’s sister. The boy, named al-Ashraf Khalīl, would first succeed his father when he 

was in his late twenties. We know very little about his childhood or early adolescence. He married 

the sister of his older brother’s wife, who was the daughter of another Mongol amir in Qalāwūn’s 

service. According to Baybars al-Manṣūrī, the brides of both Qalāwūnid princes were chosen because 

of their Mongol ethnicity, indicating an ongoing interest in the merger of Qalāwūn’s stock with 

Mongol lineage. Mongols were feared but respected, and their physical features were considered 

beautiful and noble. The figure of Genghis Khān (d. 1227) loomed large in collective memory. 

Moreover, it seems that there was an interest on the part of Qalāwūn to integrate the wāfidī amirs, 

Mongol immigrants who defected from the Mongol army and received asylum in return for military 

service, more firmly into this entourage.34 

 Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was Qalāwūn’s third-born son. He was born in 1285, probably from a 

third wife, known as Sitt Ashlūn Khātūn. Like Qalāwūn’s first two wives, this bride was of Mongolian 

descent. Her father, Suktāy b. Jīghān Nuwīn, claimed descent from the silāḥdār, or ‘arms-bearer’ of 

Genghis Khān. Al-Nāṣir himself, who was only a toddler when his father died, would demonstrate a 

preference for Mongol spouses, too.35 

 Apart from al-Ṣāliḥ ‘Alī, Ghāziya Khātūn, al-Ashraf Khalīl, and al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, Northrup 

has also identified one other son, the amir Aḥmad, who died during the reign of al-Ashraf Khalīl, and 

at two other daughters: Dār Mukhtār al-Jawharī (Altumish) and Dār ‘Anbar al-Kāmilī.36 

Qalāwūn & co 

Already during his amirate, Qalāwūn strived to make himself and his household independent from 

the support of his own khushdāshiyya, the ṣāliḥī amirs who were his peers, and the mercy of the 

Ẓāhiriyya, the military household of al-Ẓāhir Baybars.37 In order to secure his position, Qalāwūn 

																																																													
34	Cf.	for	an	assesment	of	Mongol	virtues	by	Ibn	Khaldūn:	Josephine	van	den	Bent,	“‘None	of	the	Kings	on	Earth	
is	Their	Equal	in	ʿaṣabiyya’:	The	Monogls	in	Ibn	Khaldūn's	Works,”	al-Masāq	28:2	(2016):	171-86.	
35	Peter	Holt,	“an-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	b.	Qalāwūn	(684-741/1285-1341):	His	Ancestry,	Kindred,	and	Affinity,”	
in	Egypt	and	Syria	in	the	Fatimid,	Ayyubid	and	Mamluk	Eras,	ed.	U.	Vermeulen	and	D.	de	Smet	(Leuven,	1992),	
313-24.		
36	Northrup,	Slave	to	Sultan,	158.	
37	Ibidem,	189.	
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empowered his own household through the import of mamlūks, who were adopted, trained, and 

educated within Qalāwūn’s extended family. Only in this manner, could the Qalāwūnid bayt attain 

the gravity needed to make sure that the fealty, which the Ṣāliḥiyya and Ẓāhiriyya had to swear upon 

Qalāwūn’s accession to the throne, actually meant something. 

It is estimated that the Manṣūriyya, the regiment of Qalāwūn’s royal mamlūks, was around six 

thousand men strong during the heyday of Qalāwūn’s reign.38 This meant that his military household 

was much bigger than that of his predecessors and also much bigger than the households of most of 

his successors. Qalāwūn inherited a number of mamlūks from his predecessors but purchased the vast 

majority by himself. 

In his prosopography of the Manṣūriyya regiment, Mazor rejects the idea that, like al-Ṣāliḥ 

Ayyūb or al-Ẓāhir Baybars, Qalāwūn showed a very strong preference for Qipchak Turks in staffing 

the elite bodies of his household.39 Indeed, Qalāwūn famously increased the importation of Circassian 

boys, who were placed in a new regiment called the Burjiyya, after the Citadel (al-Burj) where they 

were garrisoned. But also the rest of the royal mamlūks formed an ethnically diverse group, including 

a substantial number of Mongols. The preference for boys with an Altaic background seems to match 

Qalāwūn’s nuptial tastes, although the corpora of favourites serving the sultan at close quarters, such 

as the khāṣṣakiyya — the sultans personal guard of pages who would wait on the sultan and his guests 

as ‘cupbearers’ or ‘bearers of the royal napkin’ — continued to be populated by Qipchaks. The most 

prominent amirs rising from this background, however, were of a confirmed non-Qipchak origin. 

An example is provided by Kitbughā al-Manṣūrī, a Mongol who served in the khāṣṣakiyya as 

cup-bearer (sāqī). He was much favoured by Qalāwūn, and by the time of his death he would be among 

the richest and most powerful amirs of the realm. As one of the avengers of the murderers of al-

Ashraf Khalīl, he became the kingmaker of al-Ashraf Khalīl’s brother al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, before 

Kitbughā himself was elected to the throne by his manṣurī peers. Unable to establish consensus, 

however, Kitbughā would be succeeded by another manṣūrī amir of non-Qipchak origin. The amir 

Lājin al-Manṣūrī was a Circassian, possibly a child of the Slavic tribe of the Prussians. Also the amir 

																																																													
38	Mazor,	Rise	and	Fall,	33.	
39	Ibidem,	33-40.	
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Baybars al-Jāshnakīr was of Circassian origin. His nisba, al-Jāshnakīr, reveals that, as a mamlūk, he had 

served Qalāwūn at court in the jāshankariyya, the corps of food-tasters, which was one of the key 

stepping stones for later promotion at court. 

Other prominent amirs were of ‘Rumī’ origin. One of the most powerful amirs during 

Qalāwūn’s reign, Sanjar al-Shujā’ī (d. 1294), whom we will encounter later as an important player in 

the construction of Qalāwūnid memoria, was a Rumī. Derived from the Arabic word for ‘Romans’, in 

the thirteenth century this word usually indicated provenance from the Balkans or Anatolia.40 

It is hard to establish how important ethnicity actually was in matters of military 

organisation and promotion. Where Northrup and others, as we have seen, are inclined to emphasise 

ethnicity, the fact that the prominent amirs did not share a single ethnic background seems 

significant. It seemed that during Qalāwūn’s reign, an elite identity was created, which was in the 

first place defined by a service career at court. This does not invalidate Northrup’s and Mazor’s 

observation that ethnicity played a role in the organisation and vertical stratification of the military 

household. Here too, as indeed admitted, stratification was not that rigid.41 

 One other factor in the organisation of Qalāwūn’s household that should be discussed before 

taking a closer look at Qalāwūn’s succession is that of consanguinity. Mamlūks were officially adopted 

into Qalāwūn’s extended family, but it is unclear to what extent sons and mamlūks mingled socially. 

Likely, Qalāwūn’s sons received some military training together with the mamlūks. There must also 

have been some contact with the mamlūks serving at court. We know from his own words that Baybars 

al-Manṣūrī enjoyed his education together with the princes in the palace, although Holt argues that 

this was something exceptional.42 Some level of segregation seems to have been preferred. 

This segregation was practical and, according to Yosef, mirrored a clear social distinction 

between biological brothers and mamlūk ‘brothers’. The status of a mamlūk approached that of a 

																																																													
40	The	agency	of	the	amir	‘Alam	al-Dīn	Sanjar	al-Shujā‘ī	is	of	crucial	importance	for	the	history	of	Qalāwūnid	
memoria.	Cf.	for	a	recent	portrait	of	this	man,	based	on	all	relevant	biographical	material:	Iman	R.	Abdulfattah,	
The	Amir	‘Alam	al-Dīn	Sanjar	al-Shujā’ī:	His	Illustrious	Life	and	Dramatic	Demise	(Bonn,	2016),	3-7,	accessed	
March	1,	2017,	https://www.mamluk.uni-bonn.de/publications/working-paper/ask-wp-25-abdulfattah.	
41	Northrup,	Slave	to	Sultan,	191-2;	Mazor,	Rise	and	Fall,	33-40.	
42	Holt,	Review	of	Tuḥfa	al-Mulūkiyya,	334.		
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biological or adopted child; however, as Yosef has indicated, there was a hierarchy protected by 

custom that could not be and was not denied. In matters of inheritance, for instance, biological 

offspring preceded mamlūks and clients. Yosef adds that ‘Mamlūks only constituted a substitute for 

the natural family, and they enjoyed a special status in their master's household only if the master 

had no sons’.43 It is therefore noteworthy that Baybars al-Manṣūrī states that Qalāwūn cherished 

some of his mamlūks and freedmen over his own sons. Indeed it is clear that that Qalāwūn 

sympathised with a number of freedmen who disliked his second son, al-Ashraf Khalīl.44 It is also 

clear, however, that Qalāwūn prized his firstborn son, al-Ṣāliḥ ‘Alī, above anyone else. It is therefore 

difficult to evaluate the statement of Baybars al-Manṣūrī. Himself a freedman of Qalāwūn, he may 

well have exaggerated Qalāwūn’s predilection for his mamlūks and freedmen to boost his own claims 

as the favourite of a ruling family. 

The position adopted here is that there was a bias towards real family ties in Qalāwūn’s bayt, 

which corresponds to some extent with Broadridge’s idea of the ‘Extended Family Impulse’. However, 

it seems that this bias was in the service of politics, rather than the other way around. The politics of 

marriage may illustrate this point. As we have seen, all of Qalāwūn’s sons were married to daughters 

of (Mongol)manṣūrī amirs. Northrup explains this may have been part of a strategy to integrate the 

Mongol fringes of his household into its centre. This suggests that family ties, sharing communal 

offspring, were considered stronger than patron-client ties, if ethnic loyalties also failed. It also 

shows, however, that the political efficacy of consanguinity was contingent upon opportunity.45  

 

																																																													
43	Yosef,	Ethnic	Groups,	5.	
44	Mazor,	Rise	and	Fall,	75-6.		
45	This	position	is	similar	to	the	one	formulated	by	Anne	Broadbridge	(“writing	home	for	mum	and	dad,”	2-3):	
‘The	primary	argument	in	favor	of	the	existence	of	a	Dynastic	Impulse,	I	would	contend,	lies	not	in	the	lived	
reality	of	political	power	(whether	a	son	managed	to	hold	on	as	sultan),	but	in	the	intention	of	the	dying	
monarch.	Whether	a	designated	successor	succeeded	or	failed	to	retain	power	was	ultimately	less	important	
than	what	the	outgoing	sultan	was	trying	to	achieve.	I	therefore	consider	the	most	significant	aspect	of	this	
Dynastic	Impulse	to	be	the	attempt	by	high-ranking	mamlūks	to	create	a	network	of	support	based	on	a	family	
conservatively	defined	by	biology.’	
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2.3 The Qalāwūnids from bayt to dawla 
Whatever his relations to his clients, for Qalāwūn it was evidently opportune to prepare for dynastic 

succession. It is very clear that Qalāwūn honoured the custom of privileging his offspring and 

anticipated his sultanate staying within his lineage.  

 Linda Northrup shows how Qalāwūn carefully groomed his firstborn son al-Ṣāliḥ ‘Alī.46 This 

included the issuing of advisory epistles by the chancellery, which have survived in Shāfi’ī ibn ‘Alī’s 

regnal history of Qalāwūn, in which a number of preconditions for just, virtuous, and — above all — 

successful rule were explained.47 Qalāwūn made his son co-sultan, ruling jointly with him. These 

moves have to be understood, as Northrup and others have indicated, as obvious preparation to allow 

for a smooth succession. In doing so, Qalāwūn’s followed precedence. Before him, al-Ẓāhir Baybars 

had prepared the stage for dynastic succession by ruling jointly with his eldest son, al-Sa‘īd Baraka 

ibn Baybars.  

 Qalāwūn’s ambitions for his son, however, could not prevent al-Ṣāliḥ ‘Alī’s death in 1288. The 

demise of his favourite son allegedly left the sultan devastated. Perhaps Qalāwūn’s grief was 

compounded by the fact that he only had one other adolescent son at the time: al-Ashraf Khalīl, whom 

he reportedly disliked. Following the death of al-Ṣāliḥ ‘Alī, however, Qalāwūn decided, albeit 

reluctantly, to make al-Ashraf Khalīl (r. 1290-1293) co-sultan and hence heir apparent. As with al-

Ṣāliḥ ‘Alī, the new heir received advice from his father.   

 Al-Ashraf Khalīl’s ‘aqd, the diploma that invested him as co-sultan, recommends to accept 

and respect the Manṣūriyya’s membership of his bayt, urging al-Ashraf Khalīl to put the ties of semi-

kinship to his advantage:  

 The Manṣūrī companions are like offspring and have precedence which is derived 
 from the precedence of procurement; it is they whom you have known to take comfort 
 from our proximity and to have a place in our heart; they have shared our lot and 
 have continued to be talons and teeth for the regime. So give each one of them a share of 
 your respect and continue to have trust in them.48 

																																																													
46	Northrup,	Slave	to	Sultan,	243-45.	
47	Shāfi‘ī	ibn	‘Alī,	al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr,	119-35.	
48	This	document	is	included	in	the	famous	manual	for	scribes	written	by	Shihāb	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	al-Qalqashandī	
(d.	1418)	(Ṣubḥ	al-’A‘shā	fī		Kitābat	al-’Inshā’	[Daybreak	for	the	sufferer	of	night	blindness	in	the	writing	of	
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The text warns the young prince not to rub his father’s amirs the wrong way, lest a smooth, dynastic 

succession be frustrated or fail. Because of his premature death, we do not know whether al-Malik al-

Ṣāliḥ took his father's advice to heart. His brother, al-Ashraf Khalīl, certainly did not. He behaved 

haughtily, alienated the Manṣūriyya, and ended up paying for that behaviour with his life.  

 The efforts to promote dynastic succession did not mean that it was unanimously accepted. 

Dynastic triumph was not a given. In fact, it was Qalāwūn’s long and stabilising reign, during which 

an elite of senior amirs had emerged that made the successful and autocratic rule of the Qalāwūnid 

princes very unlikely. Although the manṣūrī amirs might not have qualified as their master’s heir, they 

did inherit a sense of entitlement. For many of the amirs it was inconceivable that they would not 

share in the sovereignty of their master’s household. After Qalāwūn’s demise, the grandee amirs 

would politically act upon their sense of entitlement.49  

The Sultanate as a shared but divisive legacy 

During the decade to follow Qalāwūn’s death, the manṣūrī amirs, fearing for their privileges and 

pursuing their own interests, determined the political scene. They were strong enough to 

successfully frustrate or influence the dynastic designs made by their former master to their own 

advantage.  

 The succession of al-Ashraf Khalīl was initially supported by a critical number of Manṣūrī 

amirs.50 With the endorsement of the powerful and wealthy manṣūrī amirs Baydarā al-Manṣūrī (d. 

1294) and ‘Alam al-Dīn Sanjar al-Shujā‘ī, the young heir managed to head off the resistance offered 

by others, notably the nā’ib of Damascus, Ḥusām al-Dīn Lājīn al-Manṣūrī (r. as sultan 1296-1299), who 

posed a threat to his sovereignty and the integrity of the realm. Because of mutual suspicion, Al-

Ashraf Khalīl would not stay on good terms with the amirs, however. Towards the end of his reign, 

he could rely only on his own khāṣṣakiyya and on the support of his vizier Ibn Sal‘ūs, who would play 

																																																													
official	documents],	14	vols.	(Cairo,	1922),	X,	170).	Cf.	Maaike	van	Berkel,	“Al-Qalqashandī,”	in	Essays	in	Arabic	
Literary	Biography	II:	1350-1830,	ed.	D.	Stewart	and	J.	Lowry	(Wiesbaden,	2009),	331-40.		
49	The	succession	of	al-Mu‘izz	Aybak	by	his	son	was	prevented	by	the	mu‘izziyya,	the	group	of	Aybak’s	
mamlūks	and	freedmen,	who	raised	one	among	their	midst	to	the	throne	to	block	Quṭuz’s	ascent	to	the	
throne.	Baybars’s	offspring	was	also	removed	from	the	succession	by	the	ṣāliḥi-baḥrī	amirs	in	association	with	
certain	elements	of	the	ẓahiriyya.	
50	Although	it	was	to	be	noted	that	there	was	some	opposition	from	the	very	beginning.	As	Mazor	(Rise	and	
Fall,	76)	makes	clear,	the	amir	Ṭurunṭay	tried	to	kill	the	prince	during	his	accession	parade	through	town.		
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an important role later in the administration of al-Ashraf Khalīl’s waqf.51 Into the third year of his 

reign, the amirs increasingly formed a threat to al-Ashraf Khalīl’s power. During a hunt, the sultan 

was ambushed and killed by the amirs Baydarā and Lājīn.52 

The murder of al-Ashraf Khalīl has been used as an argument in favour of the anti-dynastic 

tendency in Mamluk politics. Ulrich Haarmann and others have pointed to the ‘law of the Turks’, 

stipulating the principle known as tanistry, or accession to the throne by the ablest member of the 

leading clan, as decided by the sword.53 This mode of succession was common among the Altaic people 

of central Asia as well as the Mongols.54 In his biographical encyclopaedia, ‘Aybak al-Ṣāfadī (d. 1363) 

gives an impression of the discussion between Baydarā and Lājīn at the scene of al-Ashraf’s murder. 

In an attempt to kill the sultan with his sword, Baydarā managed to cut off only al-Ashraf’s hand. To 

provoke Baydarā, Lājīn asked: ‘is this the blow of somebody desiring to be king?’55 To convince his 

partner in crime, Baydarā delivered a more devastating blow. This description may well be fictitious 

but does indicate the availability of tanistry as a cultural script to legitimate violent succession. 

Although this suits a social environment where distinction and honour were acquired in service, and 

not inherited through birth, it does not make it a norm. The argument of martial superiority and 

masculinity simply belonged to one of the strategies available to support competing claims to power 

and explain usurpation. This ‘law of the Turks’, for example, was also used by Baybars’s biographer 

Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir to justify his patron’s acts of murdering Quṭuz and taking the throne.56 

																																																													
51	Irwin,	Middle	East,	77;	Mathieu	Eychenne,	“Le	sultan	al-Ašraf	Halīl	et	son	vizir:	liens	personnels	et	pratiques	
du	pouvoir	dans	le	sultanat	mamlouk,”	AI	39	(2005):	249-73.	
52	Irwin,	Middle	East,	85.	
53	Joseph	Fletcher,	“Turco-Mongolian	Monarchic	Tradition	in	the	Ottoman	Empire”,	Harvard	Journal	of	
Ukranian	Studies,	2-3	(1979-80):	236-51,	at	239.		
54	On	tanistry	in	the	Turkic	cultural	context	and	the	Cairo	Sultanate	cf.	further:	Ulrich	Haarmann,	“Regicide	and	
the	‘Law	of	the	Turks’,”	in	Intellectual	studies	on	Islam:	Essays	written	in	Honor	of	Martin	B.	Dickson,	ed.	M.	
Mazzaoui	(Salt	Lake	City,	1990),	[127]-135.	Cf.	also:	Willem	Flinterman,	“Killing	and	kinging:	Altaic	notions	of	
kingship	and	the	legitimation	of	al-Ẓāhir	baybars’	usurpation	of	the	Mamluk	Sultanate,	1249-1260,”	Leidschrift	
27	(2012):	31-49.	In	this	article	I	investigate	the	influence	of	Altaic	notions	of	kingship	on	early	Mamluk	
succession	within	the	very	hybrid	political	culture	of	the	time.		
55	Khalīl	bin	Aybak	al-Ṣafadī	(d.	1363),	Kitāb	al-wāfī	bi-l-wafayāt,	ed.	M.	al-Hujayrī	(Wiesbaden	and	Beirut,	
1984/1404),	XIII,	400,	lines	6-10	(biography	of	Sultan	al-Ashraf	Khalil),	quoted	in	Haarmann,	“Regicide,”	129.	
56	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir	refers	to	this,	when	he	lets	the	atābak	react	as	follows	to	the	news	of	Quṭuz’s	murder:	‘By	
God,	if	al-Malik	al-Muẓaffar	[Quṭuz]	had	still	been	alive,	or	if	he	had	a	son	who	owed	our	allegiance,	first	thing	I	
would	do	is	kill	you	all	with	my	sword.	But	now	the	hour	has	passed	him	by,	and	there	is	no	doubt	that	the	one	
who	killed	him,	risking	his	own	soul,	he	who	committed	this	awe-inspiring	act,	did	not	do	it	for	someone	else,	
he	did	not	sacrifice	his	life	and	risk	danger	so	that	sovereignty	goes	to	someone	else	but	him.	For	the	man	who	
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Baydarā assumed the sultanic title al-Malik al-Qāhir, ‘the overpowering king’. However, 

neither his display of martial prowess, nor his manṣūrī background could help Baydarā gather 

sufficient support for his claims. His Sultanate was very short-lived. It took only a few days before an 

avenging force of manṣūri amirs and ashrafī loyalists caught up with the claimant and had him killed.57  

A council of amirs dominated by the manṣūrīs elected to the Sultanate al-Ashraf Khalīl’s 

toddler brother, al-Nāṣīr Muḥammad. As al-Maqrīzī explicitly states, the Sultanate of this young boy 

was a reign in name only.58 Behind the throne stood the two powerful amirs Zayn al-Dīn Kitbughā 

and ‘Alam al-Dīn al-Shujā’ī, who had to make do in an uneasy duumvirate. Until one of the two could 

be certain about possessing the strength needed to successfully outdo the other, putting a toddler 

sultan on the throne had to prevent a conflict that could have no clear winner as yet.  

Obviously, supporting the son of their late ustādh showed respect for the household in which 

they were raised. Both men had earned their distinction at the Qalāwūnid court, fighting under the 

banner of the master on the battlefield. Ignoring the boy-prince’s rights would be a betrayal of their 

allegiance to their master’s house. However, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was little more than a convenient 

mascot of Qalāwūnid legitimacy.59  

The murder of al-Ashraf Khalīl marks the beginning of nearly two decades in which real 

sovereignty was exercised by the experienced and wealthy amirs of Qalāwūn while al-Naṣir 

Muḥammad was coming of age. In their struggle for supremacy all available means – political, 

economic, and cultural — were mobilised, every kind of relationship called upon, and both 

similarities and social differences exploited. Associating with Qalāwūn’s offspring was but one of 

many strategies to gain advantageous distinction and support. This meant that dynastic arguments 

were not necessarily effective when it came to extorting loyalty. It was this difficulty that al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad eventually overcame by using the waqf to enforce and shape a cult emphasising his 

																																																													
killed	him	has	the	right	to	take	[Quṭuz]	place.’	Muḥyī	al-Dīn	ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	al-Rawḍ	al-Zāhir	fī	Sīrat	al-Malik	
al-Ẓāhir	[The	blooming	garden	that	is	the	life	story	of	al-Malik	al-Ẓāhir],	ed.	al-Khuwayṭir	(Riyadh,	1976),	69.	
57	There	are	reports	of	fighters	of	the	so-called	Islamic	State	eating	the	livers	of	their	victims,	emulating	a	
literary	topos	with	no	necessary	basis	in	reality.		
58	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	Kitāb	al-Sulūk	li-l-Ma‘rifat	duwal	al-Mulūk,	ed.	M.	'A.	’Atā’	(Beirut,	
1997),	II,	249.	
59	Robert	Irwin,	Middle	East.	
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unique predisposition to a royal Qalāwūnid authority. However, after al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s initial 

removal from the throne, such an outcome was not likely at all.   

The moment Kitbughā managed to dispose of his rival – Kitbughā killed al-Shujā’ī before al-

Shujā’ī could kill him – he assumed the Sultanate as al-Malik al-‘Ādil, allegedly obeying the wishes of 

his supporters. As we have seen, Kitbughā was not a Qipchak, but a Mongol. He had entered Qalāwūn’s 

household as a prisoner of war. Although he had been a favourite of the sultan, he was a relative 

outsider and dependent mainly on the support of the wāfidiyya, a group of Mongols performing 

military service in the Egyptian army in return for political asylum.60  When Ḥasām al-Dīn Lājin, one 

of al-Ashraf Khalīl’s murderers, had returned from hiding, Kitbughā sought the support of this 

popular amir, making him vice regent - nā’ib al-salṭana. This created yet another uneasy duumvirate, 

which ended in Kitbughā’s removal and Lājīn’s ascension to the throne in 1296.61  

In an attempt to hit his rivals financially, Lājīn ordained a thorough restructuring of the iqṭā’ 

system. This involved a rawk, an inventory and redistribution of arable lands from which both the 

sultan and the amirs received payments in exchange for their military duties. The effect of this 

redistribution was that the sultan’s income increased, at the expense of the amirs.62 He also raised 

the bar, denying amirs of lower ranks full iqṭā’s. This, among other things, made him very unpopular, 

not least among his own men. Two years after his accession Lājīn was murdered by his own mamlūks 

while praying in the mosque. The young al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was recalled from his exile.  

Now two other senior manṣūrī amirs took their place behind the throne. The first was the 

amir Rukn al-Dīn Baybars al-Jāshnakīr (d. 1310) and the second Sayf al-Dīn Sallār (d. 1310). This time, 

however, the Sultan was no longer a child and had a will of his own. Requiring some leeway to 

perform the military and ritual duties attached to the Sultanate, al-Nāṣir was allowed to establish his 

own household, acquire mamlūks, and take part in military operations. It was especially his cultural 

patronage, however, that allowed him to perform his royalty.  

																																																													
60	Cf.	Reuven	Amitai,	“Mamluks	of	Mongol	Origin	and	Their	Role	in	Early	Mamluk	Political	Life,”	MSR	12	(2008):	
119-39.		
61	Al-Nuwayrī	(Nihāyat	al-’Arab)	cited	in	Shah	Morad	Elham,	Kitbuġā	und	Lāǧin.	Studien	zur	Mamluken-
Geschichte	nach	Baibars	al-Manṣūrī	und	an-Nuwairī	(Freiburg,	1977),	199,	65-6	(arabic	text).	
62	Tsugitaka	Sato,	“The	Evolution	of	the	Iqṭāʿ	System”,	99-131;	H.	Halms,	“Rawk,”	EI2,	VIII,	467-468.	
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In 1309, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad abdicated voluntarily from his second tenure on the throne, 

returning to his former place of exile, al-Karak. Sayf al-Dīn Sallār, backed by a substantial group of 

burjī mamlūks, persuaded his co-regent Baybars al-Jāshnakīr to assume the Sultanate in al-Nāṣir’s 

stead. Baybars al-Jāshnakīr’s reign was spectacularly unpopular, and al-Nāṣir, being informed about 

the mood in the capital, returned to Cairo with a vengeance. Baybars, who had fled the Citadel, was 

captured and executed, as was Sallār.  

Dawlat ’Āl Qalāwūn  

After the death of Qalāwūn, the primordial Qalāwūnid bayt had given rise to a number of subsequent 

households, those of the amirs and the princes, all laying some claim to Qalāwūnid heritage and 

sovereignty and competing to maintain and secure their position within a turbulent political 

landscape. At best, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was considered a primus inter pares, at worst a weakling who 

did not share in the military ethos of his father’s men. From the third reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

onwards, however, it was clear that this Qalāwūnid claim to sovereignty had survived the Manṣūriyya 

and was the sole property of a single group of men: Qalāwūn’s sons, grandsons, and great-grandsons. 

 From early in his third reign, al-Nasir Muḥammad managed to sideline the last of the 

remaining amirs of his father, while strengthening his own household, making sure that, this time, 

its members would remain loyal to his designated heirs. He would make sure that the new dawla of 

the Turks would become synonymous with the Qalāwūnid bayt. At the centre of this effort stood a 

number of administrative, fiscal, and educational changes that form the socio-economic parameters 

of this change.  

As soon as the opponents Baybars al-Jāshnakīr and Sallār had been executed, and al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad assumed the throne for the third and final time, he proceeded to make further purges 

among the senior amirs. He replaced the manṣūrī amirs and other members of the old establishment 

with young and pliable men of his own household. He trained the new generation of courtiers and 

amirs in a new way. Rather than having his mamlūks follow the traditional trajectory of training and 

promotion, he promoted junior mamlūks to the amirate straight away, keeping the high political 

offices occupied with inexperienced men who relied on the sultan’s support and were easy to control.  
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In addition, al-Nāṣir promoted personal favourites with a non-mamlūk background and little 

military experience to the rank of amir. Furthermore, inspired by the rawk of Lājīn, al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad carried out a more astute reform of the iqṭā’ system, successfully enhancing the income 

of the monarch at the expense of the amirs. The money that flowed into the royal coffers in this 

manner was spent by al-Nāṣir Muḥammad on gifts and favours to whomever he wanted, placing the 

monarch at the centre of a redistributive economy of wealth and honours. Through nuptial politics, 

he would further ensure that the interests of key political players converged with his own. Giving the 

hands of his daughters in marriage to the amirs, while his sons married with their daughters, al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad attempted to integrate the ’ahl al-dawla, the stately elites, firmly into the sultanic bayt, 

thus blurring the distinction between state and household altogether. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad strived 

to represent everybody, and most groups within the Sultanate could accept his rule. Even the Arab 

Bedouins, who earlier refused to be ruled by slaves, acknowledged al-Nāṣir Muḥammad as their 

king.63 

 If it was the achievement of Qalāwūn that sovereignty came to reside within one bayt, one 

extended family, it was the accomplishment of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad to make this sovereignty, this 

dawla, the exclusive property of Qalāwūn’s children and grandchildren. Certainly, this would explains 

why, by that time, the ideologues at his court introduced the term Dawlat ’Āl Qalāwūn, ‘the Dawla of 

Qalāwūn’s family’ as a legitimating term to describe the socio-political reality that had been 

established.64  

 Reflecting on this elevation of one family in an ethnically hybrid environment, Koby Yosef 

shows that dynastic encomiums underlined the ‘pure’ Qipchak line of the Qalāwūnids, arguably to 

infer legitimacy of rule. The emphasis, in the same sources, on the non-Qipchak background of 

intermittent rulers such as Baydarā, Lājīn, and Kitbughā should in Yosef’s view be understood as 

ethnic arguments for the rejection of the legitimacy of these rulers. It is indeed salient that Kitbughā’s 

period of rule is sometimes set aside as a Mongol state (al-dawla al-mughuliyya).65 If we follow Yosef’s 

																																																													
63	Jo	Van	Steenbergen	and	Willem	Flinterman,	“al-Nasir	Muhammad	and	the	Formation	of	the	Qalawunid	
State,”	in	Pearls	on	a	String:	Artists,	Patrons,	and	Poets	at	the	Great	Islamic	Courts,	ed.	A.	Landau	(Seattle,	
2015):	86-113.		
64	Yosef,	“Dawlat	al-atrāk	or	dawlat	al-Mamālīk?”	399.	
65	Ibidem,	395.	
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argument, this reflects the idea that non-Qipchak manṣūrīs could not productively inherit the royal 

legacy of the bayt of Qalāwūn without discontinuing the new dawla. Only Qipchaks, therefore, could 

be legal successors. As Qalāwūn himself was considered the most unsullied and noblest 

representative of this dominant ethnic group, through his blood his royal distinction would be passed 

on to his sons and grandsons. 

 However, it is difficult to assess how ethnicity was perceived and defined. No more than 

today, did ethnonyms in medieval Islam reflect any factual, biological content. If terms such as 

Qipchak had any stable meaning at all, it can only be based productively on linguistic criteria or dress. 

Moreover, the Qalāwūnids seemed unconcerned about the purity of their family’s ethnic profile, 

whether defined biologically or otherwise, as they deliberately sought to marry Mongol women. It is 

highly relevant to study ethnicity (jins) as a discursive factor in the dynamics of group formation. It 

is too problematic a concept, however, to apply in a fruitful explanation of royal distinction in the 

case of the Qalāwūnids.  

 In the coming chapters we will show that, in preparation for the reforms in al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad’s third reign, memoria provided a cultural vehicle to construct and perform the royalty 

of the Qalāwūnid bayt, independent from, although perhaps interfering or overlapping with, other 

identity-edifying discourses. Of more socio-political consequence was the coming into being of a 

commemorative community in which al-Nāṣir could ultimately emphasise and politically mobilise 

his paternity, something he had been limitedly able to do before. It seems that the context of 

Qalāwūnid memoria, as sustained by Qalāwūn’s waqf, provided a social constellation in which descent 

was rendered paramount for legitimacy. 

 

Conclusion 
In this chapter we have followed the development of the Qalāwūnid bayt from the moment its founder 

ascended the throne of the Cairo Sultanate to the establishment of a Qalāwūnid dynastic dawla under 

the rule of al-Nasir Muḥammad. We approached this development from the perspective of the 

military patronage state, which explains Qalāwūn’s takeover of power in 1277 as both a consequence 

of, and as a way to maintain the dominance of, the military household Qalāwūn had established as an 
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amir. In terms of quantity and impact, these mamlūk relationships defined the Qalāwūnid bayt to a 

greater extent than family ties did, but there was also a custom that established the precedence of 

biological offspring. Based on existing studies, we have argued that, for Qalāwūn as patriarch there 

was an impulse to adhere to this custom, demonstrating a bias towards offspring as the centre of a 

network of support that had to guarantee the existence and integrity of the Qalāwūnid bayt in the 

future. This could not prevent, however, the senior amirs from claiming their share of Qalāwūnid 

sovereignty. Qalāwūn’s long reign had engendered a multitude of successor households among which 

that of the Qalāwūnid princes was at best that of a nominal primus inter pares. It would not have 

been surprising if one of the powerful amirs had managed to appropriate the Sultanate within his 

own household, attempting to found a dynasty of his own. It is therefore a remarkable achievement 

on the part of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad to keep the sultanate within the Qalāwūnid bayt, restricting 

succession to the male line of descent. This caused dawla and bayt to overlap for an exceptionally long 

time, sparking the usage of the term Dawlat ‘Āl Qalāwūn for the regime that held tenure of the 

Sultanate until the 1380s.66  

 We have concluded this chapter by discussing the changes in representation and rhetoric 

that had to explain, justify, and sustain the socio-political transformation of the Mamluk elite under 

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad. We have argued that, in spite of a surging interest in ethnicity among historians 

at al-Nāṣir’s court to set apart the male line of Qalāwūnid offspring as royal dynasty par excellence, 

there is little to suggest that ethnicity played a unique, mobilising role in the development of this 

royal, dynastic identity in the period leading up to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s third reign. Instead, as will 

be argued, memoria, the behaviour and forms in which the ancestral dead were remembered and 

revered, offered an avenue towards the development of a dynastic group identity and a clearly 

delineated hierarchy within it. The following chapters will demonstrate how the waqf provided a way 

to shape and amplify a memoria of Qalāwūn to politically advantageous effect.  
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3 | Waqf and memoria 
 

 

The previous chapter showed the tension between the ambition to keep the sultanic title within the 

family of Qalāwūn and the refusal of some of Qalāwūn’s freedmen to surrender their privileges after 

their master’s demise in favour of his sons. Before we analyse how Qalāwūn’s memoria played a role 

in establishing Qalāwūnid hegemony, in this chapter we take a closer look at the institution that 

enabled this memoria to flourish in the first place: the waqf. As we will see, memoria was but one of a 

number of related aspects that made waqf an important ploy for the transmission of patrimony within 

the early Mamluk Sultanate.  

 

3.1. What is waqf? 
Comparable to the study of pious foundations in the Latin West, the study of Islamic waqf is rapidly 

becoming a subfield in its own right. More and more articles and monographs are being added to the 

list, including studies dealing with Mamluk waqf. The uncommon availability of waqf documents from 

this period as well as the accessibility of Mamluk waqf architecture makes it a particularly popular 

research subject.1 This allows for some brevity and discussion of aspects of the waqf that have only 

indirect bearing on the argument being made.  

As Richard van Leeuwen notes in the introduction to his study of waqf and urban structure in 

Ottoman Damascus, it is both very easy and extremely difficult to present a definition of the waqf.2 It 

is easy to define, because, as an important legal concept, it has been clearly outlined in scholarly 

books, in which the concept is described as accurately as possible to avoid ambiguous interpretations. 

However, as Van Leeuwen continues, the waqf at the same time resist any simple or clear-cut 

																																																													
1	Cf.	Miriam	Hoexter,	“Waqf	Studies	in	the	Twentieth	Century:	the	state	of	the	Art,”	JESHO	41:4	(1998),	474-95.	
Cf.	for	an	exhaustative	list	of	available	studies:	Abdul	Azim	Islahi,	Waqf:	A	biografie	(Jeddah,	2003),	accessed	
last	March	26,	2017,	http://www.kantakji.com/media/5160/b106.pdf.	For	studies	on	waqf	in	Egypt,	cf.	ibidem,	
17-8.	
2	Richard	van	Leeuwen,	Waqf	and	Urban	Structures:	The	Case	of	Ottoman	Damascus	(Leiden,	Boston,	and	Köln,	
1999),	9.	
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definition, as it is ‘also part of a historical reality and it touches upon the material and spiritual 

conditions of societies beyond the sphere of legal systems’.3 In this chapter, the waqf will first be 

approached from the ‘simple’, legal perspective, before making the step towards a more historical 

description of the institution within its Mamluk, Egyptian context. We will conclude with a discussion 

of the waqf as conditioned by — and conditioning — the spiritual and material context of 

commemorative culture, or memoria.  

The word waqf is the infinitive form of the verb waqafa, ‘to come to a standstill’, or ‘to 

suspend’. Within Islamic law waqf has the meaning of ‘religious endowment’.4 In this context, it refers 

to the suspension of movable or unmovable goods — rural or urban property most commonly — from 

the normal traffic of commerce for the purpose of charity or religious education.  

Although the rules concerning waqf differ per school of Islamic law on minor points and the 

practice of founding a waqf varies through time and place, a waqf foundation generally speaking 

involves three essential elements: a founder (wāqif), the property or object to be endowed (mawqūf), 

and a receiving party, the (mawqūf ‘alayhi,‘ahl al-waqf).5 When a founder declares a part of his private 

property mawqūf, it means that henceforth any material and spiritual gain that can be harvested from 

this property will benefit only a charitable cause identified by him in the waqf document.6 This 

document is the charter that renders the endowment valid because it is signed by the designated qāḍī 

of one or more of the four schools of Islamic law (madhāhib).7 

 Although the practice of allocating the assets of capital goods to charity for the communal 

good might have its origins in the pre-Islamic Middle East, in an Islamic context it is first referred to 

in a ḥadīth related to the authority of Ibn ‘Umar (614-693), the son of the second caliph ‘Umar ibn 

Khaṭṭāb (r. 634-644). The ḥadīth recounts how Umar acquired land in the Oasis of Khaybar after its 

conquest by the Muslims. Having sought his advice, the Prophet Muḥammad apparently told ‘Umar: 

																																																													
3	Van	Leeuwen,		
4	Rudolph	Peters	and	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	“Waķf”,	in	EI2,	XII,	59-64;	Muḥammad	ibn	Mukarram	ibn	
Manẓūr,	Lisān	al-‘Arab	(3rd	ed.;	Beirut,	1993),	IX,	359-62.	Cf.	Zubair	Abbasi,	“The	Classical	Islamic	Law	of	Waqf:	
A	Concise	Introduction,”	Arab	Law	Quarterly	26	(2012):	121-53.	
5	Peters	and	Behrens-Abouseif,	“Waḳf,”	EI2,	XI,	54.	
6	Ibidem,	55-6.	
7	Ibidem,	54-5.	
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‘If you want, make the land itself inalienable and give [the yield] away as alms (in shi’ta ḥabbasta aṣlaḥā 

wa-taṣaddaqa bi-hi)’.8 The ḥadīth is included in Abū ‘Abdāllah al-Bukhārī’s ḥadīth collection, and 

recorded as follows:  

 So Umar gave it in charity as an endowment on the condition that would not be sold nor 
 given to anybody as a present and not to be inherited, but its yield would be given in 
 charity to the poor people, to the kith and kin, for freeing slaves, for Allah's Cause, to the 
 travellers and guests. 9 

The main difference between a normal act of alms-giving, called ṣadaqa (note the usage of this verb 

in the hadith) and establishing a waqf is that the latter has a durable effect. It is a gift that keeps on 

giving. When a waqf is endowed, it is not the property or object itself that is gifted, but rather the 

usage or yields thereof. Therefore, establishing a waqf is not a single charitable offering of a 

commodity that can be consumed only once; rather, the benefits of a waqf can be endlessly 

reproduced. This notion prevailed in Mamluk times as well, as a passage from a waqf document 

pertaining to the madrasa-mausoleum of al-Ashraf Khalīl relates:  

Our lord the sultan – may God empower His helper – has [what is represented in the waqf 
document] confirmed as a valid, truthful, and lawful waqf foundation and as a solid 
endowment in straight form and as an inviolable, irrefutable, eternal, in the course of time 
enduring alms (ṣadaqatan muḥarramatan mu’akkadatan mu’abbadatan), the youthful force of 
which no days will cause to age, nor will the number of them [days] annul the promise of 
reward that is entailed. [It is an  endowment] of which the traces will never fade, the suns 
and moons of its merits will never set, whose clear verses will never be retracted, whose 
benefits for mankind can impossibly be rendered void; inviolable with regard to its 
principles, in all its particularities destined for pious use, the warrant of a lofty  income, 
created with the fairest of intentions.10 

Because a waqf is supposed to have a permanent character, all law schools agree in principle that 

commodities whose usage consists in consumption do not qualify as a valid mawqūf. The giving of 

immovable, capital goods is therefore considered most suitable for waqf endowments, as they can be 

used to generate benefaction in a durable manner. Yet most law schools have little objection to the 

																																																													
8			I.a.	recorded	in	the	hadīth	collection	of	al-Bukhārī.	For	a	bilingual	edition,	cf.:	Abū	‘Abdullāh	Muḥammad	ibn	
Ismā‘īl	al-Bukhārī	(d.	870),	Ṣaḥīḥ	al-Bukhārī	/	The	Translation	of	the	Meaning	of	Ṣaḥīh	Al-Bukhārī,	Arabic-
English,	ed.	and	trans.	M.	Khān	(Medina,	1971),	III,	567	(Book	50,	ḥadīth	no.	895).	
9	Ibidem.	
10	MS	Munich,	Bayrische	Staatsbibliothek,	Handschriften,	Cod.	Arab.	204,	ff.	150v	–	151r;	Axel	Moberg,	“Zwei	
Ägyptische	Waqf-Urkunden	Aus	Dem	Jahre	691/1293,”	Le	Monde	oriental	12	(1918):	1-61.	
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endowment of solid movable goods, such as volumes of the Qur’ān for instance, allowing for the fact 

that these eventually wear out by their use. 

 The beneficiary might be considered the most important element of a waqf endowment, as it 

is the destination of a waqf that renders it legitimate as an act of charity. It may therefore be 

surprising to learn that the criteria for what counts as a proper beneficiary are far from well-defined 

within Islamic jurisprudence. The only criteria are commonly derived from another saying of the 

Prophet Muḥammad: ‘When a man dies, all his works cease, except for three things: an ongoing act 

of charity, learning who gives benefit, and a pious child who will pray for him’.11 This would imply 

that charity, education, and offspring would be categories worthy of perpetual endowment, and 

indeed they often occur in the waqf documents.  

 The only true criterion however is that a waqf endowment has to ‘please God’.12 In practice 

this can be many things, as long as it is not detrimental to the interest of the community or the 

profession of Islam. Most legal scholars also bar the founder as the object of his own charity, although 

even on this point consensus has not always existed. The common destination of waqf assets are 

public utilities, religious institutions, and abstract groups such as ‘the poor and destitute’ (al-fuqarā’ 

wa-l-masākīn), who figure in most waqf documents. In practice, this term does not refer to the poor 

tout court but particularly to ascetics, sufī’s who had renounced worldly wealth out of religious 

motivation.13  

In its legal conception a waqf functions as an institution. It is in many senses ‘a legal 

construction with rights and duties [and] obligations distinct from those of the individual, natural 

																																																													
11	I.a.	recorded	in	the	ḥaḍīth	compilation	of	Muslim:	cf.	Abul	Ḥussayn	Muslim	ibn	al-Ḥajjāj	(d.	875),	Saḥīḥ	
Muslim	/	English	Translation	of	Sahîh	Muslim	,	ed.	Ḥ	‘Alī	Za’i,	N.	al-Khattab,	and	H.	Khattab	(Riyadh,	2007),	IV,	
371	(Book	25,	ḥadīth	no.	4223[1631]).	
12			T.H.	Weir	and	Annie	Zysow,	“Ṣadaḳa,”	EI2,	IIX,	708–15,	at	710.	Cf. Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	“The	Concern	for	
Spiritual	Salvation	and	Memoria	in	Islamic	Public	Endowments	in	Jerusalem	(XII-XVI	c.)	as	Compared	to	the	
Concepts	of	Christendom,”	in	Egypt	and	Syria	in	the	Fatimid,	Ayyubid,	and	Mamluk	Eras,	ed.	U.	Vermeulen	and	
J.	Van	Steenbergen	(Leuven,	2005),	329-44,	at	65.		
13	Cf.	for	a	discourse	analysis	of	the	terms	faqīr	and	miskīn:	Adam	Sabra,	Poverty	and	Charity	in	Medieval	Islam:	
Mamluk	Egypt,	1250-1517	(Cambridge,	2000),	9-31.	Cf.	also:	Yehoshua	Frenkel,	“Piety	and	Charity	in	Late	
Medieval	Egypt	and	Syria,”	in	Charity	and	Giving	in	Monotheistic	Religions,	ed.	M	Frenkel	and	Y.	Lev	(Berlin	and	
New	York	2009),	174-202,	at	193.	
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persons who constitute it’.14 Although the concept of a legal person is absent in Islamic law, without 

using an exact equivalent of the term, however, Islamic law defines a waqf as something very similar.15  

 

3.2. Waqf in Egypt 
From the earliest days of Islam, Muslims everywhere in possession of a good fortune have founded 

awqāf. As a legal instrument employed by the state to fulfil religious and public duties, however, it 

dates back to the Seljuk period.16  

 The waqf policy that the Mamluks inherited from the Ayyubids was largely based on the 

designs of Niẓām al-Mulk, the famous vizier (1064-1092) of the Seljuk ruler Malikishāh (r. 1072-1092). 

The reforms of Niẓām al-Mulk can be linked, inter alia, to the military elite’s desire to raise their 

profile as virtuous, Sunnī rulers. By turning urban estates and land into ’awqāf, the military could 

generate income to pay for religious and public services, which grounded their support, replacing 

older taxes that were insufficient and considered unIslamic. Thus the public, urban domain was 

Sunnified under the aegis of the military elite, who meanwhile positioned themselves firmly at the 

centre of a semi-fiscal system of surplus-extraction and redistribution. In addition, through the waqf-

funded religious institutions, the ‘ulāmā’, traditionally critical of the sultanic state, could be 

integrated more firmly into the Seljuk Empire.17  

 The Mumluks left this design largely unaltered, safe from a number of reforms undertaken 

by al-Ẓāhir Baybars. Perhaps to pre-empt any accusations of corruption, these reforms entailed an 

administrative categorisation that distinguished between state and non-state waqf: waqf ḥukūmī or 

waqf khayrī — ‘state-waqf’ or ‘charitable waqf’ — on the one hand, and waqf ’ahlī — ‘family waqf’ — on 

the other. The difference between state and family (private) waqf was in design determined by the 

																																																													
14	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	“The	Waqf:	A	Legal	Personality?”	in	Islamische	Stiftungen,	ed.	Meier	et	al.,	56-60,	at	
56.	
15	Ibidem.	
16	Cf.	Stefan	Heidemann,	“Charity	and	Piety	for	the	Transformation	of	the	Cities:	The	New	Direction	in	Taxation	
and	Waqf	Policy	in	Mid-Twelfth-Century	Syria	and	Northern	Mesopotamia,”	in	Charity	and	Giving,	ed.	Frenkel	
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17	Cf.	Heidemann,	“Charity	and	Piety,”	143-74;	and	Michael	Chamberlain,	“Military	Patronage	States	and	the	
Political	Economy	of	the	Frontier,	1000-1250,”	in	A	Companion	to	the	History	of	the	Middle	East,	ed.	Y.	
Choueiri	(Blackwell	2005),	141-52.	
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nature of the endowed property as well as the intended beneficiaries. Stately waqf involved the 

suspension by the regime of property that belonged to the Bayt al-Māl, the treasury, whereas the waqf 

ahlī involved the endowment of private property by a private individual.18  

 On the receiving end, the ’awqāf ḥukūmiyya were aimed at poverty relief and had to pay for 

the upkeep and construction of a minimum of public works and infrastructure. It was also used to 

pay for the salaries of village imams and the fabrication of the kiswa (the Cairo-made drape that 

covered the Ka’aba). The income of the private endowments, the ’awqāf ’ahliyya, was directed at the 

sponsoring or inception of religious and (semi-) public charitable ventures of the founder's choice. 

In addition, the financial yields of the family waqf could be converted into stipends to be distributed 

among a select number of the founder’s dependents.19 

 In reality, it should be emphasised, most of the ’awqāf were of a covertly — and sometimes 

quite openly — hybrid nature. Many of the private endowments initiated by the sultan involved 

property belonging originally to the Bayt al-Māl. At the same time ’awqāf ḥukumī served the prestige 

and interest of the sultan or a high amir.20  

 

3.3. Waqf, patronage, and patrimony 
Carl Petry warns that the Mamluks, ‘inordinately concerned about their own futures in the afterlife’, 

might have been genuine in donating ‘something tangible to a society that they otherwise exploited 

so ruthlessly’.21 According to Petry, pious foundations constituted a most visible symbol of the 

Mamluks’ preoccupation with personal salvation.22 

 It certainly could not hurt for a patron to be able to convincingly claim the moral high 

ground. It was ultimately in the donor’s direct interest and that of his or her household to bestow 

benefits upon the weaker groups and individuals in society, those who were entitled to his care and 

																																																													
18	Peters	and	Behrens-Abouseif,	“Waḳf,”	in	EI2,	XII,	54–99;	Gabriel	Baer,	“The	Muslim	Waqf	and	Similar	
Institutions	in	Other	Civilisations,”	in	Stiftungen	in	Christentum,	Judentum	und	Islam,	ed.	Borgolte,	257-80.	
19	Baer,	“The	Muslim	Waqf”.	
20	Astrid	Meier,	“Wakf,	ii.	In	the	Arab	Lands”,	EI2,	XII,	267-74.		
21	Carl	Petry,	“A	paradox	of	patronage	during	the	Later	Mamluk	Period,”	The	Muslim	World	73	(1983):	182-208,	
at	194.	
22	Ibidem.		
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protection: crippled mamlūks or retired veterans falling under the responsibilities of the ‘father’ of a 

military household; orphans, widows, and the poor, the umma for whom the sultan and his amirs 

acted as guardians. As the defenders of Islām, moreover, they not only had military but also moral 

obligations to uphold the sharī’a and to propagate the knowledge of the holy scripture and the laws 

of religion. It was part of the mandate to educate the new generation of administrators and religious 

scholars of Sunni Islam.  

However genuine the piety of the typical Mamluk wāqif might have been, it is clear — as we 

will see — that also in this altruism the power struggles went on. More than an investment in a nice 

building, the waqf was an economic and social complex, a redistributive network of wealth and 

honour.  

Although waqf lands and goods ceased to be the property of the wāqif, multiple ways remained 

to skim off revenues, making the issue of property a somewhat moot point. Actually, de facto 

ownership could be exercised even better as the inalienability of ’awqāf goods was protected by holy 

law. In addition, it provided a legalising procedure for the sultan to appropriate bayt al-māl property. 

Finally, it prevented de facto property from reverting to the state upon the demise of a patron.  

Typically, the sultanic foundations drew income from urban property in the city as well as 

agricultural goods in the provinces. This meant that one foundation could unite property dispersed 

over the realm and centralise it under a single administration responsible for the redistribution of 

an impressive amount of revenue among a versatile group of trustees, beneficiaries, and employees.23 

Waqf and inheritance  

The waqf was also an optimal tool to project household authority into the next generation. Whereas 

the Islamic laws of inheritance demanded division and distribution of the bequest among all rightful 

claimants, from offspring down to mamlūks, waqf property could be kept together and the financial 

benefits distributed by design among the bereaved. In this way, patrimony could not only be passed 

																																																													
23	Gabriel	Baer,	“The	Waqf	as	a	Prop	for	the	Social	System	(Sixteenth-Twentieth	Centuries),”	Islamic	Law	and	
Society	4	(1997):	264-97.	
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on within his bayt, but the wāqif could also decide who inside this bayt was to be favoured and who 

not.24 

Among the wide and disparate group of waqf affiliates and appointees, family members, 

especially the sons of the wāqif, were typically favoured by these constructions. The name waqf ’ahlī 

already suggests the multi-generational attachment to the foundation beyond the wāqif’s demise. It 

was common for sons to be appointed nāẓir, or superintendent of the foundation, after the wāqif’s 

death. As such they had the responsibility to honour the wāqif’s memory by taking care of his 

foundation and to supervise all administrative matters: divide the revenues as stipulated in the waqf 

documents, decide on new nominations and dismissals, oversee the purchase of foundation-related 

goods and consumables, etc. He managed the daily functioning of the waqf in place of the deceased 

wāqif, without being financially responsible. All costs were covered from the waqf’s revenue, and the 

nāẓir himself was remunerated for his pains with a considerable share of the waqf’s income.25 

Contemporaries had little reason to criticise a practice that by modern standard would be considered 

corruption. Islam promoted good parenting, and to provide for the sustenance of offspring beyond 

the grave attested to the wāqif’s virtue as a provider for his family.26  

The waqf also offered the possibility to transmit wealth to the patron’s freedmen. Only under 

specific circumstances could freedmen inherit according to sharī’a law. Again, the waqf made things 

considerably easier.27 Thus patrons used the waqf to remunerate amirs, as direct beneficiaries of a 

waqf, or as appointees to lucrative positions, such as guards.28 They were also eligible to fulfil the 

function of nāẓir within the waqf ahlī established by a patron. Indeed, in most sulṭānī waqf-documents 

of the period, the wāqif’s freedmen and sometimes mamlūks are explicitly mentioned, either as direct 

																																																													
24	Julien	Loiseau,	“Choisir	sa	famille.	Waqf	et	transmission	patrimoniale	en	Égypte	au	xve	siècle,”	AI	47	(2013):	
176-95;	Baer,	“Waqf	as	a	Prop”.	
25	Michael	Borgolte	ed.,	Enzyklopädie	des	Stiftungswesens	in	mittelalterlichen	Gesellschaften,		Bnd.	1:	
Grundlagen	(Berlin,	2014),	185-6.	
26	Muḥammad	Amīn,	al-’Awqāf	wa-l-Ḥiyāh	al-Ijtimā‘iyya	fī	Miṣr,	648-923	AH/1250-1517	(Cairo,	1980),	116,	
304.	
27	Cf.	for	a	discussion	of	the	legal	context:	Ron	Shaham,	“Masters,	their	freed	Slaves,	and	the	Waqf	in	Egypt,”	
JESHO	43:2	(2000):	162-88.		
28	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	“Waqf	as	remuneration	and	the	Family	Affairs	of	al-Nasir	Muhammad	and	Baktimur	
al-Saqi,”	in	The	Cairo	Heritage,	ed.	Behrens-Abouseif,	55-67.	
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beneficiaries or as appointees to lucrative positions.29 They are also the default group to deliver a 

nāẓir, failing the availability of a suitable son. Thus, most waqfs facilitated the reproduction of the 

socio-economic Hausmacht in a broad fashion, including not only biological offspring but members of 

the bayt in a far wider sense. In spite of a hierarchy that favoured biological offspring over mamlūks 

or freedmen, there was always some room for secondary dependents of the wāqif to appropriate waqf 

benefits or property to their personal advantage.  

It should be emphasised that waqf as an ideal, as a redistributive network designed by the 

wāqif did not necessarily correspond with the practice of the waqf. As we will see, the original model 

laid out in the waqf document could be put under external pressure. Rights and income had to be 

actively seized and protected. The efficacy of a waqf depended very much on the ability of any 

dependent to forcefully claim his or her rights and exploit the benefits actively to his advantage.  

 

3.4. Waqf and commemoration 
Yehoshua Frenkel argues in an article on piety and charity in late medieval Egypt and Syria that:  

[t]he Mamluk horse-rider’s aristocracy used religious endowments to achieve two goals. 
First, they wanted to make their presence noticeable and fashion an environment that would 
reflect their desired images. They also aimed to construct a space that would embody the 
regime's ideology and would radiate the sultanate’s image as an everlasting, generous and 
just power. The awqāf's founders, those manumitted Mamluk slaves, used the pious 
foundation to preserve their fame and immortality.30  
 

 It becomes clear towards the end of the article that we may understand ‘environment’ and 

‘space’ in this context, not only as the built-up environment, the architectural confinement of the 

endowment itself, but also – primarily even – as a ‘social and symbolic network’ constituting the ‘waqf 

communities’.31 Hence the waqf enabled a dual spatial and a social environment in which the 

founder’s presence was noticeable and preserved. 

																																																													
29	During	the	first	century	of	Mamluk	rule	it	appears	to	have	been	common	practice	to	appoint	freedmen	as	
guards.	Cf.	e.g.	Sabra,	Poverty	and	Charity,	88.	
30	Frenkel,	“Piety	and	Charity,”	189.	 
31	Ibidem,	196.	
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 Although the argument is made quite implicitly, Frenkel compares charity to a system of gift 

exchange to explain that the social and economic benefits received by the beneficiaries of a pious 

endowment were reciprocated in a way that produced an advantage for the founder on both a 

religious and a political level. ‘In exchange for the reception of fees or gifts by the foundation or waqf, 

the donor expected the recipients to praise him and to pray for God to have mercy on him’. 

Additionally, of course, the founder’s charity was in itself a confirmative act, giving substance to the 

image of ‘everlasting, generous and just power’.32  

  Frenkel makes a point comparable to the one that will be made in the concluding section of 

this chapter. What can be taken over point-blank is the notion that pious endowments not only 

provided means to create a social network, as we have seen, but also influenced ‘the attitude, 

behaviour, and activity of the participants’ in such a way as to give meaning – that is, a way to self-

identify –  and a sense of purpose to the members of this network, tying it together in a politically 

exploitable manner.33  

 Using the focus and vocabulary developed within the field of so-called memoria studies, we 

can bring together Frenkel’s categories of ‘symbolic exchange’ and ‘symbolic gestures’ within a single 

hermeneutic framework that has proven its service and merits for other periods and other cultures. 

Although the term ‘memoria’ harks back to the European origins of the study of foundations and 

commemorative cultures, the Latin is somewhat unfortunate, as comparative research has proven 

and continues to prove that it describes a rationale and practice that transcend culture-specific 

terminology.34 In this sense, the Latin term may be used to question and correct European 

exceptionalism, while we use it to explain the waqf as being aimed at both the representation and 

reproduction of the Mamluk household’s political clout. 

																																																													
32	Ibidem,	201-2.	
33	bidem.		
34	A	broad	comparative	research	programme	on	foundations,	entitled	FOUNDMED	-	Stiftungen	in	
mittelalterlichen	Gesellschaften,	has	been	undertaken	at	the	Humboldt	Universität	in	Berlin	under	the	
auspices	of	Michael	Borgolte.	The	second	volume	of	an	encyclopedia	of	religious	foundations	has	recently	
been	published,	bringing	together	the	results	of	this	project.	In	the	first	volume	of	this	encyclopedia,	memoria	
has	been	identified	as	an	important	motivation	of	religious	foundations	in	the	context	of	the	three	major	
monotheistic	religions,	as	well	as	for	certain	religious	contexts	on	the	Indian	subcontinent:	Michael	Borgolte,	
ed.,	Enzyklopädie	des	Stiftungswesens	im	mittelalterlichen	Gesellschaften,	2	vols.	(Berlin,	2014-2016).		
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 Origin of memoria 

Of classical origin, the phrase pro memoria, was used to qualify any act or form in which the dead were 

commemorated. It was adopted by the Latin Church to describe memorial services, prayers, and 

intercession for mercy on behalf of the dead, as part of the liturgy. One of the operative ideas behind 

memoria is the assumption that the dead, or the soul of the deceased, benefited from religious acts 

and observances dedicated to his memory or committed in his name. Such acts, it was believed, could 

ultimately contribute to the salvation of the deceased’s soul.35  

 Memoria, consequently, also refers to objects or writings used both within and outside these 

ecclesiastical contexts, bringing into remembrance a deceased individual and hence helped to evoke 

and guide contemplation of his person and/or the needs of his soul.  

 Within scholarship the word memoria has been defined by Otto Oexle as ‘the victory over 

death and oblivion through memory and commemoration’.36 It follows from this that memoria 

requires the active involvement of the living. Only through their engagement could a degree of 

continuity between the here and the hereafter be accomplished. Therefore, memoria can also be 

defined as the active care of the living for the dead.  

 A special characteristic of this care is that it both needs and creates the posthumous presence 

of the dead. The acts of devotion and commemoration themselves keep alive a social presence to 

which posterity continues to relate. At the same time, it is crucial that there be certain rules that 

establish a degree of what Jan Assmann calls ‘reproducibility’ (Rekonstruktivität). When the individual 

or a congregation forgets how to perform memorial observances, the deceased dies, so to speak, a 

second time. Likewise, if the name or identity of the dead is forgotten, every act of commemoration 

becomes pointless. That is why memoria also requires ‘shapedness’: in its most simple form a visual or 

textual representation of the dead.37  

																																																													
35	This	postulate	was	first	discussed	by	Karl	Schmid,	“Stiftungen	für	das	Seelenheil,”	in	Gedächtnis,	das	
Gemeinschaft	stiftet,	ed.	idem	(Munich-Zürich,	1985),	51-71,	at	61-2.	
36	Otto	Oexle,	“Memoria,	Memorialüberlieferung,	1.	Definition,”	in	Lexikon	des	Mittelalters,	10	vols	(Stuttgart,	
[1977]-1999),	vol.	6,	col.	510,	in	Brepolis	Medieval	Encyclopaedias	-	Lexikon	des	Mittelalters	Online,	accessed	
January	31,	2016,	http://apps.brepolis.net.379080133.erf.sbb.spk-berlin.de/lexiema/test/Default2.aspx.	
37	Jan	Assmann,	“Kollektives	Gedächtnis	und	kulturelle	Identität,”	in	Kultur	und	Gedächtnis,	ed.	J.	Assmann	and	
T.	Hölscher	(Frankfurt	am	Main,	1988),	9-20,	at	14.	
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 In all the monotheistic religions, oblivion and salvation are mutually exclusive terms. As 

Pahlitzsch puts it for Christianity: ‘The reciprocity of forgetting and remembering determines the 

relationship between God and humankind [...] Human salvation depends on man’s remembrance of 

God’.38 The believer who keeps God in mind is himself unforgotten by God. Conversely, damnation 

awaits anyone who forsakes God, for he is forgotten by God. This rationale implies that in Christianity 

and, as we will discuss shortly, also in Islam, death poses a problem. Final judgment is, according to 

the Torah, Bible, and Qur’ān meted out collectively at the end of times. Although it was usually feared 

that this day was upon mankind at the nearest hour, it could in fact be far in the future. As the abilities 

of the dead until the day of the reckoning remained subject of debate, there was a possibility that the 

dead could be forgotten in their graves before that moment, making damnation very likely. Memoria, 

the care of the living for the dead, involves acts that pleased God and helped Him remember the 

deceased. It made God think of the interred. Thus, memoria linked salvation to remembrance.39  

 This was not limited to liturgical memoria. Secular forms and acts of commemoration were 

likewise tied up in this. If the world were to stop paying attention to the dead or forget their name, 

damnation was certain: to be remembered by God was ultimately to be remembered by the world. 

 This fact — that memoria was always also aimed at remembrance by posterity in the world — 

in addition to the fact that commemorative texts and objects more often than not put the (to be) 

remembered person in a very favourable light, makes it safe to say that memoria also was a function 

of prestige and social ambition. It was not only pious but also profane, and in some cases it was not 

even pious or religious at all, while still serving the double aim of reputation (fama) and salvation. 

Hermann Kamp, writing about the memoria of the Dukes of Burgundy, therefore observes that the 

memoria of the political classes was in most cases a ‘double memoria’, aimed at the survival of a 

person’s soul, as well as his social reputation, driven by a ‘janusköpfige Hoffnung auf ein Fortleben in 

Jen- und Diesseits’.40  

																																																													
38	Pahlitzsch,	“The	Concern	for	Salvation,”	332.	
39	Ibidem.			
40	Hermann	Kamp,	Memoria	und	Selbstdarstellung.	Die	Stiftungen	des	burgundischen	Kanzlers	Rolin	
(Sigmaringen,	1993),	317.	The	term	“double	memoria”	as	translation	for	“doppeltes	Gedächtnis”	is	taken	over	
from	Pahlitzsch	(“The	Concern	for	Salvation,”	343).		
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Memoria in Islam 

Otto Gerhard Oexle wrote in 1994 that Islam had not yet received much attention when it came to 

the study of memoria and the cultural expressions related to it.41 Although much has changed since, 

Islamic memoria continues to be limitedly researched.  

 There are quite a number of studies dedicated to the Islamic perceptions and mentalities 

concerning death and the afterlife. Johannes Pahlitzsch, however, was the first to demonstrate that 

the concept of memoria can be productively used in the context of Islam.42 In his longest article on the 

subject, he traces the beliefs and structures of thought that supported an Islamic memoria culture. 

With the appearance, in the late ninth century, of Ibn Abī Dunyā’s collection of ḥadīths portraying 

the Prophet’s and his companions’ attitudes towards death and the hereafter, there is evidence of an 

Islamic eschatological tradition in which the idea took root that it was the duty of the living to please 

the dead. It was considered an act of piety to make the time the deceased had to spend in their graves 

until the day of resurrection more agreeable.43 This idea, and its strong religious recommendation, 

explains an enormous output of material, textual, and ritual culture in the Islamic world, especially 

from the tenth century onwards. Three beliefs are central to it.  

 Analysing the ḥadīth collection and tafsīr of Ibn Abī al-Dunyā (d. 898), we can detect three 

central beliefs that characterise the commemoration of the dead. Pahlitzsch is able to deduce, first, 

that it was considered pious and good to pray for the dead.44 Prayers (sg. du‘ā’), as well as recitations 

from the Qur’ān (sg. qirā’a), were considered offerings to the dead that were effective in averting or 

diminishing punishments in the grave. Since the ninth century it has been commonly accepted 

dogma that body and soul were united after interment and could be punished in the barzakh, the time 

the dead spent in the grave before final judgment. Pahlitizsch cites Rebstock to make clear that this 

belief, and the notion of a ‘perceptive, embodied soul’ (perzeptive Körperseele) it requires, implies a 

degree of continuity between life and death that led to speculations about reciprocal relationships 

																																																													
41	Otto	Oexle,	Memoria	als	Kultur	(Göttingen,	1995),	33.	
42	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	“Memoria	und	Stiftung	im	Islam.	Die	Entwicklung	des	Totengedächtnisses	bis	zu	den	
Mamluken,”	in	Stiftungen	in	Christentum,	Judentum	und	Islam,	ed.	Borgolte,	71-95.	
43	Ibidem,	74-5.	
44	Ibn	Abī	al-Dunyā,	Morality	in	the	Guise	of	Dreams.	A	Critical	Edition	of	Kitāb	al-Manām,	ed.	L.	Kinberg	
(Leiden,	1994),	39,	Nr.	59;	Pahlitzsch,	“Memoria	und	Stiftung,”	75.		



	

	 74	

between this world and the hereafter.45 Pahlitzsch leaves this undiscussed, but the dead’s intercession 

before God on behalf of the living was one of the main speculated reciprocities that led to 

contestation of funerary worship by scriptural ‘ulamā’ such as Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) and Ibn al-

Qayyim (d. 1350). Supplication for the dead (du‘ā’) was acceptable only to diminish the ailments of 

the dead, not to ask for their intercession, for only Muḥammad could mediate between man and 

God.46  

 The second, and probably most impactful form of memoria, is the visitation of the graves 

(ziyārat al-qubūr). According to several ḥadīth, the Prophet himself had recommended visiting graves 

and praying for the dead, although warning his followers not to engage in worship and other 

blasphemous acts. A book prescribing codes of righteous conduct during these visitations, dated to 

the eight century, indicates that ziyāra was common practice from early Islam onwards.47 

Eschatological literature reflects the belief that such acts would bring solace to the dead, who 

especially liked to see their loved ones and relations. Moreover, prayers and recitations were 

considered more effective when uttered in direct vicinity of the dead. In return, as with the 

recitations and prayers, a visit to the grave was believed to bring baraka, blessings. Some graves, 

especially the graves of shaykhs, martyrs, or members of the family of the Prophet (’ahl al-bayt), were 

considered to exude more baraka, and they could attract enormous numbers of visitors, including 

pilgrims coming from far away. 

 We should add that, again, some conservative scholars took issue. Visitation of a grave site 

per se was, according Ibn Taymiyya and his followers, not to be reprimanded as the Prophet himself 

had encouraged it.48 It was sinful, however, to exalt and venerate the dead, as this attributed to them 

a status of (semi-) divinity; the strong issue scriptural Islam takes with the veneration of idols is well 

																																																													
45	Cf.	Ulrich	Rebstock,	“Das	,Grabesleben’.	Eine	islamische	Konstruktion	zwischen	Himmel	und	Hölle,”	in	
Islamstudien	ohne	Ende.	Festschrift	für	Werner	Ende	zum	65.	Geburtstag,	ed.	J.	Laut	et.	al.	(Würzburg,	2002),	
371-82.		
46	Annemarie	Schimmel,	“Shafā‘a,”	EI2,	IX,	178-9,	at	178.	
47	J.W.	Meri,	“Ziyāra.	1.	In	the	central	and	eastern	Arab	lands	during	the	pre-modern	period,”	EI2,	XI,	524.	
48	Cf.	Muhammad	‘Umar	Memon,	Ibn	Taymiyya's	Struggle	against	Popular	Religion,	with	an	annotated	
translation	of	Kitab	Iqitada	(The	Hague,	1976). 	
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known. Equally damnable, in their view, was the construction of conspicuous mausoleums, which 

went against a ḥadīth saying that all Muslims were to be buried in a simple manner, as equals.  

 The intense and fulminating polemical output on this subject on the part of Ibn Taymiyya 

and his followers only serves as an indication of the rich yet quotidian character of memoria culture 

in urban centres like Cairo. Indeed, pilgrim manuals were compiled specifically to guide the throngs 

of pilgrims through the necropolis of the lesser and the bigger Qarāfa, the old Islamic necropolis that 

covered a huge area to the south of the Qāhira-Fusṭāṭ conglomerate.49 Of the many sacred sites 

located there, the grave of Imām Shāfi’ī in the centre of the lesser Qarāfa and the grave of female ’ahl 

al-bayt members Sayyida Nafīsa and Sayyida Zaynab attracted visitors daily and were the site of 

commemorative festivals.50  

 The third strain of thought leading to all kinds of forms of memoria is the idea that the living 

can perform acts en lieu of the deceased. The example provided by Ibn Abī al-Dunyā is the payment 

of debt.51 An unpaid debt weighed heavily on the soul of the dead and by absolving it posterity could 

eliminate this sin. Pahlitzsch stops here, but we may also note that posterity could also provide credit 

to the dead. Charity, ṣaḍaqa, in their name also took place on a grand scale. The distribution of alms 

and food at gravesites was and continues to be a salient feature of the relationship between the living 

and the dead in the Qarāfa. In his article on the Qarāfa as a public ‘locus’, Ohtoshi Tetsuya makes clear 

that banquets organised in the mausoleums in the Qarāfa belonged to the ‘tomb management 

according to the waqf system’.52 Such acts of charity and philanthropy, committed by the living in the 

name of the dead through the waqf, made it possible to purify the soul within the grave.53  

 These three strains of belief fed an elaborate, multifaceted culture of memoria, which grew 

from the ninth century onwards and, by the end of the thirteenth century, had acquired a ubiquitous 

presence in its Cairene setting, as a subset of popular culture that was especially pronounced in its 

																																																													
49	May	al-Ibrashy,	“Cairo’s	Qarafa	as	Described	in	the	Ziyara	Literature,”	in	Le	développement	du	soufisme	en	
Égypte	à	l'époque	mamelouke,	ed.	McGregor	and	Sabra,	269-97.		
50 Christopher	Taylor,	In	the	Vicinity	of	the	Righteous.	Ziyara	and	the	Veneration	of	Muslim	Saints	in	Late	
Medieval	Egypt	(Leiden,	Boston,	and	Cologne,	1999).	
51	Pahlitzsch,	“Memoria	und	Stiftung,”	75.	
52	Ohtoshi	Tetsuya,	“Cairene	Cemetries	as	Public	Loci	in	Mamluk	Egypt,”	MSR	10	(2006):	83-116,	at	101,	105-6.	
53	Cf.	Ilana	Silber,	“Beyond	Purity	and	Danger:	Gift-Giving	in	the	Monotheistic	Religions,”	in	Gifts	and	Interests,	
ed.	A.	Vandevelde	(Leuven,	2000),	115-32.	
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appeal to the socio-economic, military elite. The increasing practice of ever grander funerary 

foundations should, at least in part, be understood as an attempt to tap into and appropriate elements 

of this memorial culture. As we will see, the institution of the waqf was pivotal in this respect.  

Waqf and memoria 

The interest in the institution of the waqf can partly be explained by pointing to its multi-modal and 

multi-functional character. According to Borgolte, foundations are, like the system of gift exchange 

described by Marcel Mauss, a ‘total phenomenon’. He argues: ‘Für Mauss stand das Soziale im 

Zentrum der von ihm beschriebenen totalen Phänomene, daß es ein sozialer Mechanismus war, der 

sie in Gang getzt und in Gang gehalten hat’. 54 He likewise argues that the foundations followed a 

religious idea, were legal constructions, and played an important role in the redistribution of wealth.  

 Central to this venture, however, was a social interest. As we have seen, the system of 

redistribution of wealth supported a group of people centred around the figure of the patron. Rather 

than loyalty to a living patron and his family, it was memoria that characterised the very essence of 

the reciprocity to which this community was obligated in return for the wealth and honours received 

as beneficiaries of the waqf. It is, of course, most meaningful that the vast majority of waqf 

endowments were funerary foundations, intended to provide for the care of the founders’ grave and 

his memory.55  

 Comparing foundations piae causae in Christianity and waqf foundations in Islam, Jones makes 

clear we are dealing with different things: he cautions us not to project what he calls the 

‘corporativist’ and hierarchical nature of the ecclesiastic institutions of Christianity onto religious 

bodies in Islam, which could have all kinds of shapes and modes of association.56 Whereas it was the 

objective of the Christian endowment to primarily further the salvation of the founder’s soul by ‘the 

institute of repeated prayer and masses’, Jones emphasises ‘Islam’s expectation that each believer 

should take responsibility for applying the moral teachings of Islam in his daily life’. In the context 

of Christian foundations, the memoria of a founder formed a system of visual and textual references 

																																																													
54	Michael	Borgolte,	,Totale	Geschichte’	des	Mittelalters?	—	Das	Beispiel	der	Stiftungen	(Berlin,	1993),	11.	
55	Borgolte,	,Totale	Geschichte’	des	Mittelalters?	11	
56	William	Jones,	“Pious	Endowments	in	Medieval	Christianity	and	Islam,”	Diogenes	109	(1980):	23-36.	
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centred around a memorial act as part of the liturgy of which the larger outline was predetermined 

by the authority of the church. Given the absence of such a centralised authority, or liturgy for that 

matter, things have to be different in Islam. 

  Acknowledging this difference, Pahlitzsch confirms that also waqf endowments safeguarded 

the memory of the munificent Muslim founder ‘on an institutional level’. Although Pahlitzsch is not 

very explicit in outlining the final steps needed to come to terms with this paradox, he cites from a 

number of waqf documents to illustrate that these deeds included detailed terms and conditions 

(shurūṭ) that had to instruct the beneficiaries on how to keep, through continued repetition, the 

founder’s ‘remembrance with God alive and constant until the Day of Judgment’.57  

 In contrast to the ‘corporativist’ hierarchical organisation of religious institutions in 

Christendom, as Hodgson first argued, stands an occasionalist and ‘contractualist’ Islam.58 Indeed the 

endowment deed seems key to understanding the way in which salvation was envisioned to be 

mediated in an Islamic context. In Christendom, endowment deeds state the compensations for the 

incorporation of certain prayers or Bible readings for the founder’s soul into a set of rites, performed 

by members of the clergy or indeed laymen, but always protected by the church. There is no formal 

third party in a waqf endowment. The waqf document is a bilateral agreement between the founder 

and waqf and a variety of beneficiaries. As the details in these documents make clear, it was a 

covenant laying down the nature and the exact form of reciprocation, which, as Pahlitzsch illustrates, 

included religious acts to be performed in the founder’s name. This makes the mitigation of 

remembrance and salvation in Islam more direct. It was the object of direct patronage extended by 

the munificent patriarch. Through the waqf, Muslim founders could rally and sustain ad perpetuam a 

diverse group of people providing care for his soul and reference to his person after death.  

 It can be said that this care reflected the three strains of thought mentioned above. First, as 

Pahlitzsch has shown for his Jerusalem examples and Eleanor Fernandes has illustrated for Cairo, this 

care consisted of prayers to the dead and the reading of the Qur’ān at the site of their grave. 

																																																													
57	Pahlitzsch,	“The	Concern	for	Salvation,”	341.		
58	Marshal	Hodgson,	The	Venture	of	Islam,	vol.	2:	The	Expansion	of	Islam	in	the	Middle	Periods	(Chicago,	1974),	
342	ff.	
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 Returning to the three characteristics of Islamic memoria introduced above, prayers to the 

dead could be said by everybody, but in the case of foundations such as khanqāh or a ribāṭ or even 

madrasa, institutions that had an in-house community of religious professionals, daily prayers were 

organised per waqf document.59 In addition, almost every waqf document stipulates the reading of the 

Qur’ān taking place near the grave, often in several sessions, accomplishing one full reading a day. 

That this reading was considered a gift of sorts to the dead seems proven by those cases where the 

voice, as a medium for offering the words the Qur’ān to the founder, was substituted for. For example, 

the vizier Tāj al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn Hannā (1243-1308), stipulated in the waqf document of his 

funerary hospice that the orphans housed there should learn the Qur’ān. After their lessons their 

slates were to be washed and the water poured out over his grave.  

 The practice of the ziyārat al-qubūr as such, secondly, could not really be institutionalised. 

However, it is quite clear that the architecture of the foundations were composed with great 

sensitivity to access.60 Moreover, it could be argued that the aesthetic features of the building served 

to attract visitors and communicate the founder’s identity for that purpose. Some foundations had 

housing for guests and pilgrims.  

 It should however be added that the often-used designation ‘public endowment’ or ‘public 

foundation’ is a simplification, as it seems with the bigger foundations not every part was accessible 

to the same degree. The mausoleum was open to the public only on special occasions whereas the 

related institutions served a selected community. Some opened up to offer space for communal 

prayers, but not all did. Only one or a number of grilled windows (sg. shubbāk), a paramount feature 

of funerary foundations, offered a permanent connection with the commemorative space inside the 

																																																													
59	Th.	Emir	Homerin,	“Saving	Muslim	Souls.	The	Khanqāh	and	the	Sufi	Duty	in	Mamluk	Lands,”	MSR	3	(1999):	
59-83;	Leonor	Fernandes,	“The	Foundation	of	Baybars	Al-Jashankir:	Its	Waqf,	History,	and	Architecture,”	
Muqarnas	4	(1987):	21-42.	
60	Cf.	Howayda	al-Harithy,	“The	Concept	of	Space	in	Mamluk	Architecture,”	Muqarnas	18	(2001):	73-93.	
Christel	Kessler	has	demonstrated	that	a	good	connection	to	the	infrastructural	grid	of	the	city	was	so	
important	that	she	introduces	it	as	one	of	the	‘rules’	of	Mamluk	funerary	architecture.	As	orientation	towards	
Mecca	remained	another	important	criterion,	many	religious	buildings	have	a	bend	in	the	middle,	with	the	
façade	fronting	the	street	and	the	rear	end	of	the	building	oriented	in	the	direction	of	the	qibla:	Christel	
Kessler,	“Funerary	Architecture	within	the	City,”	in	Colloque	international	sur	l’histoire	du	Caire,	ed.	Raymond,	
257-67.	
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building, and it was often at the windows that reciters were positioned to read the Qur’ān and water, 

along with alms sometimes, was handed out.61  

 The handing out of alms and food brings us to the third and most elementary form of memoria 

instituted by the waqf: charity and piety in the founder’s name. Waqf documents include clauses 

stipulating that excess income is to be spent on alms and food for the poor on special occasions. 

Hence, foundations not only provided a social and spatial structure in which religious professionals 

could dedicate themselves to memorial prayers and towards which visitors would be drawn; they also 

generated ongoing charity for those worthy of it, in the name and remembrance of the founder. The 

nature of the waqf as an ongoing, repetitive form of ṣadaqa has been discussed at quite some length.62  

 Posthumous charity began with the endowment of the foundation itself. The singular act of 

endowment set all derivative charities, whether education, the curing of the sick, or the distribution 

of alms, in motion.  

 It is in the primary act of endowment, too, that memoria acquired much of its ‘shapedness’. In 

order for the wāqif’s charity to be effective, to generate reward in the afterlife, divine recognition of 

the authorship of his good deeds had to survive barzakh. Consequently, little expense was spared to 

make sure that the living would not forget the wāqif. Memorial architecture, as well as other objects 

of waqf-funded patronage, served this interest, fixing the identity of the founder among posterity. 

Beyond showcasing identity, this provided the munificent and powerful founder a traditionally 

honoured, albeit religiously controversial, pretext to commission propaganda that glorified, not only 

his name, but also his socio-economic attributes.63  

 The fact that pious foundations served the representation of the founder’s social identity or 

persona was manifest. The waqf justified, to a great extent, the production of a conspicuous material 

																																																													
61	Pahlitzsch,	“Memoria	und	Stiftung,”	79,	89;	al-Harithy,	“The	concept	of	Space,”	88.	
62	Gabriel	Baer,	“The	Muslim	Waqf	and	Similar	Institutions	in	Other	Civilizations,”	ed.	M.	Hoexter,	in	Stiftungen	
in	Christentum,	Judentum	und	Islam,	ed.	M.	Borgolte,	258-80;	Yaacov	Lev,	“Charity	and	Gift	Giving	in	Medieval	
Islam,”	in	Charity	and	Giving,	ed.	Frenkel	and	Lev,	235-64;	Peters,	“Waḳf”.	
63	Cf.	R.S.	Humphreys,	“The	Expressive	Intent	of	the	Mamluk	Architecture	of	Cairo:	A	Preliminary	Essay,”	Studia	
Islamica	35	(1972):	69-119.	Epigraphy	plays	a	salient	role	here:	Oleg	Graber,	“Graffiti	or	Proclamations:	Why	
Write	on	Buildings?”	in	The	Cairo	Heritage,	ed.	Behrens-Abouseif,	70-6,	at	73.	
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culture aimed at representation, fame, and glory. Contemporary sources made note of this, often with 

a critical undertone. For example, al-Maqrīzī included in his Khiṭaṭ al-Maqrīzī the following poem: 

 I see the rich (’ahl al-tharā’) when they die 
 build those tombs with mighty stones  
 They refuse all but ostentation and contempt  
 for the poor (al-fuqarā’), even in their graves.64 

The worldly desire to use funerary architecture to give body to an integrative legacy of power and 

household authority is obvious. 

 In parallel with endowment practices elsewhere, establishing a funerary waqf, although 

obviously expressive of a desire to create a worldly legacy, remained recognisable as a virtuous, 

religiously spirited endeavour. Its glorifying aspect was ennobled in the pursuit of an honourably 

religious goal, in which the merits of the foundations for the city and the Sunnī community could be 

considered an expression of a laudable desire to seek nearness to God (qurba). This followed the 

traditional character of the waqf, which was in origin and by scripture advertised as a vehicle of 

salvation.65 Thus, with respect to understanding the motivations for the military classes to invest in 

funerary foundations, Pahlitzsch and others have demonstrated that waqf, like Christian foundations,  

created, sustained, and reproduced ‘double memoria’, the intertwined remembrance by posterity and 

by God, serving the dyad of fame and salvation.  

 This was established, in summary, through memorial acts carried out by the beneficiaries of 

the waqf in return for their share in the waqf’s revenue, following a prescribed cycle of acts described 

in the waqf document, as well to some degree allowing for acts of bottom-up memorial devotion from 

visitors and loosely connected beneficiaries, such as pilgrims and the poor. Concomitantly, the waqf 

gave a ‘shapedness’ to this memoria and to the afterlife of the founder. It provided a clear location 

around which commemoration was to centre. It also provided means for, in most cases, the 

construction and upkeep of visual and textual elements that functioned as an  aide-mémoire and 

created a commemorative ‘persona’ of the founder.  

																																																													
64	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,		Al-Mawā‘iẓ	wa-l-I‘tibār	fī	Dhikr	al-Khiṭaṭ	wa-l-Āthār	(Cairo	[Būlāq],	
1853),	II,	380.	
65	Cf.	Hermann	Kamp,	“Memoria	und	Selbstdarstellung,”	317.	



	

	 81	

Waqf, memoria, and group identity  

There is one important point left to make. The memoria perspective also brings out the partisan 

ramifications that were inherent in making funerary waqf foundations. The creation and 

reproduction of the founder’s commemorative persona by the community of the waqf also entailed a 

positive identification, as a group, with this persona. This can be explained by studying in more detail 

the reciprocal relationship between donor and beneficiaries. 

  It might have been the perceived obligation of those boasting a status as the ‘guardians of 

Islam’ to establish pious and educational institutions. As Ibn Khaldūn explicitly makes clear: kingship 

was supposed to further architecture, while architecture furthered kingship.66 All the same, 

commissioning and endowing a charitable institution, whether a requirement for legitimacy or not, 

remained a gift.  

 Someone who rejects a gift, in a system of gift exchange, does not want to enter into a 

relationship where he is indebted to the giver. This can be perceived by the giver as an insult, as an 

attack on the integrity of his person. Conversely, to accept a gift is to accept its giver and to 

acknowledge, confirm, or even contribute to his social persona.67 In the words of Mauss: ‘To accept 

something from someone is to accept something of his spiritual essence, his soul’.68  

 The constant outpouring of money for payments, stipends, and alms was, as settled in the 

waqf documents, reciprocated by acts of memoria. But, as Frenkel already noted, the economy of the 

waqf was only in part a monetary one. Although of inherent value, the monetary gifts or salary also 

symbolised an honour that could not easily be repaid. Thus the waqf, ceaselessly, maintained an 

unequal gift relationship, in which the beneficiaries were permanently indebted to the wāqif. The 

ongoing acceptance of debt meant that, unavoidably, the social identity of the beneficiaries as a 

group, and possibly individually, became defined through that of the donor. Whereas the waqf 

																																																													
66	‘Abd	al-Raḥmān	ibn	Khaldūn	(d.	1406),	a	Muqaddimah:	An	Introduction	to	History	(London,	1967),	143.	
67	Jacques	T.	Godbout,	“Homo	Donator	Versus	Homo	Oeconomicus,”	in	Gifts	and	Interests,	ed.	Vandevelde,	23-
47	
68	Marcell	Mauss,	The	Gift.	Forms	and	Functions	of	Exchange	in	Archaic	Societies,	trans.	I.	Cunnison	(Glencoe,	
1954),	161,	254.		
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community kept the wāqif alive, by engaging in all those acts that presupposed some degree of social 

presence, the memory of the wāqif kept alive a commemorative community for the same reasons.  

 Thus a waqf foundation could contribute to a shared group identity in as much as the 

commemorative community and the household of successors continued to overlap. Just as the 

identity of the individual survives the passing of time through memory, so too can a group survive 

only if theirs is a shared memory that continues to bind them. In the theory of Jan Assmann it is a 

‘cultural memory’, which in groups takes over the function of neural memory in an individual.69 In 

this sense, commemorative culture is the cultural memory of the dead.70  

 Through waqf endowments, rich and powerful patrons could implicate a group of supporters 

in a full attempt to ‘usurp the future’.71 It would be wrong, however, as will be argued, to see 

beneficiaries of a waqf as victims, as the executers of the wāqif’s testament without agency of their 

own.  

 In fact, the potential of the waqf to reinforce, through its memoria function, a group identity 

could prove to be of great advantage, especially in a context where distinction and honour were not 

easily passed on outside of the initial generation of royal mamlūks. There was an interest on the part 

of the bereaved to continue to grant the deceased a presence in their midst. In what follows it will be 

argued that to be successful in their inheritance of Qalāwūn’s patrimony, his sons had to actively 

claim their position in the centre of the commemorative community sustained by their father’s waqf. 

Only in this manner could they — and not one of the other members of Qalāwūn's extended 

household — successfully ‘usurp the past’ to their own advantage.72  

 Memoria, sustained by the waqf, provided a cultural superstructure to the socio-economic 

aspects of the waqf and as such enhanced and deepened the political applicability of the waqf in the 

reproduction of household authority and the potentially leading role of male offspring within it. As 

we shall see, also in the case of Qalāwūn, the network of the waqf’s beneficiaries was bound in 

																																																													
69	Jan	Assmann,	Das	kulturelle	Gedächtnis.	Schrift,	Erinnerung	und	politische	Identität	in	frühen	Hochkulturen	
(7th	ed.;	Munich,	2013),	89.		
70	Pahlitzsch,	“The	Concern	for	Salvation,”	342;	Assmann,	Das	Kulturelle	Gedächtnis,	89.	
71	Assmann,	Das	kulturelle	Gedächtnis,	71.	
72	Ibidem.		
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commemorative duties that preserved his memory. This memory, in turn, played a crucial role, not 

only in the establishment of a group identity of those engaged in the ‘care for the dead’ but also in 

the creation of hierarchies within this commemorative community, which had at its core the people 

of the waqf but also could extend its appeal beyond that. A son was by tradition positioned favourably 

to perform the function of leader of a funerary or commemorative community rallied around the 

memory of his father. The function of nāẓir confirmed this position and gave it a legal basis. However, 

as with the socio-economic aspect of the waqf, it was crucial that sons actively take the centre stage 

in this community. This position was also critical because it allowed sons to appropriate the memory 

of their father, safeguard it, and protect it from permutations unfavourable to their dynastic 

endeavour. Potentially, memoria could be used by biological offspring of the wāqif to emphasise 

inherited privilege.  

 

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have demonstrated that the waqf could be used to confirm or even produce a network 

of loyalties that could overlap with or perhaps even create social relationships and hierarchies within 

the bayt of a patriarch. It was common, within the legal format of the waqf document, for the wāqif to 

use the waqf to protect and transmit his patrimony in favour of his  lineage. The incumbent sultan 

would usually be appointed nāẓir of his father’s foundation. However, within the legal framework of 

the waqf document, the privileges of sons could not be definitively protected. Failing the presence of 

a son, or if a son proved incapable of leading, the privileges connected to the supervision of the waqf 

were normally stipulated to fall to the wāqif’s freedmen, as indeed we can read in the waqf document 

of Qalāwūn. Moreover, sons had to share their part of the waqf’s income with the military clients 

anyway, as there were many posts to be distributed. So, even if a waqf foundation could, by its very 

design, create a socio-economic distinction between the wāqif’s natural offspring and every other 

member of his extended family, it was still crucial to actively claim and maintain one’s part in this 

design. 

  It has also been argued that memoria, sustained by the waqf, provided a cultural 

superstructure to the socio-economic aspects of the waqf and as such enhanced and deepened the 
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political applicability of the waqf in the reproduction of household authority and the potentially 

leading role of male offspring within it. The network of the waqf’s beneficiaries was bound together 

in commemorative duties that kept alive the memory of Qalāwūn, while establishing a group identity 

for those engaged in the ‘care for the dead’ and creating hierarchies within this commemorative 

community.  

 In what follows, we take these historiographical and theoretical discussions closer to the case 

of the Qalāwūnids. To understand if and how the potentially identity-creating capacities of waqf-

sustained memoria were used by the founder’s sons we will look at the dynamics between the creation 

of a Qalāwūnid commemorative legacy and the community in which it was upheld, shaped, and 

fought over. It will be made clear that the prospective and retrospective sides of memoria run parallel 

with Qalāwūn’s ambitions for dynastic succession and the struggle of his sons to claim their royal 

heritage. 
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4 | Qalāwūn’s funerary foundation 
 

 

This part is concerned with the prospective side of Qalāwūnid memoria, as it was designed by Qalāwūn 

himself, or at least as it was supervised by him. In the limited literature that discusses this issue, there 

consensus reigns that the lion’s share of this memoria was produced and enabled through a pious 

endowment known as the waqf al-sayfī.1 Although it is true that Qalāwūnid memoria extends beyond 

that, to the production and use of objects, and the production and consumption of texts created 

outside of the facilitating context of this particular endowment, we will see that the funerary 

foundation of Qalāwūn was, and was intended to be, both the architectural and social space in which 

Qalāwūn was to be remembered.2 

 If we can define memoria, as we have in the last chapter, as the active care of the living for 

the dead, the funerary foundation enabled exactly that. In this chapter we will take a closer look at 

these living people, engaged in the material and immaterial realisation of Qalāwūn’s memoria. We will 

take a closer look at those involved in the architecture and construction of Qalāwūn’s impressive 

complex, as well as at the network of people employed to perform a multitude of ceremonial, 

religious, and practical tasks inside the foundation. In doing so, the focus will be on the qubba and the 

madrasa. The hospital, both as a building and a community of practitioners of medicine and patients, 

will be left out of this discussion. Not because these were unrelated to Qalāwūn’s commemorative 

legacy, but rather because it requires a different focus to properly analyse this relationship. 

 Suffice it to say here that we may assume that all recipients of the waqf played a role in 

Qalāwūn’s Nachleben, and, consequently, all formed part of his commemorative community. It is 

meaningful, in this respect that the Qalāwūn’s waqf was formally inaugurated at the central courtyard 

of the hospital, as we will see. But the reciprocity of remembering in return for waqf money and 

honours is not that clearly defined in every case and sometimes not at all. Whereas the employers of 

																																																													
1	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	Al-Mawā‘iẓ	wa-l-I‘tibār	fī	Dhikr	al-Khiṭaṭ	wa-l-Āthār	(Cairo	[Būlāq]:	
1853),	II,	406.		
2	Linda	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan.	The	Career	of	al-Manṣūr	Qalāwūn	and	the	Consolidation	of	Mamluk	
Rule	in	Egypt	and	Syria	(678-689A.H./1279-1290A.D.)	(Stuttgart,	1998),	23-59.	
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the madrasa and the qubba were professionally expected to pray for the founder’s soul, or care for 

Qalāwūn’s memory in other ways, such expectations are only implicit for the employees and inmates 

of the bīmāristān. The memorial quality of waqf-funded knowledge practices, such as medicine, and 

their value for the establishment of Qalāwūn’s cult, deserves a detailed study in itself.3  

 

4.1. Initiative  
Qalāwūn’s accession to the throne in 1279 was followed by several years of political and military 

turbulence. His sovereignty in Syria was challenged by the amir Sunqur al-’Ashqar, and armed 

conflicts with Mongol troops crossing the border occurred regularly. As the sources suggest, only 

when hostilities with the Mongols and the Crusaders had been temporarily settled, could Qalāwūn 

set his mind to planning a funerary endowment.4 It was clear from the beginning that this would 

involve a prestigious building project.5 According to Shāfi‘ī ibn ‘Alī, Qalāwūn was set on building a 

monument ‘of such beauty that proverbs need to be cited [to describe it], as no examples are 

available’.6 

 Perhaps Qalāwūn wanted to be there to oversee the execution of this project and therefore 

waited for a period of relative peace, which allowed him the time to do so. As evidence we can point 

to the fact that Qalāwūn had already used this period to supervise a number of other projects, such 

as the construction of irrigation works in Upper Egypt. After this undertaking, back in Cairo, he had 

commissioned a madrasa-qubba complex for the interment and commemoration of his wife Fāṭima 

Khaṭūn near the shrine of Sayyida Nafīsa at the edge of the Qarāfa cemetery.7   

																																																													
3	Recently,	Qalāwūn’s	bīmāristān	has	also	been	the	object	of	studies	focusing	on	knowledge	practices,	social	
networks,	and	the	meaning	of	such	practices	within	Islamic	charity:	Linda	Northrup,	al-Bīmāristān	al-Manṣūrī	
Explorations:	The	Interface	Between	Medicine,	Politics	and	Culture	in	Early	Mamluk	Egypt	(Bonn,	2013),	
accessed	last	March	5,	2017,	https://www.mamluk.uni-bonn.de/publications/working-paper/ask-wp-12-
northrup.pdf.	
4	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	119.		
5	‘A	project	to	dazzle	the	eyes,’	as	it	is	put	in	instalment	bill	of	one	of	the	medics	employed	in	the	bīmāristān	
included	in:	Shihāb	al-Dīn	Abū	al-‘Abbās	Aḥmad	al-Qalqashandī,	Subḥ	al-’A‘shā	fī	Kitābat	al-’Inshā’	(Cairo,	
1922),	XI,	254.		
6	Shāfī’ī	Ibn	‘Alī	al-Kātib	al-Maṣrī,	al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr	fī	Sīrat	al-Sulṭān	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr	ed.	‘U.	Tadmurī	
(Beirut,	1998),	168.	
7	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	119.	Cf.	also:	Shāfi‘ī	ibn	‘Alī,	al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr,	166.	
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Qalāwūn took the decision to prepare his own funerary foundation in 1284. Shihāb al-Dīn ibn 

al-Nuwayrī (d. 1333) suggests that Qalāwūn was inspired to order his prestigious building when he 

looked (ra’ā) at the mausoleum-madrasa of the penultimate Ayyubid sultan, and Qalāwūn’s late 

ustādh, al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb.8 The Ṣāliḥiyya madrasa undoubtedly provides an important counterpoint 

against which to analyse Qalāwūn’s project. Yet in the words of Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, who wrote earlier 

than al-Nuwayrī and from a closer distance to the sultan, it was the funeral ceremony for Fāṭima 

Khāṭūn, in her new, aforementioned qubba that decisively motivated Qalāwūn to take action in 

planning his own funerary foundation.9 Although Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir probably permitted himself some 

poetic license, by inferring nuptial piety in Qalāwūn’s decision, it is suggested that the death of his 

wife turned his own thoughts towards the grave. 

Qalāwūn’s birth year is not exactly clear but estimated to be somewhere around 1222. It is 

therefore likely that he was in his sixties when Fāṭima Khātūn died. By then, he had reached a station 

in life where it was logical to consolidate his legacy for posterity, both in a metaphorical and literal 

sense. He had a family with at least four sons. Moreover, as Northrup observes, the amount and value 

of the urban property listed in the waqf document suggest that it was a wise move to make 

arrangements and take into his own hands the transmission of his wealth. In this period of rare 

stability, Qalāwūn could secure this inheritance with relative ease. Were hostilities to resume — a 

number of treaties were certain to expire — the sultan and his amirs would again go to war with 

uncertain consequences for the future of his house.  

To what extent Qalāwūn had his own preconceived idea about the nature or functionality of 

his charitable endowment is not very clear. The sincerity of this statement remains the subject of 

discussion, but Shāfi’ī ibn ‘Alī sugests it had been Qalāwūn’s own idea to build a hospital.10 There are 

other stories that connect to this, which relate that Qalāwūn once fell ill in Damascus when he was 

still an amir and was brought to the al-Nūrī hospital.11 Allegedly, during his treatment, he made a 

																																																													
8	Shihāb	al-Dīn	al-Nuwayrī	(d.	1333),	Nihāyat	al-’Arab	fī	Funūn	al-Adab	[The	ultimate	ambition	in	the	arts	of	
erudition]	(Cairo,	1992),	XXXI,	105-6;	Cf.	Ahmed	Ragab,	The	Medieval	Islamic	Hospital.	Medicine,	Religion,	and	
Charity	(Cambridge	and	New	York,	2015),	96.	
9	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf	al-Ayyām	wa-l-‘Uṣūr	fī	l-Sīrat	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr,	ed.	M.	Kāmil	(Cairo,	1961),	126.	
10	Shāfi‘ī	ibn	‘Alī,	al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr,	166.	
11	For	the	hospital	of	Nūr	al-Dīn,	cf.	Ragab,	The	Medieval	Islamic	Hospital,	51-3.	
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solemn promise to build his own hospital were he to leave Damascus in good health.12 Unverifiable 

as this report may be, a link with the Bīmārsitān al-Nūrī is further enhanced by Qalāwūn’s 

renovations of the building early on in his reign. A generic interest in hospitals is also suggested by 

Qalāwūn’s founding of a hospital in Hebron, near the Tomb of the Patriarchs.13  

We may also assume that the foundation was intended to be his last resting place from the 

onset of the project. Not only is there the link with the mausoleum of his wife Fāṭima Khātūn, but we 

can also assume beyond a reasonable doubt that the qubba was part of the original plan. Shāfi’ī ibn 

‘Alī attributes this part of the building to Qalāwūn, as does al-Nuwayrī.14 The sultan purportedly 

expressed his preference for the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn as a location for his project because it allowed him 

to be buried across from his master al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyub.15  

Moreover, all of Qalāwūn’s predecessors had created funerary foundations. This tradition in 

Cairo goes back at least to the rule of the Ayyubid sultan al-Kāmil (r. 1218-1238), who endowed a new 

madrasa at the burial site of the legal scholar and venerated shaykh imām al-Shāfi‘ī at the Qarāfā 

cemetry, outfitting the structure with an impressive qubba to cover his own tomb. This funerary 

madrasa would become the burial site of a number of members of the Ayyubid dynasty.16  

 Whether or not a madrasa was intended to be part of Qalāwūn’s complex remains unclear. 

Shāfi’ī ibn ‘Alī holds that the madrasa was an addition to the original design. According to him, 

accountability for this extravagance fell to the amir ‘Alam al-Dīn Sanjar al-Shujā’ī al-Ṣāliḥī. This is 

plausible, as this amir acted as Qalāwūn’s shadd al-‘amā’ir — the chief manager of Qalāwūn building 

project — and was intensively engaged in the project at the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn.17 It is also possible, 

however, that the Shāfi’ī ibn ‘Alī wanted to shield his sultan from criticism directed at the madrasa. 

																																																													
12	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	118-9.	
13	Ragab,	The	Medieval	Islamic	Hospital,	90.	
14	Shāfi’ī	ibn	‘Alī,	Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr,	168;	Al-Nuwayrī,	Nihāyat	al-’Arab,	XXXI,	105ff.	
15	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	119.	
16	Stephennie	Mulder,	“The	Mausoleum	of	Imam	Al-Shafi‘ī,”	Muqarnas	23	(2006):	15-46.	
17	Shāfi‘ī	ibn	‘Alī,	al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr,	168;	Cf.	also:	Iman	Abdalfattah,	The	Amir	‘Alam	al-Dīn	Sanjar	al-Shujā’ī:	
Illustrious	Life	and	his	Dramatic	Demise	(Bonn,	2016),	2,	7-8,	accessed	last	March	1,	2017,	
https://www.mamluk.uni-bonn.de/publications/working-paper/ask-wp-25-abdulfattah. 
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‘Ulāmā’ had criticised the way the building activities had been conducted — with forced labour. 

Overemphasising the amir’s agency might have kept Qalāwūn in the clear as patron.  

 In any case, even before the building activities started, the project was already determined 

by the involvement of many others. First, Qalāwūn’s administration inventoried the sultan’s goods 

and established the eligibility for endowment, checking everything against the legal requirements 

concerning the endowment of private goods. We know little about these preparations, and it remains 

unclear how and by what criteria the rural and urban estates were selected to be endowed. We know 

where these properties were located, as this is mentioned explicitly in the waqf documents.18 The 

majority of the urban property was located in Cairo, in close vicinity to the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. Among 

these structures are caravanserais, shops, market halls, and residential buildings. It was common for 

urban waqf property to be located in proximity to a foundation, but it is unclear why these and not 

other properties were selected. Northrup remarks that the properties selected ‘were among the most 

valuable and lucrative sites available’.19  

 Ibn Shaddād’s accounts of the funerary foundation of Sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars in Damascus 

shows that sultans could appoint an agent to take care of the formalities and preparations for the 

endowment. Ibn Shaddād himself acted as such an agent for Sultan al-Sa‘īd Baraka Khān, who 

formally took care of his father’s entombment. Ibn Shaddād played an important role in inventorying 

the available property and lands.20 Apparently, he even was involved in drafting the endowment 

deed. We do not know for certain who fulfilled this function for Qalāwūn, although it could be 

suggested based on the waqf document that Qalāwūn’s khushdash ‘Izz al-Dīn Aybak al-Afram al-Ṣāliḥī 

was intensively involved in the preparations for the endowment and fulfilled a role similar to Ibn 

Shaddād’s.21  

																																																													
18	Muḥammad	Amīn	ed	,	“Wathā’iq	waqf	al-sulṭān	Qalāwūn	‘alā	l-Bīmāristān	al-Manṣūrī,”	in	Ibn	Ḥabīb,	
Tadhkirāt	al-Nabīh,	ed.	idem,I,	329-96,	at	337-46.	
19	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	121.	
20	‘Izz	al-Dīn	Ibrahīm	ibn	Shaddād	(d.	1285),	Ta’rīkh	al-Malik	al-Ẓāhir	[History	of	al-Malik	al-Ẓāhir],	ed.	’A.	Ḥuṭayṭ	
(Wiesbaden,	1983),	224-30;	Gary	Leiser,	“The	Endowment	of	the	Al-Zahiriyya	in	Damascus,”	JESHO	27	(1984):	
35–55.		
21	On	Aybak’s	role	during	Qalāwūn’s	rein,	cf.	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	38,	82,	90,	93,	94,	96,	106,	110,	
148,	180,	186,	193,	206,	279,	287.	
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 This amir is mentioned in the waqf document as the sultan’s wakīl in matters related to the 

administration of the waqf.22 Moreover, it was this amir who presented the waqf documents to the 

sultan and read them out loud during the inaugural event described above.23 This mirrors the 

situation of nearly two decades earlier when Ibn Shaddād had a hand in drafting the waqf document 

and read it to al-sultan al-Sa‘īd Baraka Khān for his approval.24 A significant difference is, of course, 

that Ibn Shaddād had been a clerk while Aybak al-Afram was a senior amir, an indication, no doubt, 

of the prestigious character of the project and also, perhaps, of Qalāwūn’s efforts to use it as a tool to 

bind the amiral elite firmer to his cause.  

 Apart from defining the mawqūf and drafting the waqf document, the endowment entailed a 

prestigious architectural project. This meant that a location had to be found and a building had to be 

constructed. As will be discussed in more detail below, it is clear that the finished building, the 

Manṣūriyya complex, was part of the endowment. The realisation and funding of the building project, 

including the selection and acquisition of the foundation’s location, was administrated and managed 

separately.  

 

4.2. Building Qalāwūn’s foundation  
Location 

According to Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, agents of the sultan suggested the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn as the location for 

the building project.25 As we have seen, the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn was a broad stretch of street in the centre 

of al-Qāhira, the part of the Cairo-conglomerate that the Fāṭimids had established as their imperial 

residence. It remained a prestigious and ceremonially important part of town during Ayyubid and 

Mamluk rule. The desired parcel for the project — to be discussed in detail below — was acquired 

following a number of intermediary steps. First, the nā’ib al-ṣaltana Huṣām al-Dīn Turunṭay al-Manṣūrī 

acquired the plot for the Bayt al-Māl, the treasury. A subsequent transaction saw the property passing 

																																																													
22	Amīn,	“Wathā’iq	waqf,”	336-7.	
23	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf,	129.	
24	Leiser,	“The	Endowment,”	41.	
25	Muḥyi	al-Dīn	ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf	al-Ayyām	wa-l-‘Uṣūr	fī	l-Sīrat	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr	[The	exalted	days	
and	times	that	saw	the	life	of	the	victorious	king],	ed.	M.	Kāmil	(Cairo,	1961),	55.		
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hands from the treasury to al-Shujā’ī, who operated on behalf of the sultan as wakīl, agent. In turn, 

the amir gifted the land and the building to the sultan, who was then able to start the construction 

activities.26  

Perhaps the indirect procurement was meant to shield the sultan from accusations of illicit 

conduct. The property in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn included an inhabited structure and a part of the old 

Fatimid Western palace known as the Dār Quṭbiyya. The occupants were female members of the 

Ayyubid family who were much respected and had been granted the right to live there by Qalāwūn’s 

predecessors. It was al-Shujā‘ī’s unpleasant task to now revoke their rights and persuade them to 

leave by their own volition, offering them an alternative place to live. Refusing to move, the 

princesses were ultimately removed forcefully. 27 The amir’s intercession in this matter could not 

prevent Qalāwūn’s image as wāqif from being tarnished from the beginning. 

The fact that no costs and efforts were spared in acquiring the Dar al-Quṭbiyya is clearly 

indicative of the desirability of the location for the realisation of Qalāwūn’s project. A number of 

factors may explain its advantages. 

It seems, first of all, that a central location was practical given the functions of the building. 

Accessibility would benefit not only the sick and the needy, but also the founder, as it guaranteed the 

exposure needed to serve the double aim of memoria. The Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, the most central part of 

densely populated al-Qāhira undoubtedly was a sensible location in this respect, even though the 

inhabitants from Fusṭāṭ, where a substantial part of the Cairo conurbation lived, still had to travel 

quite a distance. 

Secondly, the symbolic value of this location seems to have been decisive for Qalāwūn’s 

choice. The Bayn al-Qaṣrayn was the most notable lieu de mémoire of the city, a place that appealed to 

the shared memory of the urban community of the Cairo conurbation and beyond. The memory to 

which the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn appealed at the time when Qalāwūn planned his endowment was one of 

an Egyptian monarchy and God-given victory over the threats that had besieged the community in 

																																																													
26	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf,	55;	‘Shāfi‘ī	ibn	‘Alī,	al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr,	167;	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	119.	
27	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf,	56;	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	119.	
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history. Quite understandably, this was the obvious place for Qalāwūn to carry out his project, loaded 

as it was with monarchical ambition.28 

By building his foundation here, Qalāwūn placed himself in a tradition of Egyptian empire 

and monarchy hallmarked by the ongoing presence of Fatimid and Ayyubid royal monuments. But 

more recent memories, evoked by newer buildings in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, were also or especially 

expedient to Qalāwūn. The first of these was the madrasa-mausoleum of Ayyubid sultan, and 

Qalāwūn’s former ustādh, al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyub. The second building, right next to it, was a monumental 

madrasa commissioned by al-Ẓāhir Baybars. This was the first madrasa where Islamic law was taught 

according to all of the four Islamic schools of jurisprudence.  

With their respective monuments both al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb and al-Ẓāhir Baybars had displayed 

their legitimating credentials as jihādī heroes. The mausoleum of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb was from the 

beginning presented as a mashhad, a shrine built to honour a martyr. Such shrines were built earlier 

in the Qarāfa cemetry. Al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyub’s wife had, by commissioning her husband’s tomb, introduced 

the mashhad into the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn.29 Al-Ẓāhir Baybars’s building in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn did not 

include a masshad, but the titulature also alluded to his success as a mujāhid king.30  

In both cases, the jihādī claims matched with the sultans’ accomplishments in fighting the 

Crusaders and the Mongols. But success in jihād, as both a requirement and a proof of legitimate 

kingship, was not only about military achievements. It also was, as we have seen, about offering 

protection against heresy. As madrasas, both the Ṣāliḥīyya and the Zāhiriyya attested to al-Ṣāliḥ 

Ayyūb’s and al-Ẓāhir Baybars’s dedication to this second aspect of jihād. Engendering a spatial, visual, 

and functional association with the Ṣāliḥiyya and the Ẓāhiriyya, the Qalāwūn Complex in the Bayn 

al-Qaṣrayn was a monument to Qalāwūn’s own jihādī heroism that joined the chorus while shouting 

over the echoes of his predecessors.31  

																																																													
28	Van	Steenbergen,	“Ritual,	Politics	and	the	City	in	Mamluk	Cairo:	The	Bayna	l-Qaṣrayn	as	a	Mamluk	‘Lieu	de	
Mémoire’,	1250-1382,”	in	Court	Ceremonies	and	Rituals	of	Power,	ed.	Beihammer,	Constantinou,	and	Parani.	
29	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	374-5.	
30	R.	Stephen	Humphreys,	“The	Expressive	Intent	of	the	Mamluk	Architecture	of	Cairo:	A	Preliminary	Essay,”	
Studia	Islamica	35	(1972):	69-119,	at	114-17.	Cf.	on	the	link	between	Christian	martyria	and	Islamic	qubbas	
also:	Robert	Hillenbrand,	Islamic	Architecture:	Form,	Function	and	Meaning	(New	York,	1994),	266.	
31Cf.	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Bayn	al-Qaṣrayn	as	a	‘Lieu	de	Mémoire’,”	esp.	241-3.	
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The link with al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb, his former ustādḥ, was especially meaningful and important to 

Qalāwūn. It was Qalāwūn’s explicit wish to be buried across from the tomb of his master. When the 

Qalāwūn complex was opened, Qalāwūn concluded his tour by making supplications at al-Ṣāliḥ’s 

grave. 

Qalāwūn was the first sultan to decide during his life to be buried in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. 

Apart from al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb all sultans of the Cairo Sultanate who had died in Cairo had been buried in 

the Qarāfa, in the vicinity of the tombs of important members of the ’ahl al-bayt. This sacred cityscape 

remained very attractive for its numerous sacred sites. Burial in ‘the vicinity of the righteous’ came 

with its own eschatological advantages. In addition, it offered a connection to a commemorative 

infrastructure guaranteeing visitations and devotion, a prospect that was fundamental to the 

memoria motives of funerary foundations.  

Shajar al-Durr had her madrasa-mausoleum built near the shrine of Sayyida Nafīsa, another 

important node in the sacred infrastructure of the necropolis and a common place for the tombs of 

female members of the ruling elite.32  Aybak’s ‘wide dome’ was probably located along the main access 

road to the complex of al-Shāfi’ī coming from the north. Al-Muẓaffar Quṭuz, initially buried where he 

fell, was ultimately moved to the Qarāfa also.33  

																																																													
32	Cf.	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Ahmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	Kitāb	al-Sulūk	li-l-Ma‘rifat	Duwal	al-Mulūk,	ed.	M.	‘Atā’	(Beirut,	
1997),	I,	494;	Max	van	Berchem,	Matériaux	pour	un	Corpus	Inscriptionum	Arabicarum	(CIA):	Égypte.	(Cairo,	
1894-1903),	I,	111-3,	728-9;	Keppel	Creswell,	The	Muslim	Architecture	of	Egypt,	volume	2:	Ayyūbids	and	Early	
Baḥrite	Mamlūks	of	Egypt	(Oxford,1959),	138;	D.	Fairchild	Ruggles,	“Visible	and	invisible	bodies:	the	
architectural	Patronage	of	Shajar	al-Durr,”	al-Muqarnas	32:1	(2015):	63-78.	
33	The	chronicler	Taghrī	Birdī	reports	that	Qutuz	was	buried	by	men	in	his	service	at	the	spot	where	he	fell,	a	
few	miles	to	the	north	of	Cairo	near	the	village	of	al-Sāliḥiyya.	Ibn	Taghrī	Birdī	also	reports	that	Qutuz’s	grave	
‘was	visited	all	the	time’	by	people	honouring	his	memory	and	cursing	his	murderer.	As	a	consequence,	
Baybars	had	Quṭuz’s	body	exhumed	and	the	grave	destroyed.	The	physical	remains	were	reburied	in	al-Qāhira	
in	the	zāwiya	of	an	unknown	sheikh,	where	it	was	easier	to	police	the	visitors.	After	an	undefined	period	of	
time	an	amir	of	Baybars,	confusingly	called	Quṭuz	al-Ẓāhirī 	(d.	1340),	brought	the	remains	of	Baybars’s	
murdered	rival	to	the	Qarāfa.	The	reasons	for	this	move	are	entirely	unclear.	Al-Maqrīzī	describes	Quṭuz’s	
Qarāfa-grave	as	being	‘close	to	the	zawīya	of	Ibn	‘Abūd’,	an	unknown	character.	Neither	structure	is	extant,	
but	Ibn	Zayyāt	mentions	a	path	in	the	north(?)	of	the	Qarāfa	leading	from	the	Citadel	to	a	courtyard	(ḥawsh)	in	
which,	as	he	recounts,	is	located:	‘the	grave	(qabr)	of	al-Muẓaffar	Quṭuz	who	crushed	the	Mongols’.	We	may	
assume	this	is	the	grave	mentioned	by	al-Maqrīzī;	Ibn	Zayyāt’s	Citadel-path	ends	at	the	turba	of	Sheikh	Ibn	
‘Abūb.	Cf.	Jamal	al-Dīn	ibn	Yusuf	ibn	Taghrī	Birdī,	al-Nujūm	al-Zāhira	fī	Mulūk	Miṣr	wa-l-Qāhira,	ed.	M.	Shams	
al-Dīn	(Beirut,	1992),	VII,	78,	80;	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	I,	520,	and	III,	323;	Shams	al-Dīn	Muḥammad	ibn	
Muḥammad	ibn	Zayyāt	,	Kitāb	al-Kawākib	al-Sayyāra	fī	Tartīb	al-Ziyāra	fī	al-Qarāfatayn	al-Kubrā	wa-l-Sugrhā,	
ed.	F.	Sezgin	(Cairo,	1992),	302,	cf.	also:	280-1.		
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Indeed, the Qarāfa was a likely place to be buried. The presence of holy graves provided a lot 

of baraka, blessings. What perhaps made the move away from the Qarāfa easier for Qalāwūn was the 

fact that some of the scenes of funerary devotion common to the necropolis, described in chapter 

three, migrated to the city. Foreshadowing the fate of the Manṣūriyya, the foundation of al-Ṣāliḥ 

Ayyūb had become a place of cultic repute by Qalāwūn’s time, and it is very significant that following 

the reign of the first Ṣāliḥī amir, Aybak al-Turkmānī, this became the place where the accession ritual 

for the new amirs took place.  

The fact that the madrasa of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb had attained a ‘certain sacralité’ and his grave 

had become an ‘objet de culte’ made the concerns for memoria overlap with the ideological advantage 

of this site.34 Qalāwūn had opted not to be buried in the Qarāfa, but in the vicinity of a righteous 

martyr. As a sacred tomb, the grave of al-Ṣāliḥ may also have attracted to the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn zuwwār, 

pilgrims who, as described in the previous chapter, frequented the graves of the Qarāfa and elsewhere 

in the city to make supplications. 

The construction process 

For the building project itself al-Shujā‘ī, as shadd al-‘amā’ir, was responsible.35  All relevant sources 

confirm this. As shadd, he continued to play a prominent role in the project from beginning to end. 

He had been engaged in this function before, supervising the construction of the madrasa-tomb of 

Qalāwūn’s wife, Fāṭima Khaṭūn.36 Shāfi’ī ibn ‘Alī explicitly states that al-Shujā’ī took important 

decisions about the design of the building by himself.37 

																																																													
34	Mounira	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolisme	et	formalisme	de	l’élite	mamluke:	la	cérémonie	de	l’accession	à	
l’émirat,”	in	Genèse	de	l’état	moderne	en	Méditerranée:	approches	anthro-	pologique	de	pratiques	et	de	
représentations,	ed.	H.	Bresc	(Rome,	1993),	65.	
35	Abdulfattah,	The	Amir	‘Alam	al-Dīn	al-Shujā’ī,	2,	15.	Cf.	also:	Nasser	Rabbat,	“Architects	and	Artists	in	
Mamluk	Society:	the	Perspective	of	the	Sources,”	in	idem,	Mamluk	History	through	Architecture,	Monuments,	
Culture	and	Politics	in	Medieval	Egypt	and	Syria	(Cairo,	2010),	33-43,	at	36-7;	and	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	
“Muhandis,	Shād,	Mu‘allim	–	note	on	the	building	craft	in	the	Mamluk	Period,”	Der	Islām	72:2	(1995):	293-308,	
at	295-6.	And	cf.	on	‘Alam	al-Dīn	al-Shujā’ī	in	this	capacity:	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	379,	406-8;	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	
Tashrīf,	55;	and	al-Ṣafadī,	Wāfī	bi-l-wafayāt,	ed.	M.	al-Hujayrī	(Wiesbaden	and	Beirut,	1984),	XV,	475-8.	
36Index	no.	274;	Location:	Cemetery	of	Sayyida	Nafisa;	Behrens-Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluk,	129-132;	Ibn	
‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf,	55;	al-Ṣafadī,	Wāfī,	XV,	477.		
37	Shāfi’ī	ibn	‘Alī,	Faḍl	al-Ma‘thūr,	168.	



	

	 97	

In her recent tentative study Iman Abdulfattah confirms that al-Shujā’ī had creative agency. 

However, pending further research, she refrains from confirming him as the architect of the 

project.38 The sources certainly do not identify him as such. In fact, the chroniclers credit no one with 

the role of the project’s artistic director. Whereas authorship was acknowledged in literature and 

sometimes in calligraphy, in architecture this was difficult. Primarily, the existence of a single artist 

earning exclusive praise for a building such as the Manṣūriyya would go against the religious line of 

thought underlining the foundation of such monuments.39 The pious foundations were explained and 

justified as acts of charity, devoutness, and religiously inspired care for the community. It was 

therefore rhetorically impossible for someone other than the patron, as God’s tool, to take credit for 

them. Also the identity of the architects of the Tāj Mahal, for instance, remains hidden in most 

sources. Even if there was a single individual who was more than others responsible for a successful 

and pleasing design, it was not appropriate to distinguish him as such. Only in rare cases do we find 

an artist who managed to successfully link his memory to such projects, through epigraphy or other 

media, receiving recognition for his art.40  

 Although Abdulfattah leaves the question of the extent of al-Shujā’ī’s input in the design 

open, she does seem to suggest that it was substantial.41 Al-Shu’jā‘ī may rightfully be identified as an 

primary creative agent among a group of people responsible for the design of the building, exercising 

creative input at all stages of the process. The analysis of the structure’s construction suggests, for 

example, that even important decisions were taken on-site, as was customary in these days. The 

thickness of the walls of the Manṣūriyya, for example, created a safety margin, which was necessary 

in the case of an undetailed plan.42 

This fact suggests that the job of the muhandis al-amā’ir, a building professional and engineer 

in service of the court, was also very important. This official was responsible for the technical and 

																																																													
38	Abdulfattah,	The	Amir	Sanjar	al-Shujā’ī.	
39	Similar	notions	and	discussions	on	tradition,	art	and	individuality	were,	of	course,	current	in	the	Occidental	
Middle	Ages,	too.	Within	this	context	they	are	extensively	described:	Cf.	for	a	general	typology:	E.H.	Gombrich,	
The	Story	of	Art	(16th	ed;	London,	1996),	157-9.	And	cf.	for	more	specific	discussions:	Jan	Aartsen	and	Andreas	
Speer	ed.,	Individuum	und	Individualität	im	Mittelalter	(Berlin	and	New	York,	1996),	esp.	807-861.		
40	Cf.	Rabbat,	“Architects	and	Artists”,	28-43.	
41	Abdulfattah,	The	Amir	Sanjar	al-Shujā’ī.	
42	Behrens-Abouseif,	“Muhandis,	Shād,	Mu‘allim,”	305.	
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mathematical aspects of the design and its practical on-site application. As this design was most likely 

very tentative, his decisions had a creative capacity as well.43 

On a smaller scale, the decisions of the so-called masters of the craft also had a big impact. 

This group included the chief masons, stucco-workers, wood carvers, etc. They were responsible for 

those aspects of the project falling within their fields of expertise and hired their own team of men. 

It is likely that craftsmen made decisions on site, based on their experience, skills, and artisanal 

traditions harking back to their place of origin. Their agency in filling in the (decorative) details of 

the design ultimately must have had a great impact on the visual impact of the building. 44  

 Thus it is clear that the establishment of the Manṣūriyya was a collaborative effort, in which 

al-Shujā’ī might well have played a decisive role, if only because al-Shujā‘ī hired the craftsmen and 

organised the supervision of their work, based on his own preference and prior experience.45 Based 

on a number of commonalities with the building of Fāṭima Khātūn, which will be described at more 

length later on, as well as later buildings in which he was involved, it seems clear that al-Shujā‘ī likely 

preferred to work with the same team.46  

 It should also be added, however, that in a praiseworthy attempt to emphasise the 

decentralised and diversified collective of agencies at work, attributing to them the creative credit 

they deserve, the top-down influence of the patron himself cannot and should not be denied. Other 

royal patrons before Qalāwūn played a primary role in determining the model to be followed. Sultan 

Baybars, allegedly, was even involved in the sketching of the design. Even if this is a flattering 

account, it does indicate that the scene of a sultan at a drawing table was not that outlandish. There 

are no indications that Qalāwūn was personally involved in the actual sketching of the design. 47 

However, a conflict, apparently concerning the layout of the foundation, between the sultan and his 

																																																													
43	Al-Qalqashandī	(Ṣubḥ,	V,	467)	describes	his	function	as	follows:	“He	is	assigned	with	the	planning	(tartīb)	and	
computation	(taqdīr)	of	buildings	(‘amā’ir).	He	supervises	the	[other]	men	of	craft.	Handasa	is	a	science	for	
which	books	have	been	especially	compiled.”	Cf.	also	Nasser	Rabbat,	“Architects	and	Artists,”	33-43;	Aḥmad	
Ṭaymur,	al-Muhandisūn	fī	al-‘Aṣr	al-Islamī	(Cairo,	2nd	ed.,	1979);	Leo	Ari	Mayer,	Islamic	Architects	and	their	
Works	(Geneva,	1965).	
44	Finbar	Barry	Flood,	“Umayyad	Survivals	and	Mamluk	Revivals:	Qalawunid	Architecture	and	the	Great	
Mosque	of	Damascus,”	Muqarnas	14	(1997):	57–79	
45	Al-Ṣāfadī,	Wāfī,	XV,	477.	
46	Abdulfattah,	The	Amir	‘Alam	al-Dīn	al-Shujā’ī.	Cf.	also:	Ibn	Shaddād,	Tā’rīkh,	225.	
47	Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	300;	Behrens-Abouseif,	“Muhandis,	Shād,	Mu‘allim,”	304.	
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amir has been well recorded, suggesting that al-Shujā’ī could not overstep certain preconceived 

limits and was expected to stick to a rough outline of the design.48 

 The result was a building of truly monumental proportions. The most salient of these features 

will be discussed in subsequent chapters. Suffice it here to point out the multi-layered construction 

history. If the Qalāwūn complex is the ultimate monument to the identity of its founder, introducing 

a Qalāwūnid style used by his descendants in their commemorative architecture, this style was 

created by a number of agencies working together. Although salient parts, such as the introduction 

of Levantine decorative features and the reintroduction of the octagonal drum, can be attributed to 

al-Shujā‘ī, it will be argued in subsequent chapters, that this does contradict the building’s function 

of representing, and hence commemorating, its founder. It simply illustrates that memoria required 

the collaborative engagement of the living.  

The endowment of the building 

According to al-Nuwayrī, Qalāwūn paid for the construction with his own money.49 Sometimes, 

construction was paid for with waqf money, although this was technically illegal because the waqf 

could not be its own beneficiary. In those cases, often stories were spread that a treasure or buildings 

had been found on the construction site, to pre-empt criticism concerning the provenance of funds 

and materials.50 There seems to be no such story for Qalāwūn’s foundation. Everything suggests, 

therefore, that the finished structure was Qalāwūn’s own property (milk). This was necessary for him 

to be able to endow it.  

 That he did endow it as part of the foundation follows from the extant waqf documents. They 

describe the physical shape of the architectural complex that housed the charities identified in the 

same document. The waqf documents also describe in minute detail the urban surface that this 

building covered. This explicit reference to location and building means that the Qalāwun complex, 

as we know it today, was part of the endowment. It belonged to the package of capital transferred to 

																																																													
48	Shāfi‘ī	ibn	‘Alī,	al-Faḍl	al-Ma’thūr,	168.		
49	Al-Nuwayrī,	Nihāyat	al-’Arab,	XXXI,	105-6.	
50	According	to	Pahlitizsch,	this	is	a	topos	that	can	also	be	found	in	other	traditions,	cf.:	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	
“Christliche	Stifutungen	in	Syrien	und	im	Irak	im	7.	und	8.	Jahrhundert	als	ein	Element	der	Kontinuität	
zwischen	Spätantike	und	Frühislam,”	in	Islamische	Stiftungen,	ed.	A.	Meier	et.	al.,	39-77,	at	44.	
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the charitable cause Qalāwūn had selected. Moreover, the opening statement, which the sultan 

pronounced during his first visit to the hospital, seems also significant in this respect. It was 

witnessed by Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, in whose words Qalāwūn said: ‘I declare this place a waqf for those 

who are my equals and those who are not, for the enjoyment of the rich and poor alike, for those who 

come to this place and those who stay here’.51 Although the word place (makān) does not necessarily 

refer to the architecture, it seems to be a reference to the foundation both as a spatial and as a social 

entity.  

 

4.3. The people of the waqf 
The waqf was, however, much more than simply a building. In the waqf document the term ’ahl al-

waqf is sometimes used to describe the community of those supported by the waqf al-sayfī.52 This 

included all the people who made the waqf ‘work’. This community of the foundation was incredibly 

large. All of its members played their part in keeping Qalāwūn’s memory alive and formed the centre 

of what would become Qalāwūn’s commemorative community. In this part we focus especially on the 

employees and dependents of the madrasa and the qubba. It was their explicit task to take care of the 

memoria of the founder. We will describe the acts and obligations they had to perform in return for a 

stipend from the waqf, as well as try to reconstruct a social profile.  

 No waqf document for Qalāwūn’s qubba survives. The extant documents pertain only to the 

employment of staff in the bīmāristān. However, a second waqf endowed to the qubba, given by 

Qalāwūn’s son al-Ashraf Khalīl in 1292, refers to the original document in describing staff and their 

salaries, providing a general sense of what the original situation looked like. Moreover, a detailed 

description of the madrasa’s and qubba’s staff has survived in the history of Ibn al-Furāt (d. 1405).53 

Ibn al-Furāt was an Egyptian historian of the latter half of the fourteenth century. He composed a 

rather Egyptocentric history of the world in which he included verbatim copies of all sorts of sources. 

Given the details Ibn al-Furāt supplies, we may suggest he had access to the original waqf document 

																																																													
51	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf,	127.		
52	Cf.	e.g.	Amīn,	“Wathā’iq	waqf,”	391.	
53	Nāṣir	al-Ḍin	Muḥammad	Ibn	al-Furāt	(d.	1405), Ta’rīkh	al-Duwal	wa-l-Mulūk	,	8	vols.,	ed.	Q.	Zurayq	and	N.	
ʿIzz	al-Dīn	(Beirut,	1936-1942),	VIII,	14.		
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of the qubba or copies of it. Also al-Maqrīzī seems to have had access to the waqf document, as his 

Khiṭaṭ includes details that correspond to the information provided by Ibn al-Furāt. 

The poor 

In her discussion of gift giving in monotheistic religions, Illana Silber distinguishes between different 

forms of religious gift giving, suggesting three categories: giving to God, giving to the poor, and giving 

to religious professionals. For each of these acts a different form of reciprocity or non-reciprocity 

can be discerned. The pure gift to God, sacrifice, is hard to identify in the system of the waqf, unless 

we consider the waqf in its totality as a sacrificial gift to God. The two other categories, giving to the 

poor and giving to religious professionals, are more easily identifiable.  

 As we have seen in the previous chapter, all the charitable foundations of medieval Cairo 

normally distributed alms and food to the poor. This was also the case for Qalāwūn’s foundation. The 

waqf documents specify that any residues of the waqf revenues were to be distributed to the poor.54 

Giving alms to the poor, as Adam Sabra has noted, was not plain and simple philanthropy. It helped 

the patriarchs of the Mamluk households to buy loyalty and reverence among the urban population.55  

 Not everyone among the poor and economically destitute was eligible to receive alms. 

Poverty relief was restricted to a selected group. The fuqarā’ wa-masākīn, as the poor are identified in 

the waqf documents, were supposed to consist of a worthy group of people. Preferably, this group 

included sufī’s who had renounced wordily possessions out of pious convictions. The value of the 

charitable act of alms giving, hence, was not dependent on the level of economic destitution of the 

recipient, but rather on his piety. This preference suggests that such gifts were motivated not only 

by philanthropy or by the urge to gain popularity, but also by notions of either inherent religious 

merit or eschatological notions of otherworldly reciprocity.  

 As Yaacov Lev has discussed for the Mamluk case, there was an eschatological orientation to 

poverty relief, in which giving to a pious person contributed to the redemption of the munificent 

giver.56 Although it seems very reasonable to suggest that it was crucial to maintain a level of support 

																																																													
54	Amīn	ed.,	“Wathā’iq	waqf,”	368.	
55	Illana	Silber,	“Beyond	Purity	and	Danger:	Gift-Giving	in	the	Monotheistic	Religions,”	in	Gifts	and	Interests,	ed.	
A.	Vandevelde	(Leuven,	2000),	115-32.		
56	Lev,	“Charity	and	Gift	Giving,”	239.	
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among the urban poor, as ‘a transfer of wealth from the rich to the poor’, alms did not serve the 

‘eradication of poverty but the purification of wealth’.57 By enhancing their blessings upon reception, 

the pious and religiously poor were considered a more efficacious destination of charity.  

 The distribution of alms at the foundation had a festive and demonstrative character, an 

element of memoria, recognition of and memorial reverence to the benefactor, an aspect of the 

eschatological orientation of the poverty relief the waqf al-sayfī provided. However, this memoria was 

rather undefined as it consisted of acts not clearly spelled out in the waqf document.   

Religious professionals  

In contrast to the poor, another group of pious recipients had to perform well-defined acts in return 

for the money they received from the waqf. This group Illana Silber calls ‘religious professionals’.58 

They were expected to engage in religious or ‘cultic’ activities in the name and honour of the wāqif. 

 At the head of this group stood an imām. According to Ibn al-Furāt, the in-house imam had to 

be of the Ḥanafī madhab, one of the prominent schools of Islamic law during Mamluk rule. According 

to al-Maqrīzī, this imam led the prayer five times a day. The prayer apparently took place in the 

madrasa, as the guards had to open the doors ‘between the qubba and the qibla’ for the Qur’ān reciters 

and others who wanted to pray.59 Six muezzins, and one chief muezzin, were also employed to call to 

prayer from the minaret and to perform the Ṣalāt together with the imam. The imam received eighty 

dirham monthly, each of the six muezzins thirty, and the chief muezzin forty.  

 Then there was a group of fifty men who had to recite the Qur’ān, during the entire day and 

night in shifts.60 The reciters in the mausoleum had ‘to stay, to read the Qur’ān, invoke God, and ask 

forgiveness for the martyr-sultan, buried in the grave that is in the qubba’.61 This clearly corresponds 

																																																													
57	H.	Weiss,	Obligatory	Almsgiving.	An	Inquiry	into	Zakāt	in	the	Pre-Colonial	Bilad	al-Sudan	(Helsinki,	2003),	39,	
quoted	in:	Lev,	“Charity	and	Gift	Giving,”	240.		
58	Silber,	“Purity	and	Danger,”	122.	
59	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	380;	Ibn	al-Furāt,	Ta’rīkh,	VIII,	14.	
60	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	380;	Ibn	al-Furāt,	Ta’rīkh,	VIII,	14.		
61	MS	Munich,	Cod.	arab.	205,	f.	109r:	wa-‘alayhim	al-muẓālima	wa-l-qirā’a	wa-l-du‘ā	wa-l-’istaghfār	{li-l-sulṭān	
al-shahid	(sic;	added	in	margin)}	bi-l-ḍarīḥ	allādhī	bi-l-qubba	al-madkūra.	
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with the rationale of double memoria. Indeed, as mentioned in the first part of this dissertation, the 

reading of the Qur’ān for the dead was one of the primordial forms of Islamic commemorative culture.  

The readings had a certain public aspect. The reciters were positioned inside the qubba, in 

the windows facing the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. For each passer-by who heard the sounds of the holy Qur’ān, 

for Muslims the literal Word of God, the merit of the recitation was augmented. At the same time, the 

reading of the Qur’ān in the founder’s name would remind the public would of their creator as well 

as of Qalāwūn, whose name was applied above the windows in which the reciters were positioned [cf. 

also fig. 3, and fig 7].  

 As a last category among the religious professionals, we may include the educational staff. 

Ibn al-Furāt mentions that the waqf provided for lessons in tafsīr. This required the appointment of a 

teacher, who received monthly 133 and 1/3 dirham, and a deputy teacher (mu‘īd), who received 40 

dirham. A circle (ṭulba) of thirty students received a stipend of three hundred dirham to share. Ibn 

al-Furāt does not clarify where these lessons took place, but we may assume this happened in the 

madrasa. 

 We know for certain that the madrasa was the place for lessons in ḥadīth. Again a teacher and 

a deputy teacher were employed, who all received a salary similar to that of their colleagues at 

Figure	4.1:	The	windows	of	the	qubba	al-Manṣūriyya	photographed	from	the	inside	
(Creswell	archive) 
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thetafsīr department. In addition, a reader was appointed who had to read the ḥadīth in front of the 

teacher when the lessons were in session.62  

 

Non-religious professionals  

Apart from the ‘religious professionals’ there is another group, which Silber leaves undiscussed, but 

which clearly played a role in the commemoration of the founder, if only because they took care of 

the commemorative community of the founder and the space in which it was located.  

 In the hall between the qubba and the madrasa, six guards were posted to stop people from 

entering at any time other than praying hours. Al-Maqrīzī informs us: 

These guards received for their livelihood the finest bread and prepared meat and every 
month a rich salary, which made them wealthy and rich. They enjoyed respect, had authority 
and people listened to them […] The highest servants of the sultan were appointed to these 
offices, who would assign representatives to carry out the service in the mausoleum for them. 

																																																													
62	Ibn	al-Furāt,	Ta’rīkh,	VIII,	14.	

Figure	4.2:	Stone	slab	with	inscription	mentioning	the	name	of	sultan	Qalāwūn	above	one	of	the	windows	of		Qalāwūn’s	
qubba 
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Nonetheless, in spite of their standing and munificence (of senior servants), they regarded 
serving in the mausoleum as a big honour.63 

It was an honour specially received for freedmen to be appointed guard of their master’s waqf. Most 

of the big waqf foundations employed guards to police the premises, and it stands to reason that 

Qalāwūn had made the same arrangements. Evidence for this is supplied by the waqf document of al-

Ashraf. In this document it is explicitly stated that those filling the office of guards of the foundation 

could only be freedmen of Qalāwūn or freedmen of al-Ashraf himself. Only after this group had 

become extinct could the nāẓir of the foundation appoint other people as guards.64  

 During the time al-Maqrīzī wrote the Khiṭaṭ, these guards were eunuchs. The term khādim, 

used in the waqf document, means ‘guard’ or ‘servant’ but was at the time used to denote ‘black 

slave/servant’.65 Indeed, most eunuchs were black, and according to Shaun Marmon, khādim was a 

byword for eunuch in the waqf document of Qalāwūn.66 That these men had to be freedmen (‘utaqā’)is 

compatible with this reading, as the eunuchs, like mamlūks, enjoyed an unfree status, embedded as 

they were in the household of their patron until manumission.  

 As Marmon shows in her work on eunuchs and sacred boundaries in Islam, there were two 

reasons to post eunuchs to guard tombs. The first is connected to the observation that many graves 

in the necropolis of medieval Cairo were, like aristocratic households, places characterised by a 

certain tension between the public and the private. At grave sites, the living would meet and visit the 

dead, as if calling at their homes. Eunuchs also guarded the halls (dihlīz) of the rich households in the 

city, and so: ‘the eunuchs who guarded the entryway to a tomb mirrored the role of their 

counterparts in the vestibule of dihlīz of a living household, and were in fact, at least initially, often 

the same individual who had controlled access to the dead person’s home or to his person during his 

lifetime’.67  

 The second reason had to do with preventing unruly or illicit behaviour. According to 

Marmon, the cults of the dead often involved the participation of women, and this meant that strict 

																																																													
63	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	380.	
64	MS	Munich,	f	112r-v.	
65	Reinhart	Dozy,	Supplement	aux	dictionaries	arabes	(Leiden,	1881),	I,	355.	
66	Shaun	Marmon,	Eunuchs	and	Sacred	boundaries	in	Islamic	Society	(New	York	and	Oxford,	1995),	26.	
67	Shaun	Marmon,	Eunuchs	and	boundaries,	22.	
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rules of decorum had to be safeguarded and when necessary enforced.68 This may be particularly the 

case in the Qarāfa where the cults of the dead were often characterised by chaotic group dynamics, 

which could defy public order. It seems, however, that in the case of the Manṣūriyya, things might 

have been more formal and regulated to begin with, less prone to spontaneous hysteria. However, 

there may have been a fear that funerary devotion could turn to fitna if the guards did not strictly 

regulate access. To do this was their explicit task. They had to protect the grave and the foundation’s 

community, keeping unauthorised persons from entering the foundation’s premises.69 Al-Maqrīzī 

mentions: ‘Even today [the guards] do not allow anybody to enter the qubba, except its people’.70 

Ibn al-Furāt mentions that each guard received a salary of fifty dirham for his services. This is not an 

exceptionally high sum of money, representing one sixth of the salary of the nāẓir who was entitled 

to three hundred silver dirham for himself. The imam was paid thirty dirham more, whereas the 

qubba’s two bawwābs, or doormen, earned about half as much.71 As al-Maqrīzī suggests, it was not the 

money, but the honour attached to the money that mattered and allowed the guardians to take pride 

in their position ‘in spite of their standing and munificence’.72 

Al-Maqrīzī reports that, in addition to guarding the premises and controlling the activities of 

those connected in any way to the tomb complex, the guards also engaged in acts of devotion: 

I have seen these guards, and they had great honour [ḥurma] and authority and were held in 
high respect. Their sheikh was counted among the leading notables. He would sit on hi high  
bench and the other guards would be seated in their places and would not cease from their 
pious acts of devotion.73 

In the waqf documents of other foundations it is stated that the guards also had to make sure that a 

team of caretakers did their job. For instance, the waqf document of the foundation of Barqūq, not far 

from the Manṣūriyya, stipulates that ‘they are to inspect the conditions of this madrasa every day 

																																																													
68	Ibidem,	22.		
69	Cf.	MS	Munich,	f.	110v	
70	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	380. 
71	Cf.	also:	MS	Munich,	108r;	Axel	Moberg,	“Zwei	ägyptische	Wagf-urkunden	aus	dem	Jahre	691/1292.	Nebst	
Bemerkungen	zur	mittelalterlichen	Topographie	Kairos,”	Le	Monde	Oriental	12	(1918):	1-64,	at	49,	n.	30.	
72	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	380.	
73	Ibidem.	And	cf.	also:	Marmon,	Eunuchs,	29.	
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and encourage the janitors (farrāshūn) sweep the madrasa and the tomb and to clean them [...] as is 

the custom in that place’.74 

  Also in Qalāwūn’s foundation, a number of valets were responsible for the upkeep and 

maintenance of the building and its furnishings. These included, in addition to a number of janitors, 

one or more attendants whose main responsibility it was to take care of the garments of the deceased, 

which were kept in a closet (khizāna) in the direct vicinity of the grave.75 In the waqf document of al-

Ashraf Khalīl two farrāshūn (sg. farrāsh) are mentioned, sharing between them 53 1/3 silver dirham 

monthly. About the social profile of these servants we unfortunately know nothing.  

 For activities taking place at the qubba at night, such as the ritual handing out of alms at 

Ramaḍān, or the vigils held in the grave at religious holidays, such as the mawlid al-nabī, the provision 

of enough light was essential. Lighting combined practical necessity with religious meaning and 

aesthetic effect. Oil and wax candles constituted a popular endowment to tombs such as the qubba of 

Qalāwūn. In the waqfiyyāt of al-Ashraf, these items are prominently included. Responsibility for the 

lighting, during festivals as well on an everyday basis, fell to two lantern guards who were 

handsomely rewarded with 53 and 1/3 silver dirham between them. 76  

The director of the waqf, the nāẓir al-waqf 

The most important member of the ‘ahl al-waqf’ was the nāẓir; he was the leader of the 

commemorative community of Qalāwūn. As was not uncommon for founders, Qalāwūn appointed 

himself the nāẓir of his foundation until the moment of his death.  

 The honourable lord the high amir ‘Izz al-Dīn, the agent of the wāqif, by the power of his 
 mandator, our said lord the sultan al-Malik al-Manṣūr […], confers the supervision of this 
 waqf and its administration to our most majestic lord the sultan al-Malik al-Manṣūr, 
 endowed by him with his grace – may God further his works and may he render the days of 
 his life  wholesome and blessed.77  

																																																													
74	Cf.	Marmon,	Eunuchs,	29.	
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(Beirut,	1936-1942),	VIII,	14.	
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Although the quotation above is taken from the waqf document pertaining explicitly to the māristān, 

it is likely that the supervision of the foundation also included the madrasa and the qubba. On the one 

hand, the hospital, madrasa, and qubba were separate organisational units, for which specific shurūṭ 

— the terms and conditions of revenue expenditure — were listed in separate documents. On the 

other hand, there is no mention in the sources of a nāẓir al-‘awqāf for the qubba or madrasa 

individually, apart from the hospital. The author Al-Qalqashandī mentions the office of ‘nāẓir al-

bīmāristān al-Manṣūrī’ in his elaborate manual for scribes. He describes it as one of the clerical offices 

in the realm. While there is mention elsewhere of the position of teacher at the ‘madrasa that is with 

the bīmāristān’, there is no reference to a separate nāẓir for the madrasa, nor for the qubba.78 Indeed, 

in most of the multi-functional, hybrid funerary foundations in Cairo, such as the khanqāh of Baybars 

al-Jāsnakīr for instance, the nāẓir was appointed to oversee the total of its constituent parts.79 

 The waqf documents clearly indicate that the nāẓir was responsible for the upkeep of the 

material as well as non-material aspects of the waqf. First, the custodian had to make sure that the 

material elements of the waqf – including both the endowed property as well as the foundation 

complex itself – were in optimal shape. He had to ‘repair, and build anew what is damaged of the 

[waqf’s] buildings’.80  

 It was also the nāẓir’s obligation to take care of the foundation’s personnel and community. 

He had to pay the salaries of those working in and around the foundation from the waqf’s revenues. 

If a member of the ’ahl al-waqf died, the nāẓir had to pay for the funeral with money from the waqf.81  

 The nāẓir’s duties were highly rewarded. The original waqf documents of the foundation are 

rather vague about the remuneration of the nāẓir – probably because it was Qalāwūn himself who 

would fulfil this function during his lifetime and any suggestion that he was himself the beneficiary 

of his own foundation had to be carefully avoided. The waqfiyya of al-Ashraf Khalīl, however, is very 

explicit. Of the revenues raised by the waqf-properties and lands listed in the document, the nāẓir was 

																																																													
78	Al-Qalqashandī,	Subḥ,	IV,	38-9.	
79	Leonor	Fernandes,	“The	foundation	of	Baybars	Al-Jashankir:	its	Waqf,	History,	and	Architecture,”	Muqarnas		
25	(1987):	21-42.		
80	Amīn,	“Wathā’iq	waqf,”	391.	
81	Amīn,	“Wathā’iq	waqf,”	367.	
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to keep as a salary the amount of three hundred dirham monthly.82 Compared to the salaries of the 

other employees, this was a substantial sum. It must have produced a significant advantage in the 

game of Mamluk politics.  

 Tradition favoured male offspring to receive the nuẓr, the supervision, of large family waqfs 

after the demise of the wāqif. The ḥadīth often quoted in relation to the waqf — ‘When a man dies, his 

good deeds come to an end except three: ongoing charity, beneficial knowledge, and righteous 

offspring who will pray for him’83 — reflected the custom of appointing offspring as nāẓir, thus making 

them beneficiaries of their parent’s waqf. Qalāwūn’s waqf was no exception:  

– then, after him – may God bestow upon him tall buildings and a long reign with -- to the 
most favourable (al-’amthal), that is the favourable of his sons and the sons of his sons, as far 
as the line goes (wa-’in safalū). After that to the most suited, that is the most suited of the 
freedmen (‘utaqā’)of our lord the aforementioned Sultan al-Malik al-Manṣūr - may God make 
his victories powerful.84 

Although the waqf document explicitly favours Qalāwūn's offspring, the document does not stipulate 

which of Qalāwūn’s sons was to fulfil this position. The indication al-’amthal, ‘the most suited’, leaves 

open further criteria of succession.  

 Thus, the clause quoted above leaves ample room for improvisation. Would the freedmen of 

the wāqif be eligible only if Qalāwūn’s blood-line had ended, or would a freedman be preferred were 

no suitable offspring available? If so, by whom, and based on what criteria, or under what 

circumstances, were freedmen preferred over offspring? Qalāwūn might not have intended it, but 

the waqf document did not exclude anybody from Qalāwūn’s entourage, except perhaps his wives and 

daughters, to succeed him as the custodian of his foundation after his demise.  

 

Conclusion 
This chapter explored the waqf al-sayfī, Qalāwūn’s foundation as it was created and constituted by a 

large group of people who, each in his own way, participated in the care of Qalāwūn’s memory. We 

																																																													
82	MS	Munich,	f.	108r.		
83	Abul	Ḥussayn	Muslim	ibn	al-Ḥajjāj	(d.	875),	Saḥīḥ	Muslim	/	English	Translation	of	Sahîh	Muslim	,	ed.	Ḥ	‘Alī	
Za’i,	N.	al-Khattab,	and	H.	Khattab	(Riyadh,	2007),	IV,	371	(Book	25,	ḥadīth	no.	4223[1631]).	
84	Amīn	ed.,	“Wathā’iq	waqf,”	369.	
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first looked at the initiative and the preparations of the project. Secondly, we zoomed in on the 

endowment as a prestigious building project. Finally, we gave a detailed overview of the beneficiaries 

of the foundation, describing the tasks they had to perform.  

 When we take a last, summarising look at the different people involved in these different 

stages of the realisation of Qalāwūn’s memoria, it is clear that amirs, both Qalāwūn’s peers as well as 

members of the Manṣūriyya, played an important role in the preparation and the physical coming 

into being of the project. As far as we have been able to reconstruct, it seems that in the interior of 

the foundation, those responsible for the execution of Qalāwūn’s immaterial memoria, the ‘ahl al-waqf, 

were selected - or were to be selected - from a different category of people, including family members, 

religious professionals, and eunuchs. Apparently, they did not belong to an inner circle eligible for 

these functions. In this manner, the legal structure of the waqf offered the possibility to emphasise 

and create social distinctions in the network of Qalāwūn’s posthumous patronage.  

 All these different people were bound by the waqf al-sayfī, and its patron, some briefly and 

some for longer. However, the foundation made all of these participants - parts of his households, 

clients, and others liaisons - stakeholders in his royal legacy. Just as the eunuchs guarding the tombs 

mirrored the setting of Qalāwūn’s royal dwellings during his life, the project itself was an 

achievement which attested to Qalāwūn’s position as a royal patron at the centre of his web, and it 

was designed to continue to do so after his demise.  

 If memoria is the active care of the living for the dead, this chapter has taken a closer look at 

this care and given an overview of those people who provided it, the people who formed the core of 

Qalāwūn’s commemorative network. The fate and transformations of this network, and the role of 

Qalāwūn’s sons in it, will be the subject of the third part of this dissertation. The next two chapters 

will offer more detailed attention to the less permeable product of the living care for Qalāwūn’s 

memory: the architecture itself.  
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5 | Qalāwūn’s waqf as commemorative structure  
 

 

 

 

Memories of past events, places, or persons may be transmitted from generation to generation orally. 

However, mnemonic atrophy tends to set in quickly when the past is not re-enacted, recorded, or 

represented: if it is not codified through and within culture.1 Without this reification of the past, the 

unifying effect of collective memory becomes undone and rivalling versions of the past emerge.2 This 

second part of the dissertation argues that the waqf of Qalāwūn was intended, like official 

historiography, to prevent the diffusion of collective memory and to codify Qalāwūn’s memory into 

an official and advantageous form. 

This chapter will investigate to what extent the architecture of the Manṣūriyya contributed 

to the representation and commemoration of Qalāwūn. How, if at all, did the architecture of the waqf 

contribute to a ‘non-discursive enunciation’ of the founders’ royal persona?3 This chapter will show 

how the mawqūf itself helped to express and to detail not only Qalāwūn’s identity as patron, but also 

his image as sultan. A number of architectural elements will be singled out and their expressive 

commemorative function will be analysed.  

 

5.1. Preliminary considerations 
Describing Mamluk princely architecture, R. Humphreys quotes the Sassanid adage that ‘religion and 

kinship are twins’.4 Yet at a first glance, it is hard to establish what features hint at this partnership 

																																																													
1	Jan	Assmann,	Das	kulturelle	Gedächtnis.	Schrift,	Erinnerung	und	politische	Identität	(Munich,	2007),	40-41,	
48-56;	Otto	Oexle,	Memoria	als	Kultur	(Göttingen,	1995),	22.	
2	For	this	paragraph,	cf.	especially:	Jan	Assmann,	“Kollektives	Gedächtnis	und	kulturelle	Identität”,	in	J.	
Assmann	and	T.	Hölscher	ed.,	Kultur	und	Gedächtnis	(Frankfurt	a.M.,	1988),	9-18.	
3	Aziz	al-Azmeh,	Muslim	Kingship,	Power	and	the	Sacred	in	Muslim	Christian,	and	Pagan	Polities	(London	and	
New	York,	1997),	4:	‘In	addition	to	discursive	forms	of	enunciation,	power	declares	itself	aesthetically	by	
means	of	non-propositional	enunciations	which	include	iconography	and	ceremonial’.	
4	R.	Stephen	Humphreys,	“The	Expressive	Intent	of	the	Mamluk	Arachitecture	of	Cairo:	A	Preliminary	Essay,”	
Studia	Islamica	35	(1972):	69-119,	at	76.	
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in the architecture of the complex of Qalāwūn. There are certainly no iconographic or decorative 

features that mark the building as royal in a straightforward fashion. 

Apart from the epigraphy, which will be discussed in the next chapter, the Manṣūriyya 

complex is seemingly devoid of visual or figurative elements expressive of a social identity. With the 

exception of the mosaic of a pearl-bearing tree, decorating the conch of the miḥrab in the madrasa, 

the funerary foundation of Qalāwūn is image-free. Moreover, in spite of the existence and ongoing 

development of a system of heraldic signs at the end of the thirteenth century, the complex does not 

include any.5 Its decorative programme includes only epigraphy and decorations of a floral and 

geometrical nature. The decorative programme of the building thus seems to omit any reference to 

the person of Qalāwūn, save for the epigraphic rendering of his name. 

One cannot attribute this fact to the presumed iconoclastic nature of Islamic art in general. 

There are clear indications that the decorative programme of some Mamluk palaces in Cairo included 

elements of a figurative nature.6 Moreover, although the decorations of courtly commissions tended 

to be increasingly non-figurative from the latter half of the thirteenth century onwards, depictions 

of courtly scenes as well as representations of ruler figures continued to appear on Mamluk 

metalwork as well as in book illuminations.7 

 What is significant, however, is the status of both the madrasa and the qubba as places of 

worship. Although the qubba would not assume its function as an official place for the juma‘a prayer 

until much later, the presence of miḥrābs, prayer niches, in both the madrasa and the qubba made the 

mausoleum itself an appropriate place to perform the ṣalāt, the liturgical prayers that Muslims 

formally have to observe five times a day.8 We may assume that the absence of the figurative in the 

																																																													
5	Estelle	Whelan,	“Blazon,”	in	Dictionary	of	the	Middle	Ages,	ed.	J.	Strayer	(New	York,	1983),	272-3.	
6	In	the	Citadel	of	Cairo,	for	example,	the	great	audience	hall	ordered	by	al-Ashraf	Khalīl,	the	Qā‘a	al-
Ashrafiyya,	was	decorated	with	mosaics	depicting	buildings	and	vegetation:	Nasser	Rabbat,	The	Citadel	of	
Cairo.	A	New	Interpretation	of	Royal	Mamluk	Architecture	(Leiden,	1995),	161-6.	According	to	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir	
(Tashrīf	al-Ayyām	wa-l-‘Uṣūr	fī	al-Sīrat	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr,	ed.	M.	Kāmil	[Cairo,	1961],	139)	also	the	additions	
Qalāwūn	himself	made	to	the	Citadel,	a	structure	confusingly	known	as	the	Qubba	al-Manṣūriyya,	was	
decorated	with	similar	scenes	of	castles	in	lush	landscapes.	
7	Cf.	for	metalwork	the	chapter	“Kalligraphie	versus	Figurenmotiv:	Metallarbeiten	unter	Mamluken	und	
Mongolen,”	in	Almut	von	Gladiß,	Glanz	und	Substanz.	Metallarbeiten	in	der	Sammlung	des	Museums	für	
Islamische	Kunst	(8.	Bis	17.	Jahrhundert)	(Berlin	and	Neu-Isenburg,	2012),	104-19.		
8	Julien	Loiseau,	Reconstruire	la	Maison	du	Sultan,	vol.	II:	1350-1450,	Ruine	et	Recomposition	de	l’Ordre	urbain	
au	Caire	(Cairo,	2010),	537.	
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decorative programme of the madrasa and the qubba reflects a normative, forbidding attitude 

towards mithāl, representations of animate objects, in places of worship.9  

However, the influence or indeed the solidity of a religious normative system of thinking vis-

à-vis several aspects of culture as lived and experienced, including the design of a monumental 

building, should not be overstated. The previously mentioned pearl-tree is worth considering in this 

respect. In its style and figurative content, it contrasts with the non-figurative decoration of prayer 

niches elsewhere in medieval Cairo. It has been linked to a damascene mosaic tradition going back to 

the famous mosaics on the facade of the Umayyad mosque, which are echoed in the mosaic 

decorations inside the tomb of Sultan al-Ẓāhir Baybars in that city.10 It also appears inside the tomb 

of Shajar al-Durr, where it has been interpreted as a visual allusion to the sulṭāna’s name, literally: 

tree of pearls. Meinicke, however, argues that the mosaic in the tomb of Shajar al-Durr was applied 

later during or after the reign of Qalāwūn, at the time when the motif was already well established, 

which weakens the argument that the mosaic had any specific referential quality.11 It could quite 

simply be a suitable reference to Qur’ānic descriptions of paradise introduced in imitation of the 

decorations of the Umayyad mosque in Damascus.12 

Given the scarcity of extant figurative elements or iconography, it is difficult to recognise 

symbolic expressions of the founder's identity. Oleg Grabar admits that, if iconography consists of a 

figurative or symbolic visual language, then this hardly exists in Islamic art. He continues however: 

‘This is not to say that there are no Muslim symbols and signs, but they consist less in visually 

perceptible features than in memories of men and events’.13 By making use of space, physical shapes, 

																																																													
9	Silvia	Naef,	Bilder	und	Bilderverbot	im	Islam.	Vom	Koran	bis	zum	Karikaturenstreit,	trans.	Ch.	Seiler	(Munich,	
2007),	27.	
10	Finbarr	Barry	Flood,	“Umayyad	Survivals	and	Mamluk	Revivals:	Qalawunid	Architecture	and	the	Great	
Mosque	of	Damascus,”	Muqarnas	14	(1997):	57-79,	at	67.	
11	Ibidem,	66;	Michael	Meinecke,	“Das	Mausoleum	des	Qalāʾūn	in	Kairo:	Untersuchungen	zur	Genese	der	
mamlukischen	Architektur	Dekoration,”	Mitteilungen	des	Deutschen	Archäologischen	Instituts,	Abteilung	Kairo	
27	(1971):	47-80,	at	57;	idem,	Die	mamlukische	Architektur,	vol.	2:	Chronologische	Liste	der	mamlukischen	
Baumassnahmen	(Glückstadt,	1992),	118,	no.	9C/55. 
12	Cf.	on	the	Mosaic:	Flood,	“Umayyad	Survivals,”	57-79.	And	on	mosaics	in	general	cf.	also:	Iman	R.	
Abdulfattah	and	Mamdouh	Sakr,	“Glass	Mosaics	in	a	Royal	Mamluk	Hall:	Context,	Content,	and	
Interpretation,”	in	The	Arts	of	the	Mamluks	in	Egypt	and	Syria	—	Evolution	and	Impact,	ed.	D.	Behrens-
Abouseif	(Göttingen,	2012),	203-21.		
13	Oleg	Grabar,	“Form:	A	Vocabulary	and	Grammar	of	Symbols	and	Signs	in	Islamic	Architecture,”	in	
Architecture	as	Symbol	and	Self-Identity,	ed.	J.	Katz	(Philadelphia,	1980),	1-11,	at	6.	
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and styles, monumental architecture appeals directly to these memories. A positive feedback 

relationship between form and memory is created in this way. An architectural form appeals to the 

public memory of an event or a person, which reciprocally endows the architecture with meaning. 

Thus memory and meaning sustain each other. Given this denoting quality of Islamic architecture 

and art, we may consider the Manṣūriyya in itself as a mnemonic device, as referring to the memory, 

and hence identity, of Qalāwūn.14  

But which architectural features in particular denoted the memory of Qalāwūn as founder 

and sultan? A detailed analysis of all the elements of the Manṣūriyya lies outside the scope of this 

dissertation. Instead, two of most expressive elements of the building will take centre stage, the 

minaret and the dome. These features also occupy a prominent position in Humphrey’s article 

concerning the expressive intent of Mamluk architecture, as two of the salient features signifying 

the merger of ‘kingship and religion’. 

Departing from Humphrey’s argument that these features alluded to the coupling of piety 

and politics, in that they were expressive of a claim to royalty based on the protection and 

propaganda of Sunnī Islam, this chapter wants to break this line of reasoning down, arguing that 

much of the expressive qualities of these features only in the last instance expressed the ambitions 

of a military class, as they primarily represent the partisan elements within it. It will be shown that 

we are dealing not only with the representation of a sultan, but also with the memoria of the patriarch 

of a household. Revisiting some of Humphreys’s points, discussing the buildings’ functions and visual 

effect within the ceremonial layout of the city, in addition to a comparative discussion of style, this 

chapter will argue that, through the denoting quality previously described, dome and minaret 

generated an architectural identity that primarily referred back to the interred and his personal 

ambitions to ‘usurp the future’.15 

																																																													
14	Cf.	also	Robert	Hillenbrand,	Islamic	Architecture:	Form,	Function,	and	Meaning	(New	York,	1994),	253:	‘Any	
observant	visitor	of	the	Islamic	world	cannot	fail	to	be	struck	by	the	sheer	quantity	of	mausolea	to	be	seen	in	
town	and	country	alike.	Their	role	in	the	architectural	environment	is	incomparably	more	important	than	it	is	
in	any	Western	country,	where	monuments	to	the	dead	often	take	the	form	of	statues.	This	discrepancy,	
therefore,	could	be	laid	at	the	door	of	the	pervasive	Islamic	distaste	for	figural	sculpture’.	
15	Hillenbrand,	Islamic	Architecture,	253.	
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5.2. The minaret 
When approaching the complex from a distance, the first element that stands out is the manṣūrī 

minaret.16 The minaret is often regarded as a most powerful symbol of the presence of Islam in public 

space.17 This symbolism is derived from the practise of the ‘adhān, the call to prayer. Qalāwūn’s waqf 

employed four muezzins. It is highly unlikely, however, that they mounted the minaret five times a 

day all the way to the top. Like most Mamluk minarets, the manṣūrī tower is too high to adequately 

perform the ’adhān from the top.18 If the call to prayer were to be performed from the top of the 

minaret of the Manṣūriyya, it would be audible only within a small radius around the tower.  

 As most minarets, Qalāwūn’s minaret was first and foremost a symbolic reference to a 

religious practice for which it was unsuited. Its conspicuous character, furthermore, may be 

explained by a signposting function. The minaret was ‘a marker of the principal building of the 

Islamic community’, the mosque. Through its distinct style and individual appearance, the manṣūrī 

minaret signposted and promoted one building with such a function in particular.19  

 Minarets fulfilled a signalling or marking function and so did the tower of Qalāwūn.20 Apart 

from signposting and promoting Qalāwūn’s foundation as a place of worship, the tower also 

functioned as an unescapable mark of orientation within the dense cityscape. The design prevented 

visual contact from being blocked by pre-existing minarets along the optical north-south axis, which 

means that those approaching the complex from the north or the south could keep the tower in 

constant focus. The guiding effect is particularly successful for approaches from the north. The 

minaret is built to the north of the qubba and protrudes into the street. This design forced the street 

																																																													
16	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	The	Minarets	of	Cairo	(Cairo,	1985),	138-40.	
17	Jonathan	Bloom,	Minaret,	Symbol	of	Islam	(Oxford	and	New	York,	1989).	
18	Cf.	Hillenbrand,	Islamic	Architecture,	129,	171.	
19	Hillenbrand,	Islamic	Architecture,	129-73;	Cf.	Behrens-Abouseif,	Minarets	of	Cairo,	15-9.	
20	The	word	‘minaret’	is	derived	from	Arabic	manār,	which	means	lighthouse	and	is	derived	from	the	Semitic	
root	N-W-R,	denoting	meanings	of	light	and	fire.	Although	Hillenbrand	(Islamic	Architecture,	133)	states	that	it	
may	be	safe	to	conclude	that	‘in	the	context	of	religious	architecture	the	association	between	the	minaret	and	
light	or	fire	is	(in	practical	terms)	an	irrelevance’,	opting	for	a	metaphorical	understanding	of	the	word	manār	
as	a	beacon	or	marker	of	the	symbolically	principal	building	of	Islam,	he	later	admits	that	Seljuq	minarets	were	
sometimes	used	as	signposts	(p.	154-5):	‘Since	much	caravan	travel	was	by	night,	a	lamp	at	the	top	of	a	
minaret	would	allow	the	building	to	serve	as	a	landlocked	lighthouse’.	The	practise	of	hanging	lamps	in	the	top	
of	minarets	in	Cairo	is	well	recorded.	
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to make a sudden swerve just before the base of the minaret. Thus it appears as if the minaret stands, 

as an ultimate destination, at the end of the street coming from the north [fig 5].21  

 The Fatimids had designed and built al-Qāhira with a clear eye for official display and 

ceremony. Almost a perfect rectangle, the walled city of al-Qāhira was divided into two halves by a 

wide street, called the Qaṣaba. This central avenue began in the north at the gate called the Bāb al-

Futūḥ. The Qaṣaba ended in the south at the Bāb al-Zuwayla. In the middle the street was widened, 

forming a wide square called Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, or between the palaces, along which Qalāwūn later 

built his complex. This square got its name because the Fatimid palace complexes extended to the 

east and to the west of this square.  

 Not only was the Qaṣaba an important artery of traffic, it also functioned as the official 

approach towards the palaces. Official visitors to the Fatimid palace coming from outside the city 

would make their entry into al-Qāhira through the northern Bāb al-Futūḥ, the Gate of Conquest, 

proceeding through the Qaṣaba. Official parades would also end at the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, coming from 

the north. 

  Fatimid official processions would start out from the palace complexes, proceeding 

northwards along the Qaṣaba, exiting the walled city either through the Bāb al-Futūḥ, in which case 

they re-entered through the Bāb al-Naṣr, a smaller gate in the northern city wall located at a little 

distance westward from the Bāb al-Futūh. Other sources claim that it was exactly the other way 

around, suggesting that the parades left the city through the Bāb al-Futūḥ and re-entered to the Bāb 

al-Naṣr, the Gate of Victory. Possibly, both itineraries were used. In any case, the itinerary always 

stopped at the northern point of the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, where the caliph would descend to pray in the 

mosque of al-Aqmar, at least from 1125 onwards. 

 As mentioned, the Fatimid layout of al-Qāhira remained relatively unchanged during 

Qalāwūn’s time. The extended Bayn al-Qaṣrayn continued to be the central thoroughfare of the city 

																																																													
21	Thus	intentionally	creating	the	effect	of	coulisse,	which	enhanced	the	visual	impact	of	the	architecture	in	the	
urban	space:	Sylvie	Denoix,	“Les	Mameloukes	ont-ils	pensé	l’effet	visual	de	leurs	monuments?”	in	Historie,	
archéologies	littératures	du	monde	Musuleman.	Mélanges	en	l’honneur	d’André	Raymond,	ed.	Gh.	Alleaume,	S.	
Denoix,	and	M.	Tuchscherer	(Cairo,	2009),	27-39.			
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and also functioned as the official northern approach towards the Citadel, where the palace 

complexes were located in Mamluk times. Also Mamluk ceremonial protocol, and the itinerary for 

the procession, echoed the Fatimid model, barring a few changes — for obvious reasons processions 

could no longer start at the Fatimid palace. From Ayyubid times onwards the Citadel functioned as 

starting point. But apart from that, the itinerary of official parades seems to mirror the Fatimid 

‘model’ described above. Describing the royal procession following the enthronement of al-‘Ādil 

Kitbughā in 1309, Ibn Taghrī Birdī writes: 

 And when it was the fourth day of the month Rabī‘ al-’Awwal the Sultan al-Malik al-‘Ādil 
 Kitbughā rode with sultanic pomp and the insignia of kingship (bi-’ubbahati l-salṭanati wa-
 shi‘āri l-mulk) from the Citadel of the Mountain, descending and going to [the parts of town 
 located] outside of al-Qāhira (’ilā ẓāhir al-Qāhira) towards the Qubbat al-Naṣr22, re-
 entering [al-Qāhira] through the Gate of Victory (Bāb al-Naṣr), traversing the city and 
 exiting through the Bāb al-Zuwayla, [before] making his return to the Citadel of the 
 Mountain, as was custom in those days.23 

As the Qubbat al-Naṣr was located to the north of al-Qāhira, we can assume that the parade passed 

through the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn during the first leg of its course. If Ibn Taghrī Birdī is correct, and official 

parades re-entered the city through the Bāb al-Naṣr after their visit to the Qubbat al-Naṣr, Fatimid 

protocol may have been followed, using the Bāb al-Futūh as the exit point of the walled city. This 

would mean that official parades traversed the city along the entire length of the Qaṣaba on the way 

from the Citadel to the Qubbat al-Naṣr. Notably, Ibn Taghrī Birdī uses the sentence ‘he descended the 

Citadel of the Mountain’. The same phrase is used in other sources to describe a sultan visiting one 

of the venues in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. 

 The second leg of the itinerary included the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn as well. Although the Bāb al-

Naṣr is not aligned with the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, several descriptions of processions suggest that it was 

common to enter through the Bāb al-Nāṣr before taking a turn and further proceeding through the 

																																																													
22	The	Qubbat	al-Naṣr	was	located	to	the	north	of	al-Qāhira	not	far	from	the	mosque	of	al-Ẓāhir	Baybars.	
23	Jamal	al-Dīn	ibn	Yusuf	ibn	Taghrī	Birdī,	al-Nujūm	al-Zāhira	fī	Mulūk	Miṣr	wa-l-Qāhira,	ed.	M.	Shams	al-Dīn	
(Beirut,	1992),	VIII,	48.		
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Qaṣaba and the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn to the Citadel.24 It was customary, 

from the third reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad onwards, that when 

the sultan made a ceremonial entry into town, he halted at the 

Manṣūriyya on his way to the Citadel, reminiscent of the caliphs’ 

stop at the mosque of Aqmar.25  

 The position of Qalāwūn’s tower was a most central one 

in the ceremonial itinerary. Its towering presence at the end of 

the southbound approach into the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn made it a 

monumental beacon, an important point of orientation and 

guidance on mundane or festive occasions. A signposting 

function is also alluded to often in the textual sources. For 

example, in a verse that Baybars al-Manṣūrī includes in his 

panegyric of the Qalāwūnids the minaret is compared with a 

guiding star.  

 A minaret like a star rises in the darkness 

  Pursuant to it, the way to the Two Worlds and the Light.26 

Of course, his line of poetry not only refers to guidance at a practical level, but also advertises the 

spiritual merits of the attached foundation. The manṣūrī minaret not only shows the way, it promises 

the light of God and spiritual purification. The reference of light, nūr, connects to an iconography of 

light used in Cairo to decorate institutions of religious learning or contemplation — madrasa’s and 

khānqāhs— where knowledge or nearness to God could be obtained. 

 The combination hadyu l-‘alamayni, ‘the way of the two worlds’ reads as a poetic substitute, 

for the sake of metre perhaps, for the more common expression sabīlu ’allāh, ‘the path of/to God’. The 

word hady is often used in a religious context: ‘the right way’, in an obvious allusion to Islam. The 

																																																													
24	E.g.	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	Kitāb	al-Sulūk	li-l-Ma‘rifat	Duwal	al-Mulūk,	ed.	M.	‘Aṭā’	(Beirut,	1997),	II,	321.	
25	Cf.	e.g.	ibidem.		
26	Baybars	al-Manṣūrī,	Tuḥfa	al-Mulūkiyya	fī	al-Dawlat	al-Turkiyya.	Tārīk	Dawalat	al-Mamālīk	al-Baḥriyya	fī	
Fitrat	min	647-711	hijriyya,	ed.	‘A.	al-Ḥ.	Ḥamdān	(Cairo,	1987),	111.	In	Arabic	it	is:	‘alayhā	(i.e.	the	minaret)	
hadyu	l-‘alamayni	wa-nūr(un). 

Figure	5.1:	The	itinerary	of	royal	processions	

	1.	Bāb	al-Futūḥ	(Gate	of	Conqest);	2.	Bāb	al-Naṣr	
(Gate	of	Victory);	3.	The	mosque	of	al-Ḥakim	bi-
’amr	llāh;	4.	The	Bayn	al-Qaṣrayn;	5.	The	Bāb	al-
Zuwayla;	6.	The	Citadel	of	the	Mountain;	7.	The	
road	towards	Fusṭāṭ.	
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word ‘ālamayn is a common reference to the Kingdom of God, who in the opening Sūra of the Qur’ān 

is presented as rabbu l-‘alamayn, the lord of the Two Worlds. The phrase ‘fi sabīl ’allāh’ is normally used 

to describe the pursuit of the mujāhid, the man or woman dedicating him or herself to the jihād, 

whether the military, ‘lesser’ jihād, or the spiritual, ‘bigger’ jihād, which is about overcoming 

weaknesses or errors in one’s belief and purification of the soul through prayer, study, and 

performing pious deeds. Thus, the verse makes clear that the minaret advertises and invites the 

viewer to make a religious commitment.  

  In other words, the conspicuousness of the minaret is not devoid of religious value. It is not 

simply a landmark among landmarks, but indicates the right way, the way that is to be preferred over 

others. Standing out from the stale background of its environs, the minaret of Qalāwūn’s hospital-

cum-madrasa-cum-qubba promised a place where treatment against ailments, both physical and 

spiritual, could be procured, prayers would be heard, and alms would be well spent. By building this 

grand complex the sultan himself had walked the path of God, and now the tower showed the way to 

others. Or, if not compelled by pious expectations, the boasting minaret caused a break in the city 

skyline that suggested something special could stand behind it.  

 The minaret not only advertised the foundation but also its founder. First of all, Qalāwūn’s 

minaret is built in direct spatial association with his tomb and thus with Qalāwūn himself. A clear 

indication of its memoria function, the minaret was both a point of reference for the world outside, as 

well as for the waqf’s beneficiaries inside. Its unique position to the north of the qubba allowed it to 

be visible from the saḥn of the madrasa and the court of the hospital. Formally speaking, a minaret 

had to be part of structure where Muslims could congregate to pray. Although the tomb of Qalāwūn 

includes a miḥrāb, and hence was a masjid technically, we know from al-Maqrīzī that it was normally 

closed to the general public. It is tempting to assume that Qalāwūn surrendered the usual position of 

the tower – directly attached to the madrasa— to the desired shape of the complex’s monumentality.27 

																																																													
27	It	is	tempting	to	assume	that	Qalāwūn	had	surrendered	the	usual	position	of	the	tower	–	directly	attached	to	
the	madrasa—	to	the	desired	shape	of	the	complex’s	monumentality.	However,	we	should	keep	in	mind	that	
Shāfi’ī	ibn	‘Alī	mentions	that	Qalāwūn	had	been	dismayed	by	the	discovery	that	his	mausoleum	and	the	
madrasa	had	swapped	location	vis-à-vis	the	original	design.	As	such	we	might	blame	the	bold	position	of	the	
minaret	on	al-Shujā’ī.	As	indicated	above,	however,	this	passage	might	have	been	included	to	blame	the 
building’s	superintendent	for	those	aspects	that	had	caused	anger	among	the	members	of	the	‘ulamā’.		



	

	 120	

A second indication that the minaret not only advertised the building but also the founder 

comes from another poem included in al-Manṣūri’s Tuḥfa. In this poem al-Manṣūrī compares Sultan 

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, who restored the manṣūrī minaret in 1302/3, with the minaret of the building.28 

Although further research needs to be conducted to establish the currency of such metaphors, it 

serves at least as an indication of the possibility of a personification between royal founder and 

minaret as a cultural topos.  

 In its representative function, the minaret served the double memoria of the founder. It 

promoted the founder’s fame and kept him alive in the city and the world. A next step is to show that 

the tower also contributed to Qalāwūn’s commemorative image.  

 Qalāwūn’s tower shows a resemblance with the minaret of the funerary complex of his wife 

Fāṭima Khaṭūn, where al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ, Qalāwūn’s favourite son, was also interred. A stylistic 

commonality is the minaret’s elongated, square first storey with a single window piercing the façade 

on all four sides as its only decoration.29 The plausible suggestion that a workforce of Christian 

prisoners of war was employed in both projects may explain this similarity in appearance.30 In no 

way, however, would this conclusion weaken the association it produces. Qalāwūn approved of this 

team being put to work on his personal prestige project and may have actively pre-arranged this 

employment. His positive evaluation of the Khaṭūniyya after it was finished has already been 

mentioned. This positive feedback was also likely based on its tower, which constitutes, together with 

the dome, the most conspicuous element of the building. Thus, the minaret reinforced and sustained 

a new style especially associated with the Qalāwūnids, which was displayed at localities where this 

genealogy was commemorated as a significant part of the identity of the interred.  

																																																													
28	Al-Manṣūrī,	al-Tuḥfa,	155.		
29	Behrens-Abouseif,	Minarets	of	Cairo,	138-40.	
30	Julien	Loiseau,	“Frankish	Captives	in	Mamlūk	Cairo,”	al-Masāq	23	(2011):	37–52.	
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Figure	5.2:	The	remnants	of	the	minaret	of	Fāṭima	Khaṭūn 

 

5.3. The dome  
The other major expressive element of the building, capturing the gaze of the approaching visitor, is 

the dome. The dome itself was reconstructed during the restoration works that commenced in 1903. 

At that time, drawings allowed for a reconstruction of the drum as it was at the end of the eighteenth 

century. Similarities between these drawings and the dome of the mausoleum of al-Ashraf Khalīl 

meant that this latter dome could be used as an indication for the restoration of Qalāwūn’s copula.31 

If the copula as it appears to the onlooker today is not a replica of the original, then it most likely is 

a close approximation. The octagonal drum of the copula is original. 

Whereas the minaret was at least a symbolic reference to a religious function, the dome in 

Islamic architecture is a purely monumental form. It was used for palaces, but by the eleventh 

century the palatial dome was outnumbered by the qubba as the chief characteristic of funerary and 

																																																													
31	Max	Herz	Pascha,	Die	Baugruppe	des	Sultans	Qalâûn	in	Kairo	(Hamburg,	1919),	14-24.	
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commemorative structures.32 It is in this tradition, obviously, that we have to place the qubba al-

manṣūriyya. 

Within this tradition, the dome primarily covers places dedicated to holy events and 

personalities. The best example of this is the Qubbat al-Saḥra, the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem 

(691), which covers the place where Muslims commemorate the isrā’ and the mi’rāj, the journey of the 

Prophet to Jerusalem and his ascent to heaven.33 Other sites relatable to saints, sages, and martyrs 

were marked with domed roofs from the second half of the ninth century onwards.34 Secondly, from 

the eleventh century onwards, the dome is used to cover princely mausolea.35 The mausoleum of the 

Samanids in Bukhara (datable to before 943) provides the first example.36 This tomb was not built to 

mark or honour an existing place of pilgrimage, devotion, or of other religious importance, but it was 

primarily commissioned by a ruling dynasty to house their dead.37  

Since the ‘secular’ mausoleum evolved out of the ‘holy’ shrine or sanctuary (mashhad), the 

first question to be asked is why did the dome provide the desired form for the first type? Although 

it an oversimplification to understand the qubba in relation to a continuing pre-Islamic practice, the 

suggestion that the Islamic architects took their cue from, or were inspired by, the Byzantine 

martyrium seems plausible.38 

 If, however, the Christian martyrium inspired the first ‘holy’ dome in Islam, it is hard to 

explain the Islamic princely mausoleum, for the Byzantines did not bury their political leaders in 

domed structures. Some art historians point out the usages of domes in Islamic palatial architecture 

																																																													
32	Oleg	Grabar,	“The	Earliest	Islamic	Commemorative	Structures.	Notes	and	Documents,”	Ars	Orientalis	6	
(1966):	7-46.	
33	Ibidem,	14-5	(no.	1);	Oleg	Grabar,	“The	Umayyad	Dome	of	the	Rock	in	Jerusalem,”	Ars	Orientalis	3	(1959):	
33-62.	 
34	Cf.	Grabar,	“Commemorative	Structures,”	15-16	(nos.	3-5).	
35	Oleg	Grabar,	“The	Islamic	Dome.	Some	considerations,”	Journal	of	the	Society	of	Architectural	Historians	
22:4	(1963):	191-8,	at	192.		
36	Grabar,	“Commemorative	Structures,”	17	(no.	6).		
37	Cf.	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	“Memoria	und	Stiftung	in	Islam,”	In	Stiftungen	in	Christentum,	Judentum	und	Islam,	
ed.	Meier	et.	al.,	71-94.		
38 Oleg	Grabar	warns:	‘The	fact	that	there	were	mausoleums	in	the	pre-Islamic	world	does	not	by	itself	explain	
the	existence	of	Islamic	mausoleums;	an	explanation	of	their	appearance	must	be	given	in	the	cultural	terms	of	
the	time	when	they	appeared’.	Oleg	Grabar,	“Commemorative	Structures,”	7-46.	
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and above the maqsūra in Mosques, the place reserved for royalty to pray. Because this earlier practice 

had already produced a royal connotation, the dome could be used for princely or royal mausolea.39 

We could, however, also propose that the Samanid rulers wanted to be objects of devotion 

and, by erecting domes, styled themselves as saints of sorts. As we have seen, the first princely qubbas 

were endowed with waqfs. This means that the first princely domes were considered pious 

foundations in themselves, linking the memoria of the pious founder with royal representation. The 

fact that notions of sacred kingship were current in the Persianate East may have facilitated this 

practice.40 It is furthermore to be noted that the titulature used on these structures celebrated the 

ruler as a mujāhid champion favoured by divine providence, legitimising the building of an 

ostentatious grave as a mashhad of sorts.41  The parallels with thirteenth-century Cairo in this respect 

will be made clear.  

This idea calls into question the distinction made by Humphreys between ‘secular’ and 

‘religious’ traditions of domed commemorative architecture. Rather, the crucial difference between 

the types seems to be that the first covers a pre-existing place of commemoration, while the second 

covers a new burial place.  

The first domes in Egypt did the former. They were built over actual or legendary tombs 

commemorating persons who had, in one way or another, a particular relevance for the religious 

politics of the Fatimids.42 Many masshads were built or renovated covering the graves of the ‘Alid 

saints at the Qarāfa cemetery. Only one Fatimid domed structure survives within the city, the rest of 

the extant masshads are found in the southern necropolis of Cairo. It is true that the Fatimid rulers 

had been buried in a domed mausoleum, located on the premises of the palace. However, the turbat 

																																																													
39	Oleg	Grabar,	“The	Islamic	Dome,”	191-8.		
40	Anna	Caiozzo,	Réminiscences	de	la	royauté	cosmique	dans	les	représentations	de	l’Orient	médiéval	(Cairo,	
2011),	41.	Cf.	also	on	the	different	interrelations	between	kingship	and	architecture	in	Iran:	Matthew	Canepa,	
“Dynastic	Sanctuaries	and	the	Transformation	of	Iranian	Kingship	between	Alexander	and	Islam,”	in	Persian	
Kingship	and	Architecture.	Strategies	of	Power	in	Iran	from	the	Achaemenids	to	the	Pahlavis,	ed.	S.	Babaie	and	
G.	Talinn	(London,	2015),	65-119.			
41	Hillenbrand	(Islamic	architecture,	266)	also	asserts	that:	‘It	seems	that	in	subsequent	centuries	to	[i.e.	after	
the	eleventh	century]	the	waging	of	jihad	was	apt	to	be	regarded	as	at	least	partial	justification	for	building	
mausolea’.	
42	Christel	Kessler,	“Funerary	Architecture	within	the	City,”	in	Colloque	international	sur	l’histoire	du	Caire,	ed.	
Raymond,	257-67.		
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al-za‘farān was not simply a mausoleum built by and for the caliphs.43 It was commissioned by the 

general Jawhar to inhume the remains of the Fatimid ancestors, who were, like the saints, venerated 

in their masshads at the Qarāfa cemetery in Cairo, descendants of ‘Alī and Ḥusayn.44 

 The Ayyubid Mamluk amirs and sultans were the first rulers of Egypt to build domes over 

their own graves.45 In this sense the Ayyubid and Mamluk qubba certainly represented a functional 

discontinuity with respect to the Fatimid dome. 

 Humphreys, who, as we have seen, maintains that a traditional binary exists between the 

sacral and the secular dome, argues that the ‘secular tradition’ introduced to Cairo by the Ayyubids 

and the Mamluks, soon acquired a more holy connotation in this city. The reason for this, in his view, 

was the influence of the pre-existing Fatimid tradition of funerary patronage in the Qarāfa. Writing 

about the Mamluk domed mausoleum, Humphreys explains: 

The general resemblance of form between the secular turba, and the mashhad very readily 
permitted the sacred aura surrounding the latter to be transferred to the former, thus 
making the princely mausoleum into a quasi-religious shrine and bringing its owner at least 
partially into the popular set of beliefs and attitudes regarding the saints of Islam.46 

The tradition of the saintly domes in the Qarāfa is certainly relevant to explaining the 

proliferation of the Mamluk dome. Again, however, we may stress that the binary proposed by 

Humphreys is overly drawn, since the funerary dome introduced by the Ayyubids was already a 

hybrid. The Sunnī sultans and their amirs introduced a Persianate usage of the dome (inherited 

through the Seljuqs), which was already secular and sacral. As such the Ayyubids and Mamluks did 

something that was partly old – they connected to the Fatimid practice of erecting commemorative 

domes. But the related practice was also new: they erected them over their own graves. The dome 

was a familiar and intelligible form, and it helped Ayyubid and Mamluk military patrons to connect 

their individual memoria to a much older tradition of funerary devotion and memorial culture in 

																																																													
43	Christopher	Taylor,	“Re-evaluating	the	Shiʿi	Role	in	the	Development	of	Monumental	Islamic	Funerary	
Architecture:	The	Case	of	Egypt,”	Muqarnas	9	(1992),	1-10;	Caroline	Williams,	“The	Cult	of	the	‘Alid	Saints	in	
the	Fatimid	Monuments	of	Cairo	—	Part	II:	The	Mausolea,”	Muqarnas	3	(1985),	56-7.	
44	Andé	Raymond,	Cairo.	City	of	History	(Cairo,	2007),	50.		
45	Kessler,	“Funerary	Architecture,”	258.	
46	Humphreys,	“the	expressive	intent,”	114.		
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Cairo. This demarcated the shift from the Ismā‘īlī ideology — emphasising ‘Alid genealogy — to the 

political ideology with the charismatic jihādī hero at its centre.  

There is consensus that the Egyptian domes’ increase in number and size, as well as the 

increasingly prominent nature of their locations, indicated that the need to publicise a legitimating 

commitment to jihād was bigger than ever before. The domes that were often built years before any 

signs of approaching death played an ‘unprecedented role as instruments of political and religious 

propaganda’ of a military class struggling with an unstable basis of support.47  

As such, the dome facilitated the propaganda of the military class in its entirety towards 

subject audiences. However, given the meaning of the dome suggested above, there also was an 

inevitable emphasis on the individuality of the patron. The emphasis on the mujāhidid made the dome 

a suitable visual prop in the competition among the individual military patrons themselves, as 

Hillenbrand notes. This constituted a challenge for the architects. The proliferation of the dome put 

pressure on the architects to be very inventive with the available space as well as decorative style to 

make the individual domes stand out in the Cairene cityscape.48 The ‘sharpened inventiveness of the 

architects’ was desired by a system in which political distinction backed up gestures of military 

leadership and religious zeal. On the one hand, these gestures played an obvious role in explaining 

aggressive appropriation of power, as acts redressing the dangerous absence of adequate leadership. 

As an ultimate form of princely patronage, on the other hand, the dome was not restricted to the 

patronage of ruling sultans. Also contenders for the throne commissioned domes, suggesting that it 

was an architectural form involved in the articulation of sovereignty as much as it was one used to 

justify it 

Whereas previously the dome has been analysed as a form that had its share in making 

statements of legitimacy for an entire political class, it seems more accurate to analyse the dome on 

the level of the individual patron. Yet here too caution is in order, as it could also be argued that 

																																																													
47Humphreys	clearly	underlines	the	collective	benefit	of	such	statements	for	the	regime	as	a	whole	vis-à-vis	a	
subject	population,	cf.	e.g.:	Humphreys,	“Expressive	Intent,”	119:	‘Mamluk	religious	architecture	
revealed	an	alien	group's	commitment	to	the	indigenous	society	and	showed	that	it	had	a	
legitimate	and	necessary	role	in	it’.	
48	Cf.	Hillenbrand,	Islamic	Architecture,	316.	
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qubbas represented not only individual patrons, but also the group and partisan project they were 

associated with. Partaking in the memoria of the individual wāqif, the meaning of the dome 

reverberated within a broader social context of partisan Mamluk politics. 

As a form in the cityscape associated most directly with the princely patron, connected to a 

funerary foundation, a dome also represented the patron as the founder of a waqf. This means that 

the dome was not only representative of an individual but of the waqf network closely linked with 

the identity of their benefactor through mechanisms described in Part I. As the core of this 

community overlapped to a large extent with the founder’s bayt, qubbas represented ambitions that 

were not necessarily restricted to that of the individual. It is not for nothing that qubbas are described 

with their patron’s nisba, in the same manner as were their households: al-qubba al-ṣāliḥiyya, al-qubba 

al-mu‘izziyya, al-qubba al-ẓāhiriyya, al-qubba al-manṣūriyya, etc. 

It is telling in this respect that al-Ẓāhir Baybars had the domed grave of Quṭuẓ destroyed, 

allegedly because it marked a site where the members of the Qurush household and its supporters 

gathered, a development that Baybars probably perceived as a threat to the hegemony of his own 

house. After destroying the mausoleum, Baybars had the remains of Quṭuz removed and reburied in 

a pre-existing structure, the mausoleum of a sheikh. 49 It is also remarkable that the historian Ibn 

Shaded mentions Aybak’s qubba as the site where Aybak’s son Qa’ān ibn al-Malik al-Mu‘izz was 

arrested, for the fear he would start making trouble, when he made his reappearance in Cairo during 

Baybars’s rule.50 Although the dome honoured an individual mujāhid, it also marked, in a recognisable 

and unique way the location of a collaborative cult enforcing the partisan project of the Mamluk bayt. 

The Dome of Qalāwūn 

The Qalāwūnid dome has to be understood within the context described above. Its style continues, 

yet breaks with, the local tradition, making it clearly stand out from a distance. The shape of the 

dome is that of a pointed half-oval. This departs from earlier examples of late Ayyubid and early 

Mamluk tomb architecture. The dome enhances an upward effect, making the cupola of the complex 

																																																													
49	Ibn	Taghrī	Birdī,	Nujūm,	VII,	78,	80;	al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	I,	520.		
50	‘Izz	al-Dīn	Ibrahīm	ibn	Shaddād,	Tārīkh	al-Malik	al-Ẓāhir,	ed.	’A.	Ḥuṭayṭ	(Wiesbaden,	1983),	77.		
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appear higher than it is, enhancing visibility in the same way as we have seen with the minaret. 

Standing close to the minaret, the pair of dome and tower made the building very recognisable 

indeed. 

 As with the minaret, the dome has a distinct architectural identity. We can relate the peculiar 

style of the dome to only a number of other qubbas. In Cairo, the style of the dome shows some 

resemblance only with Fatimid domes and earlier products of Qalāwūnid patronage: the tomb of 

Fāṭima Khātūn and al-Ashraf Khalīl. This likeness is created by the octagonal shape of the drum [cf. 

fig 16, addendum II].  

On the outside, the transitional zones of the qubbas of the Fatimids normally consist of a drum 

separating the cupola from its base, which is usually octagonal, with a diameter slightly smaller than 

the base upon which it stands. Qalāwūn’s architects reintroduced this form into Cairo.51 The domes 

of the Ayyubid and Mamluk predecessors, as well as of the amirs, have drums that look different. 

They consist of a two-tiered drum, which is facetted, reminiscent of muqarnas, making it hard to 

establish where the transitional zone ends and the drum begins.52 

The reappearance of the octagonal drum in Cairo seems to have occurred under the influence 

of Levantine style or craftsmanship. There is a resemblance to be noted between the drum of Qalāwūn 

and that of the Ẓāhiriyya in Damascus. The shrine of al-Ẓāhir Baybars is covered with a superstructure 

of similar dimensions [addendum II]. The connection with the Ẓāhiriyya is strengthened historically 

by the involvement of al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn in its construction. As mentioned, Qalāwūn had 

appropriated the building site after the demise of al-Ẓāhir Baybars’s son – and Qalāwūn’s son-in-law 

- al-Sa‘īd Baraka Khān. Qalāwūn finished it, making substantial changes.  

As Finbar Barry Flood has noted, the use of glass mosaic in the hood of the miḥrāb of the 

Manṣūriyya — ‘vegetal scrolls with clusters of mother-of-pearl grapes or flowers issuing from a vase’  

																																																													
51	Behrens-Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks,	60-84;	Meinecke,	Die	mamlukische	Architektur,	I,	42;	Behrens-
Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks.	A	History	of	the	Architecture	and	its	Culture	(Cairo,	2007),	81-2;	Van	
Steenbergen	and	Flinterman,	“al-Nasir	Muhammad	and	the	Formation	of	the	Qalawunid	State,”	in	Pearls	on	a	
String:	Artists,	Patrons,	and	Poets	at	the	Great	Islamic	Courts,	ed.	A.	Landau	(Seattle,	2015),	94.	
52	Layla	‘Alī	Ibrahīm,	“The	Transitional	Zones	of	Domes	in	Cairene	Architecture,”	Kunst	des	Orients	10:1/2	
(1975):	5-23,	at	7-10.	
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— also echoes the Ẓāhiriyya in Damascus. In Baybars’s mausoleum in this city, glass mosaic with a 

similar subject matter is used for decoration, attesting to a revival of local styles strongly associated 

with Umayyad patronage. With regard to this Umayyad influence argued by Flood, it should be 

pointed out that the drum of Qalāwūn indeed resembles the drum of the small dome on top of the 

Ummayad mosque in Damascus to a fair extent. 

Flood sees in this similarity between, i.a., the glass mosaics in the funerary foundations of 

Baybars and Qalāwūn a confirmation of Meinecke’s idea that craftsmen from the Levant had been 

engaged by Qalāwūn after the works on the Ẓāhiriyya and continued to be involved in royal 

architectural projects undertaken by Qalāwūn. 53  

With respect to the dome, the salient use of an archaic, Levantine form, evoking the memory 

of Umayyad grandeur, made it stand out with respect to that of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb across the street, as 

well as with respect to most other domes in the city, making a significant contribution to the eclectic, 

unique architectural identity of the building. It is therefore not surprising that the octagonal drum 

would acquire a dynastic connotation, as we will see. Whereas the mosaic vegetal scrolls would 

become a mark of royal architecture commissioned by the members of the Manṣūriyya clan — used 

for instance by Lājīn for his decoration of the mosque of Ibn Ṭūlūn, as well as by al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

at the Citadel — the octagonal drum became exclusively associated with Qalāwūn’s lineage. 

Conclusion 
The Manṣūriyya in its ensemble was a monument to its founder. Some of the features denoted the 

memory of Qalāwūn, as a father, patron, and sultan, more than others. Two features in particular 

help illustrate this. The minaret fulfilled an indicative and advertising function. In this capacity it 

was not only a visual hallmark of the pious foundation, but also represented the founder himself. The 

attachment to the qubba, rather than the madrasa, may further support this interpretation. It allowed 

the minaret to be visible from the outside as well as inside the complex. As we will see in the following 

chapters, the titulature emphasises the tower’s role in the communication of the founder’s identity. 

The square first storey and the Romanesque windows, moreover, resembled earlier Qalāwūnid 

																																																													
53	Meinecke,	“Das	Mausoleum	des	Qalâûn,”	71;	Flood,	“Umayyad	Survivals,”	69,	71.	
.	
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towers, such as the minaret of Fāṭima Khaṭūn in the Qarāfa, marking both structures as distinctly 

Qalāwūnid. 

 Secondly, this chapter demonstrated that the qubba fulfilled an even stronger 

commemorative function. It sets the building apart as a monument of royalty and a place of religious 

devotion at the same time. The octagonal, elongated drum, an important stylistic characteristic of 

the qubba, connects it with pre-existing 

Qalāwūnid commemorative structures, 

such as the Khaṭūniyya and the 

Ashrafiyya. This characteristic drum is 

absent in the qubbas of his direct 

predecessors and the amirs in Cairo. As 

such the dome contributed, together 

with the minaret, to the expression of 

a distinct Qalāwūnid commemorative 

style. This style can further be linked to 

a Damascene shrine of al-Ẓāhir 

Baybars, which was built under 

Qalāwūn’s auspice.  

	

Figure	5.3:	The	mosaic	in	the	inside	of	the	hood	of	the	miḥrāb	in	the	madrasa	of	
the	Qalāwūn	complex 
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6 | Epigraphy: an effigy in titles   

 

‘The pre-Islamic non-Arab rulers used to make a ṭirāz of pictures and figures of kings, or (other) pictures 
specifically designed for it. The Muslim rulers later on changed that and had their names embroidered together 

with other words of good omen’.1 

 

 ‘Die in der Namensnennung konstituierte Gegenwart eines Toten hat in der bildlichen Darstellung des 
Genannten immer ihren sprechendsten Ausdruck gefunden. Der Name des Toten und sein Bild gehören aufs 

engste zusammen’.2 

 

 

The strong connection between memoria and visual art provided an interpretative framework for 

many art-historical studies.3 Outstanding examples of sculpture and portrait painting were 

commissioned to commemorate the dead, showcased in the direct vicinity of a grave or remote from 

it. The mesmerising portraits of the Fayyūm, crafted until the end of the Roman occupation of Egypt, 

may count as a last efflorescence of this figurative form of memoria in Egypt.4 Since then, with the 

conquest of Egypt by the Arabs, epigraphy has taken over the function of these images of the dead. 

With the discontinuation of a tradition of commemorative images, calligraphy has become the 

prominent feature in the decorative programmes of monumental and funerary architecture in Egypt. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the absence of imagery, iconography, and heraldry 

in the Manṣūriyya grants Arabic epigraphy and calligraphy their traditionally prominent position. In 

the absence of an overt iconographic programme, the Arabic text is not only decorative but also 

sovereign as a medium of expression. Indeed, as we will see in the next chapter, the function of 

																																																													
1	‘Abd	al-Raḥmān	in	Muḥammad	ibn	Khaldūn,	The	Muqaddimah:	An	Introduction	to	History,	ed.	and	trans.	F.	
Rosenthal	(Princeton,	1967),	II,	48-67.		
2	Otto	Oexle,	“Memoria	und	Memoriabild,”	in	Memoria.	Der	geschichtliche	Zeugniswert,	ed.	Schmidt	and	
Wollasch,	387	
3	Trues	van	Buuren,	Kim	Ragetli,	and	Arnoud-Jan	Bijsterveld,	“Researching	Medieval	Memoria:	Prospects	and	
Possibilities,”	Jaarboek	voor	Middeleeuwse	Geschiedenis	14:11	(2011):	183-234.	
4	Stefan	Lehmann,	“Mumien	mit	Porträts.	Zeugnisse	des	privaten	Totenkults	und	Götterglaubens	im	Ägypten	
der	Kaiserzeit	und	Spätantike,”	in	Funéraires	et	culte	des	morts.	Kolloquium	im	Collège	de	France,	Paris	1.–3.	
März	2007,	ed.	J.	Scheid	and	J.	Rüpke	(Stuttgart,	2010),	157-213.	
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epigraphy approached that of sculpture, portrait, or heraldry in other commemorative cultures. The 

objective remained the same, however, representing the dead, lest the world, and God, forget. 

Without a name in view, a shrine might as well be empty. 

This chapter studies the epigraphy of the Manṣūriyya complex with particular focus on the 

use of titles in the long ṭirāz inscription on the façade of the building. Before analysing this 

exceptional inscription to see how it shaped Qalāwūn’s royal identity and legacy, we will first 

contextualise the style and function of Qalāwūn’s tirāẓ by looking at the epigraphic programme of 

the building in its totality, as much as the extant architecture allows. It should be noted that due to 

damage and restoration the original epigraphy has disappeared. None of the epigraphic text of the 

bīmaristān, for instance, is available to modern scholarship. In the madrasa, and especially in the 

qubba of which the interior has remained relatively unchanged, enough epigraphy has survived to 

reconstruct the epigraphic program.  

 

6.1. Commemorative slabs and window inscriptions 
First to be noted is the unity in form and type of epigraphy in both madrasa and qubba. Not much 

epigraphy is used in either building. The lack of what Oleg Grabar calls ‘semantic epigraphy’ is 

especially striking.5 These are writings that ‘give the specific and exact meaning of architectural 

forms, the specific significance a patron wanted to emphasize’.6 Often, funerary architecture includes 

allusions to paradise in epigraphic renderings of Arabic (or Persian) verse and fragments from the 

Qur’ān, indicating the eschatological connotation of the mausoleum. In the same way, references to 

light, which we find all over in the decorative programmes of madrasas, khānqāhs, and mausolea in 

Cairo, reference the qurba, the nearness to God,  which these institutions facilitate; they are vehicles 

to get closer to God.7 In its current state, there are no such inscriptions in the madrasa, and none 

seem to have been part of the original programme of the qubba.  

																																																													
5	Oleg	Grabar,	“Graffiti	or	Proclamations:	Why	write	on	Buidlings?”	in	The	Cairo	Heritage,	ed.	Behrens-
Abouseif,	73.	
6	Ibidem.	
7Grabar,	“Why	write	on	buildings?”	73.	Cf.	as	well:	idem,	The	Mediation	of	Ornament	(Princeton,	1992);	and:	
idem,	“Form:	A	Vocabulary	and	Grammar	of	Symbols	and	Signs	in	Islamic	Architecture,”	in	Architecture	as	
Symbol	and	Self-Identity,	ed.	J.	Katz	(Philadelphia,	1980),	1-11.	
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Qalāwūn is omnipresent in each and every one of these texts as sultan and wāqif, although 

not every inscription demonstrably commemorates a (future) deceased individual. The first 

epigraphic text that presents itself to a visitor of the complex is situated above the entrance. Carved 

on a marble beam, two lines are legible in a fairly readable thulūth script: 

(1)[Basmala] Ordered the building of this lofty qubba, this grand madrasa and this blessed 
 bīmaristān our lord the  greatest sultan al-Malik al-M[anṣūr],  
(2)Sayf al-Dunyā wa-l-Dīn Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī. The construction works were started in [the 
 month of] Rabī‘ al-’Ākhir of the  year six hundred and eighty-three and they were 
concluded in [the month of] Jumāda al-Awwal of the year six hundred and eighty-four.8 

Apart from a few boasting titles, this inscription is mainly indicative in nature. Whereas Grabar points 

to the redundancy inherent in such texts - they state what is commonly known -, such texts may 

ultimately also have had legal relevance. They confirmed the legality of the building as a waqf. In later 

practice it was common to reproduce the text of part of the waqf document near the entrance of a 

waqf foundation. In this case, however, we are dealing with a fairly modest statement. The clause 

’amara bi-inshā’ identifies Qalāwūn as the patron, and the separate mention of the three functions — 

qubba, madrasa, and hospital - reflects the three different moments of endowment. Even though the 

text is concise and omits any wording from which can be deduced that the building was bequeathed 

as a waqf, the identification of name, date, and function still were not merely indicative. They also 

confirmed the information provided in the waqf document, thus publically establishing the legality 

of Qalāwūn’s foundation.9 

 There is a second foundation inscription directly to the right above the door that connects 

the hallway (dihlīẓ) to the qubba. The inscription is carved on a wooden board, which appears to be 

original. The text, in a bold naskh hand, is divided into four lines, individually framed by a cartouche. 

The khaṭṭ is painted gold while the background is dark red: 

(1)[Basmala] Ordered the building of this lofty and august qubba our lord the greatest sultan 
(2) al-Malik al-Manṣūr Sayf al-Dunyā wa-l-Dīn Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī, partner of the Leader of the 
Faithful [i.e. the caliph]—may God prolong his days (3), protect his flock (ḥarasa ’an‘āmahu) 
and roll out his banners and flags towards the East and towards the West (nashara fī al-

																																																													
8	Max	van	Berchem,	CIA:	Égypte	(Paris,	1894-1903),	I,	128,	no.	84;	Etienne	Combe,	Jean	Sauvaget,	and	Gaston	
Wiet,	Répertoire	chronologique	d’épigraphie	arabe	(RCEA)	(Cairo,	1931-1991), XIII,	no.	4850.	
9	Sheila	Blair,	Islamic	Inscriptions	(Edinburgh,	1998),	29-42.		
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khāfiqayn ’alwiyatahu10 w-a‘lāmahu ). The construction works were started in [the month of] 
Rabī‘ al-’Ākhir of the year six hundred and eighty-three (4) and they were concluded in [the 
month of] Jumāda al-’Awwal of the year six hundred and eighty-four of the Hijra of the 
Prophet Muḥammad.11 

From the wording of this text it can be deduced that it was produced when Qalāwūn was still alive: 

The wish for one’s days to be prolonged is extended only to the living. Moreover, the formulaic 

expression of the hope that God would bless the patron’s soul, expressing the typical concern for the 

dead serviced by the institution of the waqf, is absent. The text seems to glorify a living sultan. The 

result is somewhat strange, as it implicitly expresses the expectation that God rewards the founder 

of the qubba, endowed as a charity for orphans, with a long life and worldly success, not with spiritual 

salvation. If we may call this a commemorative text at all, it commemorates a moment, the moment 

the dome was completed, and not a person. It should be added, however, that it attests to Qalāwūn’s 

concern for his worldly legacy. It emphasised the accomplishment that the project was finished 

during his reign as a commemorative feat. The mentioning of the date on which the building 

activities started and when they ended can be read as boasting to future audiences about the 

exceptionally short period of its construction.12 

 The location of a second slab creates an even stranger effect. Above the miḥrāb in the ‘iwān 

qiblī of the madrasa, the eastern vaulted hall facing Mecca, there is a second wooden slab.13 The hand 

is different, less bold, but the khaṭṭ is almost identical in appearance to the inscription discussed 

above. The lines are divided in the same way as on the qubba-board, although the cartouches are 

missing. Given this difference, this second wooden slab may be a copy of a disappeared original, 

which more closely resembled the qubba slab. The text, in any case, is almost completely identical, 

apart from the fact that it says ‘this blessed and noble madrasa’ instead of ‘this lofty and august 

qubba’.  

																																																													
10	Van	Berchem	reads	this	as	ألوبتھ.	This	does	not	produce	a	satisfying	meaning.		
11	CIA:	Égypte,	I,	129,	no.	86.	
12	In	the	external	epigraphy	on	the	madrasa	of	al-Ẓāhir	Baybars	across	the	street	similar	phraseology	was	
apparently	used.	It	had	already	disappeared	during	the	time	of	Van	Berchem,	who	bases	his	transcript	on	a	
manuscript	of	M.	Mehren:	CIA:	Égypte,	I,	119,	no.	74.	
13	RCEA,	XIII,	no.	4846;	CIA:	Égypte,	I,	129,	no.	85.	
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The location of this text, in direct line of the prayer to Mecca, creates, if original, a curious 

effect. If the slab had mentioned the wāqif’s pious wishes and intents, its location might have been 

justifiable as it would have invited the believers to make supplications for the founder’s soul, 

following the memoria rationale. A text expressing the founder’s wish to be rewarded with a long life 

and political success, in return for opening his foundation could have been interpreted unfavourably 

by the ‘ulāmā’, already quite critical of the madrasa.  

 The only text of a more devotional nature, which explicitly expresses commemorative piety, 

is to be found inside the qubba. The Arabic text is, as far as legible, provided by Van Berchem.14 

 (south side) [basmala] Q. 2:256 … (north side) [illegible] al-Dunyā wal-l-Dīn Qalāwūn al-
 Ṣāliḥī, Sultan of Islam and of the Muslims, may God consecrate his soul and illuminate his 
 tomb, which transported him to the grace of God exalted...15  

Here we encounter the vocabulary to be expected at funerary foundations, expressing the hope for 

salvation and citing a fragment of the Qur’ān. 

If original, the metaphor of the tomb as a vessel between this world and the hereafter is a 

particularly strong one. The reference to illumination may also be hinting at the religious education 

and the Baraka to be obtained in the tomb, which hence attains a somewhat sacral nature. Visible 

only to those allowed direct access to the tomb, these words were not directed at the world outside, 

but to those granted access to mourn and pray for the deceased patron and sultan.  

 Directed at the outside world, but to be interpreted as an attribute of double memoria, is the 

following example of name-epigraphy. The street-side wall of the qubba is fitted with five windows 

of about two metres in height and about one metre in width. Applied at eye level, the grilled windows 

permit the passers-by a glimpse into the mausoleum’s interior. Inside these windows, at the 

windowsills, reciters would recite the Qu’rān day and night. We know from descriptions of this 

custom at other foundations that every session began by evoking the name of the wāqif.16 As we have 

																																																													
14	Access	to	the	tābūt	of	Qalāwūn	was	unfortunately	not	granted	for	the	research	of	this	dissertation.	
15‘(south	side)	[basmala]	Q.	2:256	…	(north	side)	[illegible]	al-Dunyā	wa-l-Dīn	Qalāwūn	al-Ṣāliḥī	Sulṭān	al-Islām	
wa-l-Muslimīn,	qaddasa	allāh	rūḥahu	wa-nawwara	ḍarīḥahu	intaqala	’ilā	raḥmati	allāh	ta‘ālā	…’	
16	Leonor	Fernandes,	“The	Foundation	of	Baybars	Al-Jashankir:	Its	Waqf,	History,	and	Architecture,”	Muqarnas	
4	(1987):	21-42.	
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seen above, this was an original form of Islamic memoria going back to at least caliphal Baghdad.17 The 

dedication of the recitations to the soul of Qalāwūn was visually reinforced by his name, which 

crowns each of the five windows in yet another variation of the foundation inscription [fig. 3]:  

(1) Ordered the building of [this qubba] our lord the greatest  sultan, al-Malik al-Manṣūr, the 
Learned, the Just, Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī, partner (2) of the Leader of the Faithful, may God 
reinforce his victories. The beginning of the construction works on the month of Ṣafar in the 
year six-hundred and eight four and the end of the building activities was at Jumād al-Awwal 
of the same year.18 

The arrangement of the text in each inscription is such that Qalāwūn’s regnal title ‘al-Malik al-

Manṣūr’ appears exactly in the middle above the grilled windows. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																													
17	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	“Memoria	und	Stiftung	in	Islam,”	in	Stiftungen	in	Christentum,	Judentum	und	Islam,	ed.	
Meier	et.	al.,	71-94.		
18	RCEA,	XIII,	no.	4849.		

Figure	6.1:	Window	of	the	qubba	of	Qalāwūn	photographed	from	
the	Bayn	al-Qaṣrayn 
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6.2. The ṭirāz inscriptions 
The long inscription that runs across the entirety of the foundation’s façade is the most conspicuous 

inscription of the Manṣūriyya complex.19 The epigraphic band starts at the north side, at the 

rightmost corner of the qubba and ends at the southernmost corner of the madrasa. The epigraphic 

band actually consists of two separate inscriptions. The first one, on the wall of the qubba, reads:  

 In the name God the merciful, the benevolent — order the construction of this noble dome, 
 this august madrasa, and blessed hospital, was ordered to seek nearness to God — he be 
 exalted — our lord and master the great sultan, al-Malik al-Manṣūr, the learned the 
 righteous, the divinely aided helper, the victor, the holy warrior, the victorious, Sayf al-
 Dunyā wa-l-Dīn, sultan of Islam and the Muslims, lord of kings and sultans, sultan of lands 
 broad and wide, king of the world, sultan of the two Iraqs and the two Egypts20, sultan of the 
 two continents and the two seas, inheritor of kingship, king of  the kings of the Arabs and 
 the non-Arabs, lord of the two  qiblas, guardian of the two noble sanctuaries, Qalāwūn al-
 Ṣāliḥī, partner of the Leader of the Faithful, may God make his victories everlasting 
 strengthen his supporters, raise his minarets, double [portal] his aptitude and preserve his 
 cities, unite the kings of our present age, accompany the lands of [Egypt]21 

As for the second, the initial part is unfortunately illegible because of the sabīl that was later attached 

to the foundations:  

 … … ] the hoping(?), treasure for guests and those who are exhausted from travel, the 
 protector of the oppressed against the oppressors, slayer of heathens and heretics, 
 vanquisher of  separatists and rebels, sword of the world and the faith, Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī, 
 partner of the Leader of the Faithful, may God eternalise his days, and [the building] 

																																																													
19	The	composition	of	titles	and	epithets	of	Qalāwūn	in	the	tirāẓ	follows	a	format	developed	at	the	Seljuq	and	
Zengid	courts.	It	can	be	reproduced	as	follows	(cf.	Nikita	Elisséeff,	“La	Titulature	de	Nūr	al-Dīn	d’après	ses	
Inscriptions,”	Bulletin	d'études	orientales	14	[1952-1954]	155-96,	at	156):	
1	—	primary	part,	including	single	titles	and	epithets:	
	 a)	The	official	title,	al-sulṭān,	followed	by	a	personal	malik-title		
	 b)	A	number	of	single	epithets	
	 c)	A	personal	honorific	name	ending	on	al-dunyā	wa-l-dīn		
2	—	secondary	part,	including	composite	titles	and	epithets:	
	 a)	A	developed	version	of	the	official	title:	sulṭān	al-Islām	wa-l-Muslimīn	
	 b)	A	number	of	composite	epithets		
	 c)	The	rest	of	the	name	in	full:	kunya,	ism,	nasab,	and	nisba	
	 d)	A	concluding	title	ending	on	’amīr	al-mu’minīn	(i.e.	the	[Abbasid]	Caliph)	
This	‘matrix’	did	not	exist	in	the	form	of	a	real	blueprint.	It	is	a	reconstruction	based	on	deduction.	The	fact	
that	the	Mamluk	craftsmen	followed	this	format	so	closely	was	probably	the	result	of	studying	the	examples.	
Moreover,	as	the	inscription	included	the	official	titles	of	the	sultan,	official	protocol	was	to	be	followed.	It	is	
not	for	nothing	that	the	craftsmen	responsible	for	the	creation	of	tirāẓ	epigraphy	were	employed	by	the	court.	
20	Lower	and	Upper	Egypt.		
21	RCEA,	XIII,	n.	4852;	CIA:	Égypte,	I,	126-7;	TEI,	no.	3552.	
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 commenced in one of the month of the year eighty three and was completed in one of the 
 months of the year six hundred eighty four after the Hegira of the Prophet.22 

The text is applied in a typical ṭirāz style. The ṭirāz was the name of the workshop in the palace where 

the honorary garments were made. In Cairo a version of this institution was part of the court of the 

sultan, but later it was moved to a separate location. The word tirāẓ developed to refer in particular 

to the embroidered lines of textile with which the hems of robes of honour (khilā’) were trimmed or 

otherwise decorated. The embroidered text included the name of its bearer as well as the titles 

corresponding to his rank. The royal ṭirāz was one of the official insignia of royalty.23 The custom to 

apply these tirāẓ strips of epigraphy goes back to Fatimid times but became a hallmark feature of 

princely and royal architecture towards the end of Ayyubid rule.24 

 In its structure, it is akin to the foundation inscription we have previously discussed. An 

obvious difference is the length and overly audacious character of the titles and epithets that are 

being used. The ṭirāz of Qalāwūn was by far the longest in Cairo when it was created. Some of its 

titulature, it seems, had not been used in Egypt earlier. The multitude of titles used to present the 

founder makes the tirāz an obvious medium of royal representation.  

The link between the representational text and the grave of Qalāwūn is enhanced through 

the spatial composition of the text on the qubba’s wall.  

The boldest epithet ‘sulṭān al-’arḍ dhāt al-ṭūl wa-l-‘arḍ, malik al-basīṭa’ — ‘sultan of the realm 

broad and wide, king of the world’ — is positioned on the most prominent segment of the wall: the 

qibla-niche, behind which the tarbūt is located. The official title of Qalāwūn — ‘al-Sulṭān al-A‘zam al-

Malik al-Manṣūr’ — appears over the two windows on the right-hand side of the qibla-niche. The 

name and nisba of Qalāwūn — ‘Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī’ — appears above the two windows on the left side. 

Both name and title are thus applied in a diagonal visual axis with the tarbūṭ, letting the public in the 

street share in the intimacy of the tomb.  

																																																													
22	Cf.	CIA:	Égypte,	I,	127,	no.	82:		
23	Ibn	Khaldūn,	The	Muqaddimah,	II,	48-67.		
24	Irene	Bierman,	Writing	Signs.	The	Fatimid	Public	Text	(Berkeley,	Los	Angeles,	and	London,	1998),	126-32.		
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Only the phrase taqarruban ’ilā llāh relates this text explicitly to the pious function of the 

buildings upon which the text appears. On the other hand, it is plausible that the clear emphasis on 

Qalāwūn’s credentials as a mujāhid king was viewed as befitting the Sunnī institution of the madrasa, 

as well as suggesting an interpretation of the qubba as a mashhad of sorts. 

6.3. Discussion of a number of individual titles 
Titles were officially distributed by the caliph, although it is unclear whether this is also true for all 

epithets. The puppet caliph in Cairo distributed titles easily, during festive occasions for example.25 

The first striking thing about Qalāwūn’s titulature is the hybrid nature of the composition of titles. 

The tirāẓ includes traditional Islamic titles, titles explicitly related to the Sunnī jihād, as well as 

epithets that seem Arabic translations of Persian and Turkic or Turco-Mongol titulature.  

Sultanic style in the Cairo Sultanate 

The official titles of a sultan can be found in the beginning and the end of their protocol (1.a. and 2.d). 

Qalāwūn’s official title is thus ‘al-sulṭān (al-’aẓam) al-Malik al-Manṣūr [name] qāsīm ’amīr al-mu’minīn: 

‘The sultan, the Victorious King [name] partner of the Leader of the faithful’. This corresponds with 

the official style found in official correspondence, waqf documents, chronicles, and on coins.26 

 The format of this style was traditional. It originated at the courts of the Islamic dynasties 

that emerged in the eleventh century, filling the power vacuum left behind by a passing Abbasid 

Empire. When the Caliphate fragmented at the turn of this century, it was clear that an Islamic 

federalism of sorts was to be preferred over the complete political disintegration of Islamdom. 

Thinkers such as al-Mawardī reasoned that the acknowledgment of the sovereignty of petty rulers in 

the provinces could at least preserve the moral superiority of the caliph, who increasingly styled 

himself as a more spiritual, religious authority behind the practical enforcement of Sharia law on a 

local level.27 In this new model the caliph delegated the execution of secular power — needed to 

uphold the holy law and protect the Islamic ’umma – and received in return a formal statement of 

																																																													
25	Nasser	Rabbat,	“In	Search	of	a	Triumphant	Image:	the	experimental	Quality	of	Early	Mamluk	Art,”	in	The	Arts	
of	the	Mamluks,	ed.	Behrens-Abouseif,	21-37,	at	22.	
26	Paul	Balog,	The	coinage	of	the	Mamluk	Sultans	of	Egypt	and	Syria	(New	York,	1964),	12-39.	
27	‘Alī	ibn	Muḥammad	al-Mawardī	(d.	1058),	al-Aḥkām	al-Sulṭaniyya	wa-l-Wilāyāt	al-Dīniyya	[The	ordinances	of	
government]	(Beirut,	[ca.	1980]).	
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loyalty to the Caliphate and often large sums of money. This transaction was ceremonially sealed 

with the bestowal of symbols of authority, including titles.28  The title sulṭān was among the first titles 

the caliph would bestow upon the rulers of the Abbassid successor polities.  

 As the title of sultan became a dynastic possession, some of the new rulers began to style 

themselves with the title al-Malik, the king, followed by a personal honorific, or laqab. This so-called 

malik-title was used by the Ghaznavids (963-1186), the Saljuqs (934-1194), and the rulers of the petty 

dynasties ruling parts of the Saljuq Empire — such as the Artuqids (1102-1231) and the Zengids (1127-

1250).  

 In Egypt powerful viziers were granted a malik-title by the Fatimid caliph. From the Fatimids 

the title was passed on to the Ayyubids, and it was in his capacity of vizier of Egypt that the founder 

of the Ayyubid dynasty, Salāh al-Dīn (Saladin; r. 1174-1193), was granted the title al-Malik al-Nāṣir. 

With the death of Fatimid caliph al-‘Āḍīd and the collapse of the Fatimid Caliphate, Saladin was 

installed as sultan of Egypt by the Abbasid Caliph. At this moment, his malik-title was reaffirmed.29  

 In the Ayyubid contexts, as earlier in the lands of the Saljuqs, the malik-title was used by all 

male members of the ruling family who, according to Altaic customs of inheritance, had a share in 

royal sovereignty. They ruled parts of the realm as their personal fiefs. Subsequently, there were 

numerous maliks.30 The fact that Qalāwūn, like most sultans, clung to a variety of epithets — sayyid al-

mulūk wa-l-salāṭīn — allude to the sultan’s theoretical station as primus inter pares. 

																																																													
28	On	this	development	cf.:	Michael	Hodgson,	The	Venture	of	Islam,	Conscience	and	History	in	a	World	
Civilization,	Vol.	2:The	expansion	of	Islam	in	the	Middle	Periods	(Chicago	and	London,	1974),	1-62;	Patricia	
Crone,	God’s	rule:	Government	and	Islam,	six	Centuries	of	Medieval	Islamic	Political	Thought	(New	York,	2004),	
145-219;	Clifford	Bosworth,	“The	Titulature	of	the	Early	Ghaznavids,”	Oriens	15	(1962):	210-33,	at	210-14.	
29	Abū	Shāma	Shihāb	al-Dīn	al-Maqdisī	(d.	1268),	‘Uyūn	al-Rawḍatayn	fi	’Akhbar	al-Dawlatayn,	al-Nūriyya	wa-l-
Salāḥiyya	[Wells	of	the	two	gardens	that	is	the	report	of	the	two	dawlas	of	the	Zengids	and	the	Ayyubids],	ed.	
A.	Baysūmī	(Damascus,	1991),	I,	289;	For	further	references	cf.	Gaston	Wiet,	“Les	inscriptions	de	Saladin,”	Syria	
3:4	(1922):	311-2,	at	312	n.	4.	
30	This	could	explain	Qalāwūn’s	behaviour	towards	Baybars’s	sons	after	his	(Qalāwūn’s)	takeover	of	the	
sultanate.	Qalāwūn	allowed	Baybars’s	offspring	to	carry	malik-titles	and	even	granted	them	the	Syrian	
stronghold	of	al-Karak	to	rule	as	an	independent	appanage.	Although	the	objective	of	this	move	no	doubt	was	
to	placate	hostilities	after	his	coup,	such	a	move	seems	to	have	been	made	possible	because	al-Malik	al-Sa‘īd	
was	Qalāwūn’s	son-in-law.	Baybars	and	Qalāwūn	were	thus	related	by	marriage	and	al-Karak	stayed	‘within	
the	family’.	In	this	scenario,	the	malik-title	did	not	represent	too	grave	a	defiance	of	the	sovereignty	of	a	–	
extended	–	ruling	family.	In	other	cases,	it	did.	When	the	amir	Sunqūr	al-Ashqar,	who	had	been	installed	by	
Qalāwūn	as	nā’ib	al-salṭana	in	Damascus,	styled	himself	with	a	malik-title,	this	was	a	clear	sign	of	rebellion.	Cf.	
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The caliph’s king (or the king’s caliph?) 

Although the title ‘king’ had been used by Arabic rulers in pre-Islamic times — the first epigraphic 

text where the Arabic word malik is used as a title dates back to the Bronze Age — it had become 

problematic after the advent of Islam. Islamic theories about ideal government saw a sharp contrast 

between kingship (mulk) and imamate (imāma), equating the former with wanton secular rule while 

the latter represented the Islamic ideal of moral, combined with political, leadership.31   

 Although attitudes towards kingship had already softened due to the influence of Persianate 

culture – the Sassanids had regarded kingship as an august, semi-divine institution — it was only 

investiture by the caliph that made the malik-title a true attribute of legitimate secular rule. Only 

caliphal recognition turned tyrants into kings. Also the Mamluk sultans, like their Ayyubid 

predecessors, were keen to be recognised and invested as sulṭān al-islām wa-l-muslimīn — if only to 

solve the legitimacy problems caused by their takeover of the Ayyubid Sultanate. When Baybars had 

ascended to the throne in 1260, however, there was no caliph. In 1258 the last Abbasid caliph of 

Baghdad had been killed by the Mongols.  

 When a scion of the Abbasid family emerged in Damascus, Baybars immediately seized this 

opportunity. In 1261 he had this man sworn in as the new caliph al-Mustanṣir bi-llāh II (r. 1261-1262), 

an event commemorated by his title muḥīy al-khilāfa al-mu‘aẓẓama, ‘restorer of the great Caliphate’. A 

few months later this ceremony was followed by a second one, even more conspicuous than the first, 

in which Baybars was officially invested as sultān al-Islām wa-l-Muslimīn, ‘Sultan of Islam and the 

Muslims’. Upon this occasion he received the title qasīm ’amīr al-mu’minīn, ‘partner of the leader of 

the faithful’.32  

 Most Mamluk sultans after Baybars received this title, including Qalāwūn. Al-Qalqashandī 

agreed that this was a particularly bold title, as the word qasīm, ‘partner’, suggests parity with the 

																																																													
Peter	Thorau,	Sultan	Baibars	I.	von	Ägypten:	Ein	Beitrag	zur	Geschichte	des	Vorderen	Orients	im	13.	
Jahrhundert,	185-187;	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	84-94.	
31	Crone,	God’s	Rule,	6-7.	
32	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	al-Rawḍ	al-Zāhir	fī	Sīrat	al-Malik	al-Ẓāhir,	ed.	al-Khuwayṭir	(Riyadh,	1976),	96-9;	Thorau,	
Baibars	I.,	131-43.		
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caliph.33 As such it was the ‘highest’ of a whole range of titles, all ending with ’amīr al-mu’minīn, given 

to sultans by the caliph to express different grades of subordination to what officially remained the 

highest authority in Islam, the caliphate. 

 The adoption of the qasīm-title represented a clear discontinuity with Baybars’s predecessors 

in Egypt and Syria; they had been more modest in this respect. The Fatimid viziers used the title 

mawla or abd ’amīr al-mu’minīn, — ‘vassal’ or ‘slave of the Leader of the Faithful’ – which in their case 

referred to the Fatimids. Saladin and al-Sāliḥ Ayyūb were styled khalīl ’amīr al-mu’minīn, ‘helper of the 

leader of the faithful’.34  

 In reality Baybars and Qalāwūn were far more than only the caliph’s partner: they were his 

master. Al-Mustanṣir was not allowed to exercise any real authority. The caliph had become a 

sacerdotal puppet, whose role it was to lead official ceremonies and distribute titles. Some of the 

caliph’s traditional prerogatives that pertained to his function as the ‘leader of the faithful’ were even 

appropriated by Baybars and later Qalāwūn. The best example is the yearly dispatch of the kiswa, the 

black drape that covers the Ka’aba, to Mecca.35 Tellingly, Baybars was the first Mamluk Sultan to claim 

the caliphal title khādim al-ḥaramayn al-sharifayn, ‘guardian of the two noble sanctuaries’. Under 

Qalāwūn the caliph’s position hardly improved, as he was now to live under permanent house-arrest 

in a tower of the Citadel.36  

  Although al-Ẓāhir Baybars’s assumption of the qasīm-title represented a breach with 

tradition, he was not the first sultan of Islam to claim equal footing with the caliph. The Buyids were 

the first to receive the title. There are also other examples of the usage of the qasīm-title before 

Mamluk times, which tend to be overlooked. The title occurs in an epigraphic inscription on the 

Umayyad mosque in Damascus dedicated to the Great-Saljuq ruler Ghiyāth al-Dīn Tapar (r. 1105-

1118). He had probably inherited the title from his powerful father, Malik-shāh I (r. 1072-1092), under 

whose rule a large part of the Caliphate was reunited for the last time.37 The title also features in an 

																																																													
33	Abū	al-‘Abbās	Aḥmad	al-Qalqashandī,	Ṣubḥ	al-’A‘shā	fī		Kitābat	al-’Inshā’	(Cairo,	1922),	X,	170,	and	VI,	65.	
34Wiet,	“Les	inscriptions,”	307-28	;	CIA:	Égypte,	I,	181	no.	40,	and	103	no.	65.	
35	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Al-Rawḍ	al-Zāhir,	354ff.	
36	Anne	Broadbridge,	Kingship	and	Ideology	in	the	Islamic	and	Mongol	Worlds	(Cambridge,	2012),	30-8.	
37		Thesaurus	d’Epigraphie	Islamique	(TEI),	XIIIe	livraisons,	2015,	no.	7593;	cf.	also	no.	7649.		
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inscription of Shams al-Dīn Iltutmish (r. 1210-1236), the sultan of Delhi, who like Baybars was an ex-

slave of Turkic origin.38 In Anatolia the title appears on epigraphic inscriptions of Ghiyāth al-Dīn 

Kaykhusraw I (rr. 1192-1196, 1205-1211), the Rūm-Saljuq ruler of Anatolia, and all his descendants.39  

Antiquated jihād titles of Syrian precedence 

It becomes clear that Qalāwūn used a selection of epithets underlining his qualities as jihād-king. The 

most common of these titles are al-mujāhid and al-murābiṭ. Al-Mujāhid is the abbreviation of the 

phrase al-mujāhid fī sabīl Allāh, ‘he who strives for the cause of God’, which is taken from a verse in the 

Qur’ān promising reward to ‘those who strive for the cause of God with their soul and all they have’.40 

The jihād-epithet almost always occurs together with the adjective al-murābiṭ. This word is derived 

from the verb rabāṭa, meaning ‘to take position’ and is the abbreviation of al-murābiṭ li-’a‘dā dīnihi, ‘he 

who has taken position against the enemies of the faith’. It has the same root as the word ribāṭ, a 

fortified outpost in the borderlands between the Dār al-Islām and the Dār al-Ḥarb.  

 They pertain to a tradition of kingship that had its breakthrough in the beginning of the 

twelfth century, when, under pressure of the First and Second Crusades, the jihād ideology of the 

earliest days of Islam was revived. As inheritors of this tradition, these titles were very current in 

Ayyubid inscriptions as well. A second group of composed jihād epithets used in the ṭirāẓ of Qalāwūn, 

on the other hand, appear not to be inherited from the Ayyubids but directly taken from the protocol 

of Nūr al-Dīn Zengī himself (r. 1146-1174).41 These are qātil al-kafara wa-l-mushrikīn and qāhir al-khawārij 

wa-l-mutamarridīn. With these titles Qalāwūn introduces antiquated mujāhid titles to Cairo. 

 The quality of righteousness (’adāla) had been a necessary attribute of the caliph. In the 

decentralised new order kings had to uphold the Sharia, and this meant that also for them 

righteousness and knowledge of the law had become indispensable. Moreover, in the decentralised, 

political landscape following the collapse of central Abbasid power, a ‘king’ had to be a fair and 

																																																													
38	TEI,	XIII,	no.	2461.	
39	TEI,	XIII,	nos.	2449,	2454,	2477,	2521,	2521,	2541,	2581,	2601,	2609,	2610,	2611,	2612,	2615,	2633,	2644,	
2654,	2697,	2720,	2735,	2769,	2771.		
40	Qur’ān,	4:95.	Author’s	translation.	
41	Elisséeff,	“La	Titulature	de	Nūr	al-Dīn,”	162,	188.		
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trustworthy arbiter who had to protect any element in society from being oppressed by another. The 

foreign, Turkic descent of many of these rulers was in this sense advantageous in this role as arbiter.42  

Should the ruler succumb to the temptation to misuse his powers to serve his own interest, 

becoming a tyrant himself, the mandate of the caliph could – in theory – be retracted. Ẓulm was the 

word commonly used for oppression, and the establishment of maẓālim courts (courts of grievances) 

was part of the sultan’s function as arbiter-king. The sultan would preside over this court on a weekly 

basis, followed by ceremonial rides through town. This brought the title munṣif al-maẓlūmīn min al-

ẓālimīn, ‘he who delivers the oppressed from oppression’, much of its substance.43  

Turkic titles alluding to universal rule 

It has been suggested that Mamluk culture was ‘restrained’ by the strictly Islamic claims to legitimacy 

introduced above.44 The Mamluks adhered to an overly traditional, if not ‘antiquated’ model of 

sultanic legitimacy, and this forced them to be limited in their claims and to embrace a local destiny.45  

It is true that, by its very nature, sultanic rule was a contained phenomenon: it was a localised 

result of the fragmentation of a bigger unity. The caliphal mandate conferred power within clear 

geographical and political confinements. Indeed, many of the titles and epithets that are used, as we 

have seen, befitted this traditional notion of sultanic authority. The references to partnership with 

the caliph, the ideals of Sunni revival – with its stress on mujāhid kingship and sultanic justice – do 

not express any wider imperial or universalistic claims of sovereignty. At the same time they 

transcended Qalāwūn’s ‘antiquated’ image as a valiant knight of Islam. The titles of Qalāwūn 

transcend his status of sultan as mere deputy. 46  

 On the façade of the Manṣūriyya complex there are a number of epithets that clearly express 

a territorial claim or imperial ambition that transgresses the borders of the Egyptian sultanate and 

the legal confine of sultanic rule. It seems that these titles are of Turkic and Turco-Persian origin and 

																																																													
42	Roy	Motahaddeh,	Loyalty	and	Leadership	in	an	Early	Islamic	Society	(New	York,	2001),	176-74.	
43	Cf.	Albrecht	Fuess,	“The	political	implication	of	the	use	of	Maẓālim	Jurisdiction	by	the	Mamluk	Sultan,”	MSR	
13	(2009):	121-47.	
44	Ira	Lapidus,	“Mamluk	patronage	and	the	Arts	in	Egypt,”	Muqarnas	2	(1984):	172-81,	at	178-9.	
45	Broadbridg,	Kingship	and	Ideology,	12-6.	
46	Ibidem,	6-11.	
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were not used by the Ayyubids. Al-Zāhir Baybars’s inscriptions in Syria include a great number of 

these bold new titles. With their appearance on Qalāwūn’s ṭirāz a selection of them was also 

introduced to Cairo.  

A good example is the title malik al-barrayn wa-l-baḥrayn, ‘lord of the two continents and the 

two seas’, a reference to the continents of Africa and Asia, and the Mediterranean and the ‘sea of 

Qulzum’, or the Indian Ocean. 

There are several parallel uses of this style outside of the sultanate. At least from 1225 

onwards the epithet features in the epigraphy of the Rūm-Saljuq sultan Qayqubād I (r. 1220–1237) – 

who incidentally also carried the title qasīm ’amīr al-mu’minīn.47 In Delhi, India, there is epigraphic 

evidence that almost the same epithet was used twenty years earlier at a similarly Turkic court. In an 

epigraphic text, dated 1205-1206, on the monumental minaret of the Quwwāt al-Islam mosque, Abū 

Muẓaffar Muḥammad bin Sām al-Ghūrī (r. 1202-1206), of Turkic Afghan descent, is styled with the 

epithet sulṭān al-barr wa-l-baḥr. 

 It was Baybars who introduced the title into Mamluk political culture. It appears in an 

inscription in Syria. In the same inscription, al-Ẓāhir Baybars is styled Iskander al-Zāman, ‘the 

Alexander of his age’, a reference to Alexander the Great. As in the West, a lively mythology about 

the conquests of Alexander the Great existed in the Islamic World. He was, and is, celebrated as an 

Islamic emperor avant-la-lettre, who ruled ‘Syria, Jerusalem, Iraq, Sind, India, China, Tibet, Khurāsān, 

and the land of the Turks’.48 As a sultanic style, the epithet seems to have originated at the Turkic or 

Turco-Afghan courts of Khurasān and Northern India.49 Qalāwūn uses this title in several of his 

inscriptions in Syria, and it is also included in the waqfiyya of the Manṣūriyya.50 On the ṭirāz, however, 

																																																													
47	TEI,	XIII,	nos.	2582,	2583,	2661;	Suzan	Yalman,	“ʿAla	Al-Din	Kayqubad	Illumnidated:	A	Rum	Seljuq	Sultan	as	
Cosmic	Ruler,”	Muqarnas	29	(2012):	151–86.	
48	Al-Qalqashandī,	Ṣubḥ	al-’A‘shā,	VI,	35.	
49	TEI,	XIII,	no.	2880;	Ḥasan	al-Bāshā,	al-’alqāb	al-Islāmiyya	(Cairo,	1957),	157;	al-Qalqashandī,	Ṣubḥ	al-’A‘shā,	
VI,	35-6;	For	the	comparisons	with	Alexander	at	the	Delhi	Mamluk	courts	cf.	Finbarr	Barry	Flood,	Objects	of	
Translation:	Material	Culture	and	Medieval	“Hindu-Muslim”	encounter	(Princeton,	2009),	93-107,	and	250.	TEI,	
no.	3785;	Richard	Eaton,	The	Rise	of	Islam	and	the	Bengal	Frontier,	1204-1760	(Berkeley,	1993)	42;	Hodgson,	
The	venture	of	Islam,	II,	255-62.	
50	Muḥammad	Amīn,	“Wathā’iq	waqf	al-sulṭān	Qalāwūn	‘alā	l-Bīmārstitān	al-Manṣūrī,”	In	Ibn	Ḥabīb,	Tadhkirāt	
al-Nabīh,	I,	334.		
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it is notably absent. Apparently, not all Syrian titles and epithets were considered suitable for the 

Cairene context.  

There is a horde of other epithets that were introduced in Syrian epigraphy by Baybars and 

were copied by Qalāwūn in his own Syrian epigraphy predating the Manṣūriyya, but not used on the 

tirāẓ. All convey rather bold and aggressive claims to power, and most of them are clearly relatable 

to Altaic notions of universal sovereignty.51 In this regard, it is also to be noted that Qalāwūn used the 

title Malik al-‘Arab al-‘Ajam wa-l-Turk (wa-l-Daylam) in Syria, while in the tirāẓ in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn 

he uses the classical style Malik al-‘Arab wa-l-‘Ajam. Just like al-Ẓāhir Baybars before him, Qalāwūn uses 

the word Turk only in Syria and on paper. In the ṭirāz of the Manṣūriyya and all other extant epigraphy 

in Cairo, the word is omitted.  

 

Conclusion 
The tirāẓ adorns Qalāwūn with the legitimating attributes of Islamic kingship. Most of the titles had 

already been used by the Ayyubids, while others constituted older titles newly revived during the 

reign of al-Ẓāhir Baybars. Only one title al-malik a-baṣīta was entirely new. Historicising or antiquated 

titles related to Sunnī kingship figure prominently in the ṭirāz. Qalāwūn had introduced some of these 

titles from the jihādī frontline in Syria to Egypt where they had been revived by Baybars. Cairo was a 

bit of an odd place for such bellicose titles, as it was, at the time, far removed from any battlefield. 

But Egypt was opening up to the world. A strong royal representation at the periphery of the realm 

was no longer necessary, as the periphery — from Qalāwūn’s perspective — came to the centre. 

Travelling through the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, the busiest street probably in the whole of Egypt, Muslim 

rulers were to be awed by Qalāwūn’s style as al-Sultan al-Islām, while his Illkhan ambassadors were 

intimidated by the aggressive nature of many of the titles. No doubt, their meaning was explained to 

them. 

 Equally new to Egypt were the titles and epithets that gave expression to cosmic or universal 

authority. These titles appear to be of Turkic origin. Mamluk writers referred to the Baḥrī state as 

																																																													
51	Cf.	Broadbridge,	Ideology	and	Kingship,	6-12.	Cf.	also:	Suzan	Yalman,	“ʿ’Ala	Al-Din	Kayqubad	Illuminated,”	
151–86.	
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Dawlat al-Atrāk. The usage of epithets that seem to derive from a Turkic or Turko-Persian is therefore 

not that strange. Moreover, it may in particular reflect the dominance of the Qipchak contingent in 

Mamluk politics.  

 As notable as the usage of certain Turkic titles is their restrictive selection. Compared to 

Qalāwūn’s epigraphy in Syria, the ṭirāz of the manṣūriyya contains a relatively small number of such 

titles. Qalāwūn does not deviate too much from examples, such as the ṭirāz of his master al-Ṣāliḥ 

Ayyub.52 In this respect he, again, followed Baybars, whose tirāz inscription on his madrasa in the 

Bayn al-Qaṣrayn is likewise audacious but still modest compared to some of his Syrian inscriptions.  

However, the tirāẓ was not simply political propaganda randomly applied on the surface of a 

building on a busy street for maximum impact. Firstly, there was a connection between the notion of 

jihād and the charities benefitting from Qalāwūn’s waqf. The role of the mujāhid king prescribed the 

protection of the umma (his ‘flock’ as it is referred to in one inscription) in both a military and a 

spiritual sense. Founding a madrasa was very much in line with this dual responsibility of jihād. The 

building of the hospital at the same time, as we have seen, was explained by referring to Qalāwūn’s 

concern for the physical health of his subjects. By catering to the need for spiritual and medical care, 

yet another responsibility ascribed to a just Muslim king was met. The foundation enabled Qalāwūn 

to establish his jihād credentials in the fullest sense. Not only Qalāwūn’s victories, but also the waqf 

itself justified the writings on its walls.  

 Conversely, it could be argued that the mujāhid titulature helped to justify the foundation of 

a conspicuous complex that quite openly served a socio-political agenda. This was nothing new, but 

the project's scale, location, and way of realising it had triggered criticism. It could be argued that a 

titulature referring to Qalāwūn’s credentials as a divinely aided mujāhid-king, a living martyr of sorts, 

not only improved his profile, but also pre-empted this criticism.  

																																																													
52	TIE,	XIII,	no.	2677;	RCEA,	XI,	no.	4219.	
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7 | Qalāwūn’s foundation and memoria after his death until the second 

reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad. 

 

 

 

The memory of a person — remembering a person — starts with his departure. Death denotes the 

beginning of the past, and remembrance and commemoration originate from the need, both 

psychological and social, to relate to this past. The death of Qalāwūn left an impressive legacy inviting 

people to do so. He had provided a tangible presence as the foundation’s founder, not only a legal 

one, but a cultural one as well, living on in royal biographies, in epigraphy, and in the characteristic 

qualities of his architectural works. This presence can be meaningful, however, only if it is kept alive 

by society and that, in turn, tends to happen only when stakeholders have an interest in keeping it 

alive. This certainly was the case for Qalāwūn. The reception, custody, and skilful remodelling of 

Qalāwūn’s posthumous presence was attractive to all subsequent rulers and others seeking power in 

the Mamluk state. To avoid a situation in which Qalāwūn’s memory would remain fluid or 

‘communicative’, the object of ideological projection for all, and none in particular, the 

commemorative baton had to be seized from Qalāwūn’s own hands and held high.1  

Part III of this dissertation begins by looking at the short reign of al-Ashraf Khalīl ibn 

Qalāwūn, which directly followed Qalāwūn’s demise. The main question of this chapter is how and by 

whom the reception of Qalāwūn’s waqf was performed. Focussing specifically on the commemorative 

events that were organised in the qubba, the following set of sub-questions will be asked. First, to 

what extent and how did the public commemoration of Qalāwūn help to assert and reproduce the 

structure of the socio-political elite directly following the death of Qalāwūn? It will be argued that 

Qalāwūn’s status as a martyr was crucial for a shared, peaceful reception of Qalāwūn’s 

																																																													
1	Jan	Assmann,	Das	Kulturelle	Gedächtnis.	Schrift,	Erinnerung	und	politische	Identität	in	frühen	Hochkulturen	
(7th	ed.;	Munich,	2013),	61.		
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commemorative image. Secondly: how did al-Ashraf Khalīl attempt to put himself in front of the 

commemorative community of his father? As we will see, al-Ashraf Khalīl’s contributory endowment 

to the waqf of his father is of great importance here. The third and last part of this chapter sheds light 

on the nuẓr or supervision of this endowment, arguing that the appointment of the vizier Ibn Sal‘ūs 

was an ill-informed attempt to monopolise Qalāwūn’s memoria. 

 

7.1. Commemorative events  
As Linda Northrup acknowledges, ‘a certain amount of mystery surrounds Qalāwūn’s death’.2 Most 

sources agree that he died ca. 6 Dhū al-Qa‘da 689 (9 November 1290) outside of Cairo in a military 

encampment, while preparing for an expedition to Acre.3  

Qalāwūn was brought from the encampment to the Citadel, perhaps under the cover of night. 

The tābūt, the coffin, would remain in the Citadel for another two months before Qalāwūn was 

actually buried. The reasons for this delay remain unclear. Northrup suggests that this was to make 

Al-Ashraf Khalīl’s succession to power easier or simply because Qalāwūn’s qubba had not yet been 

prepared. Indeed, Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir tells us that while Qalāwūn’s body remained in the Citadel, the 

site of his burial was brought in order.4 Al-Ḥaddad interprets the unprepared status of the qubba as a 

sign that it had never been Qalāwūn’s intention to be buried in the Qubba al-Manṣūriyya.5 However, 

as there is nothing besides Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir’s remark to suggest that the Manṣūriyya was not 

intended as Qalāwūn’s funerary foundation, Ḥaddad’s claim appears unfounded.  

  In any case, the funeral finally took place on the first day of Muḥarram 690 (the 4th of January 

1291). The sending of alms to the Manṣūriyya by the new Sultan al-Ashraf Khalīl marked the 

beginning of the ceremony:  

On Thursday at the [first day] of Muḥarram 690 it happened that Ṣalaḥ al-Dīn Khalīl, 
Qalāwūn’s son, sent money for alms to the mausoleum, subsequently ordering his father [the 

																																																													
2	Linda	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan.	The	Career	of	al-Manṣūr	Qalāwūn	and	the	Consolidation	of	Mamluk	
Rule	in	Egypt	and	Syria	(678-689	A.H./1279-1290	A.D.)	(Stuttgart,	1998),	158.	
3	Ibidem.	
4	Ibidem;	Muḥyī	al-Dīn	ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Tashrīf	al-Ayyām	wa-l-‘Uṣūr	fī	l-Sīrat	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr,	ed.	M.	Kāmil	
(Cairo,	1961),	179.	
5	Muḥammad	Ḥamza	al-Ḥaddād,	al-Sulṭān	al-Manṣūr	Qalāwūn:	ta’rīkh,	aḥwāl	Miṣr	fī	‘ahdihi	munsha’atuha	al-
mi’māriyya	(Cairo,	1993),	147.	
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corpse] to be carried down from the Citadel. Thus, all the amirs went outside [of the palace 
at the Citadel], gathering after the last evening prayer. The nā’ib al-salṭana Baydarā’ Badr al-
Dīn, and the vizier Ṣāḥib Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn al-Sal‘ūs al-Tanūkhī proceeded in 
front of the coffin of al-Malik al-Manṣūr from the Citadel to the Mosque of al-Azhar, where 
the quḍāh and the Sufi sheikhs were already present. There the Chief Qādī Taqyi al-Dīn ibn 
Daqīq al-‘Īd led the prayer for the dead. Afterwards, all left the building and followed the qāḍī 
to the qubba of al-Manṣūr, where the sultan was interred.6 

After the funeral, the Manṣūriyya would be the site of a number of subsequent commemorative 

ceremonies. What all but one of these ceremonies have in common is that they commenced in the 

afternoon, usually on Thursday. During the night, some would stay in the qubba in a vigil until the 

sultan made his appearance to distribute alms the next morning. The roll call for these ceremonies 

would resemble that of the funeral, reserving a prominent presence for the the nā’ib al-salṭana, 

Baydarā al-Manṣūrī and al-Ashraf Khalīl’s newly appointed vizier, Ibn Sal‘ūs. Before continuing to 

make observations of a more general nature, we will first give a more detailed description of these 

separate events to establish a link with Qalāwūn’s waqf.  

 The first event took place only a few months after Qalāwūn’s funeral, on Thursday evening 

20 February 1291(18th of Ṣafar 690), a few days before the aborted mission against Acre was to resume 

under al-Ashraf Khalīl’s command. A grand ceremony (muhimmu ‘aẓīma) was organised in the qubba, 

‘at the grave of [the sultan’s] father’.7 The event is described by al-Marīzī; at length in the Khiṭaṭ and 

briefly in his Sulūk.8 Unfortunately, it cannot be corroborated by more contemporary sources. 

Though a description was included in the first part of Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir’s biography of al-Ashraf Khalīl, 

this text no longer exists. Al-Maqrīzī, in any case, gives the following description:  

The vizier and the nā’ib al-salṭana left the encampment outside of Cairo, and came to the 
qubba, where people were gathered for a reading of the Qur’ān. The sheikhs, the Qur’ān 
readers, and the qāḍīs were all present in a large congregation. Alms were abundantly 
distributed among the poor and numerous tables were laid, presenting food to the people 
until everybody’s need was seen to. It was a night with white stars, and the people prayed for 
the sultan. And they prayed for the soldiers of Islām, that they would be victorious over the 
enemies of the faith. Early in the morning on Friday, the sultan made his presence (again?) 
at the manṣūriyya and he gave away as alms many goods and textiles. He also distributed a 

																																																													
6	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	al-Mawā‘iẓ	wa-l-I‘tibār	fī	Dhikr	al-Khiṭaṭ	wa-l-Āthār	(Cairo	[Būlāq],	
1853),	II,	381.	
7	Idem,	Kitāb	al-Sulūk	li-l-Ma‘rifat	Duwal	al-Mulūk,	ed.	by	M.	‘Atā’	(Beirut,	1997),	II,	223.	
8	Resp:	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	381,	and	idem,	al-Sulūk,	II,	223.	
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large amount of money (mālan kathīran) among the Qur’ān readers and the poor (fuqarā’). He 
also distributed money and garments (mālan wa-thuyāban) among the people of the madrasas, 
the zawiyas, the khānqahs, and ribāṭs (i.e. religious students), before he returned to the 
Citadel.9  

In this event, the commemoration of Qalāwūn as a mujāhid king is combined with supplication to 

God, asking for a victory. The prominent roles of the vizier and the nā’ib stand out. The role of the 

sultan is restricted to the distribution of alms on Friday morning.  

The second event in the Manṣūriyya was likewise related to the Acre campaign. The prayers 

at Qalāwūn’s grave were answered. In 1292 al-Ahraf Khalīl led the army of Egypt to victory in Acre, 

terminating Crusader presence in the Levant. He had accomplished what his father had set out to do. 

There was no denying: al-Ashraf was a king, favoured by God, as true kings are. Returning 

triumphant, al-Ashraf Khalīl entered a celebrating city decorated in his honour on 20 Sha‘bān. 

Through the Bāb al-Naṣr, the Gate of Triumph, he made his entry into al-Qāhira from the north, 

making his way through the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn until the cortege reached the foundation of Qalāwūn. 

There, al-Malik al-Ashraf Khalīl descended from his horse and entered the qubba, where he was 

received by a well-wishing and congratulatory crowd of qāḍīs, ‘ulāmā’, sheiks, Qur‘ān readers, 

scholars, and other notables.10  

 The celebratory mood did not last. When the sultan sat down, and the preacher Ibn al-‘Anbarī 

read out the first lines of a laudatory poem, praising the jihād and its merits, the sultan became angry. 

Al-Maqrīzī, who relates this event, gives the opening lines of the qāṣida that caused al-Ashraf Khalīl’s 

outrage:  

Visit your parents, stop at their grave11 

For me it is, as if you have already joined them12 

 

																																																													
9	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	381.	
10	Ibidem.		
11	This	line,	which	in	Arabic	reads	zurru	wālidayka	waqifu	‘alā	qabrayhim,	can	also	mean:	‘Visit	your	parents,	
endow	a	waqf	to	the	benefit	of	their	grave’.	The	opening	lines	are	a	modulation	of	the	opening	theme	of	the	
classical	qāṣida,	which	often	begin	with	the	imperative	to	stop	or	hold,	usually	at	an	abandoned	camp-site.	 
12	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	381.	



	

	 155	

When al-Ashraf Khalīl heard the sentences he stood up and raised his voice. Holding Baydarā 

responsible for the performance, he asked: ‘Could this one not have found something else to say than 

this verse?’13 Al-Ashraf Khalīl had understood the verse as a cryptic reference to his own death, 

considering it to be a thinly veiled threat from the direction of the manṣūrī amir. Baydarā explained 

himself to the furious sultan, telling him that al-‘Anbarī was one of the most acclaimed poets of that 

time, and that he normally earned nothing but praise for his verses. Yet, these assuagements were to 

no avail, and the sultan left the gathering, retiring to the Citadel.14 

 Al-Maqrīzī’s report may be apocryphal. From a literary perspective, it is an ominous 

illustration of the tensions between the amir and the young sultan, which would famously result in 

al-Ashraf Khalīl being killed by Baydarā’s sword. Al-Maqrīzī cites only this one line of a longer poem, 

normally attributed to Abū Faraj ibn al-Jawzī (d. 1201) and not to Ibn al-‘Anbarī; an indication perhaps 

of al-Maqrīzī’s poetic license. It is nonetheless noteworthy that the scene, fictitious or real, is set in 

the Manṣūriyya. The Qubba al-Manṣūriyya provided a meaningful background for a story illustrating 

the discord between Qalāwūn’s young and nervous heir and his senior and most powerful freedman. 

 After the conflict in the Manṣūriyya, al-Ashraf Khalīl, Baydarā, and the vizier Ibn Sal‘ūs would 

not return to the site until several months later. For this new ceremony, two different sources 

survive, each emphasising different aspects. It is clear that the date, 4-5 Dhū al-Qa‘da 690 (29-30 

October 1291) was chosen carefully and had to mark the anniversary of Qalāwūn’s demise.15 Al-

Maqrīzī, who also gives a description of the event on the 18th of Ṣafar, tells us that the ceremony was 

also meant to celebrate al-Ashraf Khalīl’s establishment of a new waqf for the foundation, the 

completion of the waqfiyya, and the appointment of the vizier Ibn Sal‘ūs as nāẓir, which we will discuss 

shortly. All surviving waqf documents relating to this are dated 27 Rajab 690, which is more than three 

months before the ceremony.16 Also, in his vita of al-Ashraf Khalīl, Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir does not relate 

																																																													
13	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	381.		
14	Ibidem.		
15	Although	most	historians	agree	that	Qalāwūn	died	on	6	Dhū	al-Qa’da	689.			
16	MS	Munich,	Bayerische	Staatsbibliothek,	Handschriftenabteilung,	orientalische	und	asiatische	
Handschriften,	Cod.	arab.	405,	f.	17r.		



	

	 156	

the 4-5 Dhū al-Qa‘da 690 to al-Ashraf’s endowment, nor to the appointment of Ibn Sal‘ūs. He only 

mentions the vizier as the one receiving the guests for the customary banquet:  

Everybody in possession of power and authority, and everyone who held a religious (dīnī) or 
worldly (dunyawī) office, and none of the qāḍīs or the ‘ulāma’ were absent, none of the imams 
and the Qur’ān readers, none of the fuqahā’, none of the people of the zawiyyas, the Sufis, and 
the sheikhs. They were met by the vizier Shams al-Dīn [ibn Sal‘ūs] with great hospitability 
and friendliness and guided to their designated  sitting places.17  

Al-Maqrīzī also differs from Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir in the description of the caliph’s contribution to the 

event. Both authors describe how the caliph made his presence together with the Sultan on the 

morning of the fifth, after the vigil. In the words of Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir: 

During the entire night people stayed awake, not one eye was closed until the morrow and 
no one slept. In the morning the  sultan rode, accompanied by the caliph, from the Bāb al-
Naṣr in a procession, which, had the Sultan-martyr [Qalāwūn] been able to see him, would 
have surprised and would have made him happy about what his son had accomplished after 
his death. Then he and the caliph entered the garden [that is] the hallowed qubba (al-qubba 
al-muqaddisa) and they were greeted with mercy’s angels and they extended their greetings 
to our  lord the martyr [Qalāwūn].18  

In his Sulūk, al-Maqrīzī mentions that the caliph subsequently gave a sermon, urging the recapture 

of Baghdad and Iraq from the hands of the Tatars.19 Al-Maqrīzī’s account, however, seems to collapse 

two events into one, as this sermon, the text of which survives in Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir’s work, was given 

earlier on the 21st of Shawwāl.20 Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir does mention that the caliph fulfilled the role of 

imām, but does not mention a sermon.21 Moreover, it is unlikely that the caliph would give an official 

sermon on any day other than Friday, and the fifth of Dhū al-Qa‘da seems to have been a Monday.22 

In any case, whatever the true content of the ceremony, the Manṣūriyya was a suitable place for a 

caliph to call for a jihād.  

																																																													
17	Axel	Moberg,	Ur	‘Abd	Allah	ibn	‘Abd	Eẓ-	Ẓâhir’s	biografi	över	Sultanten	el-Melik	el-Aśraf	Ḫalîl,	Axel	Moberg	
ed.	[including	a	text	edition	of:	Muḥyī	al-Dīn	ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	al-Alṭaf	al-Khafiyya	min	al-Sīra	al-Sharīfa	al-
Sulṭāniyya	al-Malikiyya	al-Ashrafiyya]	(PhD	diss.,	University	of	Lund,	1902),	18	(of	Arabic	text);	for	translation,	
cf.	ibidem,	18	(of	Swedish	text).	
18	Ibidem,	18	(Arabic	text)	and	19	(Swedish	text).		
19	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	231;	Anne	Broadbridge,	Kingship	and	Ideology,	47.	
20	Ibn	‘Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Alṭāf,	ed.	Moberg,	6-9	(Arabic	text)	
21	Ibidem,	11	(Arabic	text).	
22	Ibibem,	18	(Arabic	text).	
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The last event to be organised in the qubba during al-Ashraf Khalīl’s reign is the only event 

that lacks a clear military aspect. Although Moberg suggests in his Swedish translation that the 

occasion was the birthday of Qalāwūn, the date of the event, the night between the eleventh and the 

twelfth of Rabī’ al-Awwal 691, makes clear that the description mawlid al-sharīf rather refers to the 

‘birthday’23 of the Prophet Muḥammad.24 Again Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir describes the event in considerable 

detail: 

 When it was the night in which God caused the moon of happiness to rise and in which the 
 sparks of sovereignty  lighted, at the birthday of the People’s Lordship25—may God 
 bless Him with the multitude of grains of sand, pebbles, and grains of loam [on earth]—, our 
 lord the sultan decided—God bless his sultanate— to welcome it with prayers, gifts 
 (ṣilāt), and recitations of the entire Qur’ān (khatamāt), [as] that his father the sultan-martyr 
 would partake grandly in this night. Therefore, he was generous to the extent that no 
 description could encompass, except the lavish pages of those  exalted who write among 
 the angels. Charitable gifts of all kinds were handed out, the greatness of which exceeded 
 the hospitality given to guests. Not one kind of gift was left out: textiles, dirhams, sweets, 
 food and drink, frankincense, and perfumes were presented and distributed to those 
 present and absent of the people of the faith and those living in poverty, whose 
 deservingness is known to God.26 

The day of mawlid al-nabī was considered one of the official holidays in Cairo, and it was usually 

celebrated with state-sponsored banquets and the handing out of food and alms to the poor. In this 

case, as we will briefly investigate in more detail, the military establishment connected these 

obligations to Qalāwūnid memoria.  

Dining with the dead  

Most sources credit al-Ashraf Khalīl with the organisation of the commemorative events. This seems 

logical. As sultan, he enjoyed the prerogative to authorise public observances on this scale. His status 

																																																													
23	In	spite	of	the	designation	mawlid,	‘birthday’,	the	day	rather	marked	the	anniversary	of	the	Prophet’s	
demise.	
24	Moberg	(al-Alṭāf,	62	[Swedish	text])	translates	‘mawlid	al-sharīf’	with	‘kunglig	födelsedagsfäst’	—	‘royal	
birthday’	—	most	likely	under	the	impression	that	the	events	that	are	described	were	to	mark	the	birthday	of	
Sultan	Qalāwūn.	The	date	12	Rabī‘	al-’Awwal,	suggests	that	we	are	dealing	with	celebrations	marking	the	
birthday	of	the	Prophet	Muḥammad,	which	by	the	late	thirteenth	century	had	become	a	widely	celebrated	
holiday	in	Cairo.	Cf.	H.	Fuchs	[F.	de	Jong],	“Mawlid	(a)	or	Mawlūd,”	EI2,	VI,	895-897,	at	895-6.		
25	i.e.	the	Prophet	Muḥammad.		
26	MS	Munich,	f.	89;	Ibn	Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	al-Alṭāf,	ed.	Moberg,	62	(Arabic	text).	
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as Qalāwūn’s son and legal representative in the context of the waqf, moreover, made him the logical 

host of these events.  

The waqf document of Qalāwūn includes the stipulation that, after the primary costs related 

to the functioning of the madrasa were covered, any surplus could be spent as the nāẓir saw fit, on 

food, drink, alms, or any other commodity or service devoted to the poor and needy.27 None of the 

sources fail to underline the charitable aspects of the events mentioned above, explicitly describing 

how the sultan distributed alms, food, and clothes to the poor, students, and religious professionals 

(Qur’ān readers). This suggest that at least the dispensing of food, drink, alms, and possibly also gifts 

was covered by the income of the waqf, rather than by the bayt al-māl, or the sultan’s private coffers.  

If these events were at least partly paid for with waqf money, then this means that Qalāwūn 

was the actual patron of the events. Al-Ashraf Khalīl was not only Qalāwūn’s son, but likely also the 

nāẓir of the foundation. The waqf document had stipulated that after Qalāwūn’s death, his son would 

succeed him in this function. As Qalāwūn’s son and as the nāẓir of the foundation, then, al-Ashraf 

Khalīl represented his wāqif father as host. This rationale is expressed by Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, who 

clearly states that al-Ashraf Khalīl acted on behalf of his dead father. As we have seen above, the 

author, who was present at the event, suggests that the young sultan engaged in almsgiving and 

ordered readings of the Qu’ān, because he wanted to effect Qalāwūn’s presence in the event: ‘our lord 

the sultan decided […] that his father the sultan-martyr would partake grandly in this night (wa-’an 

yakūna li-wālidihi l-sulṭāni l-shahīdi fī dhālika ’a‘ẓamu mushāraka[tin])’.28 

Al-Ashraf’s role as representative of his father in the distribution of alms and as the official 

host of the banquets organised in the Manṣūriyya all belonged to the traditional duties to which al-

Ashraf was obliged, not so much as sultan, but as son and probably the official nāẓir of the 

																																																													
27	Muḥammad	Amīn,	“Wathā’iq	waqf	al-sulṭān	Qalāwūn	‘alā	l-Bīmāristān	al-Manṣūrī,”	in	Ibn	Ḥabīb,	Tadhkirāt	
al-Nabīh,	I,	367.	
28	MS	Munich,	f.	89;	Ibn	Abd	al-Ẓāhir,	Alṭāf,	ed.	Moberg,	62	(Arabic	text).	
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foundation.29 He engaged in these acts of charity for his father’s Nachleben, as stipulated by the latter’s 

waqf and as custom invited him to do.  

At the same time, this rationale allowed al-Ashraf Khalīl, as son and nāẓir, and the senior 

amirs, as organisers and main participants, to legitimise and cover the expenses of what evidently 

was a show of munificence and power. Taking a closer look at the banquets, which were organised 

both at the events of 4 Dhū al-Qa‘da 690 and on 12 Rabī‘ al-’Awwal, may help us to understand how 

this kind of memoria could be linked to the performance and affirmation of elite identity, first and 

foremost of the sultan, but also of the amirs.  

Festive meals were organised at many official occasions. At the palace of the Citadel, banquets 

were organised to celebrate special guests or mark special occasions. At these banquets the living 

dead had no presence. Also, the banquet at the Manṣūriyya at 12 Rabī‘ al-Awwal, mawlid al-nabī, was 

not necessarily connected to memoria, as it was already common to organise banquets to celebrate 

this holiday. However, the obvious spatial association with the grave of Qalāwūn makes it very 

tempting to include the banquets that took place in the Manṣūriyya in the wide repertoire of cultural 

practices that received their value and meaning in reference to the dead. Also of importance here is 

the analogy with commemorative practices in the Qarāfa.  

At the Qarāfa cemetery, groups of people still gather today to consume food and drink at the 

graves of relatives or well-known people. Thus, they continue a tradition that might be as old as the 

Qarāfa itself.30 These banquets always had a charitable aspect. They supplied the needs of the less 

fortunate, who were invited or presented with the leftovers after a meal.  

As comparison with similar practices in antiquity and early Christianity suggest, ‘eating with 

the dead’ was one of the primordial forms of memoria in the Mediterranean and Middle East.31 The 

																																																													
29	Cf.	Layla	‘Abd	al-Jawād,	“Ba‘ḍa	’aḍwā’	jadīda	‘alā	waẓīrat	nāẓir	li-l-bīmāristān	al-Manṣūrī	[a	number	of	new	
elucidations	concerning	the	office	of	nāẓir	at	the	Manṣūrī	hospital],” Majallat	Ittiḥād	al-Mu’arrikhīn	al-‘Arab	
[Journal	of	the	Union	of	Arab	historians]	3	(1995):	205-54,	at	213.		
30	Tetsuya	Ohtoshi,	“Cairene	Cemeteries	as	Public	Loci	in	Mamluk	Egypt,”	MSR	10	(2006):	83-116,	at	95;	Sabra	(	
Poverty	and	charity	in	Medieval	Islam:	Mamluk	Egypt,	1250-1517	[Cambridge,	2000],	88-9)	mentions	the	waqf-
funded	distribution	of	bread	at	the	wāqif’s	grave.	Dating	this	trend	to	the	late	fourteenth	century,	he	sees	it	as	
a	clear	indication	of	the	relationship	between	charity	and	death.	The	organisation	of	banquets,	such	as	the	one	
described	above,	clearly	is	a	related	practice,	given	the	explicitly	charitable	character.	
31	Otto	Oexle,	Memoria	als	Kultur	(Göttingen,	1995),	33-4.		
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Holy Communion in the Catholic mass is a clear echo of this tradition.32 Also Oexle’s characterisation 

of the ‘Totenmahl’ in antiquity shows a remarkable resemblance to the practices that took place at 

the Qarāfa and, indeed, at the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn: 

Da beim Totenmahl der Tote als wirklicher Teilnehmer erlebt wurde, war darin auch die 
Auffassung von der, Gegenwart der Toten’ also die Auffasung vom rechlichen und sozialen 
Status  der toten als Subjekten der Gesellschaft durch die Memoria der Lebenden.[…] 
Beachtung verdient dabei auch der Sachverhalt, dass – zumindest im Christlichen 
Totenmahl—das Mahl mit der Spende an die Armen verknüpft war: die armen wurden zum 
Mahl  geladen oder nach dem Totenmahl mit Lebensmitteln und Geld beschenkt.33 

 

Such banquets were easily sublimated within early Christianity, as part of the cultic practices devoted 

to local saints and martyrs.  

There is evidence that also in pre-Islamic, Graeco-Coptic Egypt, sepulchral dining took 

place.34 We may therefore recognise in the banquets organised at Qalāwūn’s grave the continuation 

of a pre-Islamic tradition. At the same time we should be careful not to ignore indications that in 

seventh-century Arabia food was consumed at burial sites, probably replacing earlier sacrificial 

offerings.35  

Regardless of whether there is a connection to Graeco-Roman or Arabian tradition, a cultural 

trope that links commemoration and consumption is evident. To explain these events singularly, 

from the perspective of the dead, as acts that continued to provide for them a certain presence is to 

miss part of the point. Prandial grief also benefitted the living and not only because of the 

nourishment it provided. It is clear that the dinners in the Manṣūriyya were also a display of 

conspicuous consumption, a ploy for the cultural delineation of a group performing a shared identity 

in reference to the dead.  

																																																													
32	Oexle,	Memoria	als	Kultur,	33-4.	
33	Ibidem,	34-5.		
34	Cf.	Tito	Orlandi,	“Coptic	Literature,”	in	The	roots	of	Egyptian	Christianity,	ed.	B.	Pearson	and	J.	Goehring	
(Philadelphia,	1986),	51-81,	at	68;	and	Thelma	K.	Thomas,	Late	Antique	Egyptian	Funerary	Sculpture:	Images	
for	this	World	and	for	the	Next	(Princeton,	2000),	118,	n.	28.	Until	today	the	Makaria,	a	‘mercy	meal’	dedicated	
to	the	memory	of	the	deceased,	forms	an	important	part	of	Coptic	and	Eastern	Orthodox	funerary	custom.		
35	Otto	Oexle,	“Mahl	und	Spende	im	mittelalterlichen	Totenkult,”	Frühmittelalterliche	Studien	18	(2010):	401-
20;	Irene	von	Grütter,	“Arabische	Bestattungsbräuche	in	frühislamischer	Zeit,”	Der	Islam	31:2–3	(1937):	147–
73,	at	156.	



	

	 161	

The identities within this group were differentiated. If they were organised following the 

protocol of the banquets organised in the palace, then they were a clear reflection and affirmation 

or reproduction of the hierarchy within the political elite. The description of Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir makes 

clear that every attendee had his own place, as did the Baydarā and Ibn Sal‘us. Al-Ashraf Khalil, in his 

capacity of nāẓir-son was the official host, which was,  of course, an affirmation of his leadership. 

 Finally, poetically speaking, the banquets, as well as other elements of the events described 

above, resurrected Qalāwūn. At the same time, these scripted events presented a legitimate and pre-

paid opportunity for al-Ashraf Khalīl to perform his distinct royal identity as nāẓir and Qalāwūnid 

prince.  

The Manṣūriyya as martyrium 

The events at the Manṣūriyya were not al-Ashraf Khalīl’s exclusive property. In all but one case, the 

celebration of mawlid al-nabī, these events linked the commemoration of Qalāwūn with the 

performance of jihād. Central to this was Qalāwūn’s status as martyr, as the hero of jihād. As we have 

seen, Qalāwūn himself was inspired by the models presented by Nūr al-Dīn, the ultimate Sunnī 

mujāhid martyr. The typology of the building, the epigraphic program, and Qalāwūn’s death sought 

to establish a martyr image, in imitation of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb. This attempt was not resisted — or at least 

there is no record of resistance in the sources — but rather confirmed by commemorative 

congregations as described above. The reason for this could be that it represented a royal identity to 

which the members of the military elite could relate.  

Most of the amirs attending the commemorative ceremonies praying for victory had served 

under Qalāwūn. As such, they came to honour their master in command, not a highborn king. The 

commemoration of Qalāwūn was not yet linked to affirmation of Qalāwūnid exceptionalism, but 

rather to the performance of a more inclusive elite identity founded on a shared dedication to jihād, 

as exemplified by the dead Qalāwūn.  

 This ultimately had consequences for al-Ashraf Khalīl’s position in the centre of this 

commemorative congregation. As son of Qalāwūn and nāẓir, he presided over the ’ahl al-waqf. His 

position as leader of the Qalāwūnid bayt was reflected in his supervision of the foundation. The 
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commemorative community convening at the qubba, however, was far larger than that of the ’ahl al-

waqf. It included anyone who mattered in the socio-political establishment in the capital, the ’ahl al-

dawla. Of course, as sovereign he also presided over this group. During the commemorative banquets, 

al-Ashraf Khalīl’s functions as nāẓir (arguably) and sultan overlapped. 

But the banquets in themselves were important, too. As acts of conspicuous consumption 

they promoted an elite identity, one that was clearly linked to that of the dead founder-sultan. The 

fact that foods, and alms, were also distributed to the urban poor during these occasions meant that 

the entire group of invitees took over Qalāwūn’s role as benefactor, allowing them to patronise the 

beneficiaries in his name. Banquets like these created a clear distinction between the rulers and the 

ruled. At the same time the different roles played by those involved, as well as the seating 

arrangements, also reflected, and hence promoted, a clear hierarchy within the group of dignitaries. 

 

7.2. The waqf of al-Ashraf Khalīl 
On 27 Rajab 690 al-Ashraf Khalīl instituted a large waqf for the qubba of his father and his own funerary 

madrasa. The latter, the waqf for the qubba of Qalāwūn, will be discussed here. 

 It consisted of two separate endowments, described in two different waqf documents. As 

mentioned earlier, the texts of both waqf documents have survived in a third, the only surviving part 

of a history of al-Ashraf Khalīl’s reign, entitled Min ’alṭāf al-ḥafīyya min sīrat l-Sharīfa al-Sulṭāniyya al-

Malikiyya al-’Ashrafiyya and discussed in chapter one.36 The author of the regnal history, and possibly 

of the waqfiyyāt as well, was Muḥyī al-Dīn Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir, a respected senior scribe of the royal 

chancellery who had previously written regnal histories for al-Ẓāhir Baybars and Qalāwūn. A 

dedicational text on the title page of the manuscript, an expensively produced codex, was copied or 

commissioned by the author himself, to be presented to the sultan as a courtly offering.37 The 

inclusion of waqf documents in Ibn ‘Abd al-Ẓāhir’s work is less arbitrary than it may seem. The regnal 

history discusses the endowment at some length. Moreover, the inclusion of the waqf document 

																																																													
36	MS	Munich.	
37	Peter	Holt,	“Literary	Offerings:	A	Genre	of	Courtly	Literature,”	in	The	Mamluks	in	Egyptian	
Politics	and	Society,	ed.	Th.	Philipp	and	U.	Haarmann	(Cambridge,	1998),	3-16;	Moberg,	Ur	ʿAbd	Allah	b.	ʿAbd	
eẓ-Ẓâhir’s	biografi,	xii.		
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completed the codex as a royal memorabilium and an example for posterity. The history of al-

Ashraf’s successes as king, combined with the testimony to his good deeds and devotion towards his 

father, make the book an eminent product of double memoria. The fact that the documents were 

included in this codex demonstrates the high symbolic value of such documents as vehicles of royal 

representation.  

The waqf documents pertaining to Qalāwūn’s qubba consist of a smaller and bigger 

endowment. The first included urban property in Cairo, whereas the more substantial waqf included 

land in Syria that had come into the sultan’s possession during his campaign against Acre. This 

included property in and around Acre as well as estates on the Syrian littoral. By turning the goods 

he had acquired during his successful military campaign into mawqūfs, he honoured a code of 

knightly conduct and the example of his predecessors. Al-Ẓāhir Baybars, for example, had endowed 

land conquered from the Mongols, as well as the treasures of confiscated Crusader churches, to 

religious institutions in Syria.38 Saladin had famously turned Christian institutions in Jerusalem into 

waqfs.39 All these acts consciously followed the example of Abū Bakr, who is said to have established 

the first waqf in Islamic history: a plot of land in the Khaybar Oasis, which the Muslims had conquered 

from a Jewish tribe that lived there. 

Al-Ashraf Khalīl’s endowment of conquered lands can clearly be linked to the importance of 

jihād in as a legitimizing conduct to refer to in royal representational programmes and forms. What 

was more, it allowed him to repay his debts. The endowment of the Acre property has an almost 

votive character. Votive gifts are offered or consecrated in fulfilment of a vow, often to a saint in 

return for an act of intervention. Given the prayers for victory, which were performed in the qubba 

in preparation of the expedition against Acre, the endowment almost gives the impression of being 

a payment for Qalāwūn’s blessings.  

At the same time, the new waqf provided Al-Ashraf Khalīl with an opportunity to actively and 

legitimately take control of his father’s foundation. One of his tasks as nāẓir was to take care of the 

																																																													
38	Yehoshua	Frenkel,	“Awqāf	in	Mamluk	Bilād	Al-Shām,”	MSR	13	(2009):	149-66.	
39	Cf.	Johannes	Pahlitzsch,	“The	Transformation	of	Latin	Religious	Institutions	into	Islamic	Endowments	by	
Saladin	in	Jerusalem,”	in	Governing	the	Holy	City.	The	interaction	of	Social	groups	in	Jerusalem	between	the	
Fatimid	and	the	Ottoman	Period,	ed.	J.	Pahlitzsch,	and	L.	Korn	(Wiesbaden,	2004),	47-69.	
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physical condition of the waqf property, especially the architecture housing the beneficiaries. It 

seems that more money was needed for the physical maintenance of the building. The waqf document 

states that the waqf had to provide for the restoration of the dome as well as the minaret.40 This need 

for restoration presented al-Ashraf with the opportunity to finish or alter the most salient element 

of his father’s foundation as he saw fit, making the Manṣūriyya an object of his own patronage. We 

should, however, not overemphasise this aspect, as there are no indications that the renovations 

were very drastic, and it is unlikely that they had a fundamental impact on the buildings’ appearance. 

If any epigraphy existed to commemorate al-Ashraf Khalīl’s works, then they must have been 

destroyed during the earthquake of 1302 or removed during the subsequent restorations during the 

reign of his brother al-Nāṣir Muḥammad.  

 More importantly perhaps, the new waqf allowed al-Ashraf Khalīl to make changes to the 

social fabric of the waqf, creating new posts and increasing the salaries associated with the existing 

ones. As the hospital has received some attention in scholarship before, it will be left out here, in 

favour of the madrasa and especially the qubba, which is precisely what al-Ashraf Khalīl’s waqf 

documents allow us to do. The documents are exclusively concerned with the qubba. The larger waqf 

document, the most important one including the Acre-campaign estates, includes all the relevant 

information concerning the offices and staff of the tomb. The following table41 presents an overview:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																													
40	MS	Munich,	f.	107v.		
41	Axel	Moberg	(“Zwei	ägyptische	Waqf-Urkunden	aus	dem	Jahre	691/1292.	Nebst	Bemerkungen	zur	
mittelalterlichen	Topographie	Kairos,”	Le	Monde	Oriental	12	(1918):	1-64,	at	49	n.	30)	has	compiled	a	similar	
table,	without	consistently	displaying	the	references	to	the	original	waqf	document,	and	without	
differentiating	between	the	khuddām	and	the	farrāshūn,	both	of	which	he	refers	to	as	‘Diener’.	
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Figure	7.1:	Personnel	qubba	according	to	MS	Munich 

 

The text of the document indicates that most of the salaries mentioned in the waqf document were 

pre-set in an earlier document, most likely the long-lost waqf document pertaining to the qubba.  

From the information provided in al-Ashraf Khalīl’s waqf document we can reconstruct a 

number of changes compared to Qalāwūn’s original arrangement. But we should perhaps start with 

those regulations that stayed the same. In fact, in most cases the document of al-Ashraf simply 

affirmed the original organisation as planned during Qalāwūn’s reign. According to Behrens-

																																																													
42	Cf.	e.g.	MS	Munich,	f	110r.	
43	One	Egyptian	raṭl	used	to	measure	quantity	of	bread,	meat,	and	other	articles	equalled	444.9	g:	Eliahu	
Ashtor,	“Mikāyil.	1.	In	the	Arabic,	Persian	and	Turkish	lands,”	EI2,	VI,	117-21.		

profile   Quantity Salary per month, in silver 

dirham 

‘as according to earlier 

waqf document’42 

nāẓir  1 300, of which 150 as direct 

payment  

no 

Qur’ān readers 50 (minimum) ‘known to the wāqif’ (shared) _ 

Imam 1 60 yes  

Muezzins 6 80 (equally shared) yes 

Chronologist cq. chief of the 

muezzins 

1 40  yes 

Guards (khuddām) 6 300 (+ 4 raṭl43 white bread each)  no 

Wardens (farrāshūn) 2 53 and 1/3 (equally shared) yes 

Lantern guards 2 60 (equally shared) yes 

Doormen  2 53 and 1/3 (equally shared) yes 
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Abouseif, this simply meant that the wages did not increase.44 However, the reason for such seemingly 

redundant repetition of numbers could also mean – more likely in fact - that some members of the 

foundation’s staff were paid less than the amount stated in the original waqf document. In the case of 

the wardens, for example, the text makes clear that their payment should comprise ‘what 

complements [the sum] assigned to them in the aforementioned, earlier waqf document’ (mā yakmulu 

lahumā bihi mā qurrira lahumā fī kitāb al-waqf al-mushāri ’ilayhi l-mutaqaddimi l-tārīkh [sic]).45  

 Al-Nuwayrī mentions that the waqf revenues for the madrasa were insufficient. As the entries 

in al-Ashraf Khalīl’s waqf document relate exclusively to the qubba, it is unclear whether there is a 

relationship between the underpayment of the staff members listed above and al-Nuwayrī’s 

statement.46  

 The underpayment of the staff members of Qalāwūn’s foundation could be explained as an 

accusation of neglecting the pious wishes of the sultan-martyr, which, if not corrected, would pain 

Qalāwūn in his grave and would reflect badly on al-Ashraf Khalīl. It stands to reason, therefore, that 

al-Ashraf Khalīl would have taken heed. As son, heir, and probably as nāẓir, he was to show that the 

concerns of his posthumous father were his own – this was what tradition expected of him, and it 

was a role he gladly took on to affirm his filial prerogatives.  

In performing this role he respected his father’s arrangements, save a number of exceptions. 

In the description of the posts of nāẓir, imam, and guards, no mention is made of the previous waqf 

document. It seems that in these cases, the designs made by his father were revised, in expressive 

ways.   

 In making amendments to the original settings, the new waqf might have helped, firstly, to 

exercise an influence on the nomination of the religious staff of the madrasa. Those appointments 

were officially made by the chief qāḍīs of the four law schools, as we have seen. A small number of 

religious scholars and imams who at some point in their career worked in the madrasa or the qubba 

																																																													
44	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks.	A	History	of	the	Architecture	and	its	Culture	(Cairo,	2007),	
134.	
45	MS	Munich,	f.	111r.		
46	Shihāb	al-Dīn	al-Nuwayrī,	Nihāyat	al-’Arab	fī	Funūn	al-Adab	(Cairo,	1992),	XXXI,	106.	
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are discussed in the sources, not because of their connection to the foundation, but because they are 

known for other achievements. For instance, ‘Abd al-Mu’mīn ibn Khalaf al-Dimyāṭī, one of the most 

important figures of the last third of the seventh/thirteenth century in the field of the handing down 

of traditions — and who wrote a famous book on the merits of horsemanship – lectured in the 

Madrasa Manṣūriyya, where he died in 1305/6.47 It is unclear, however, when he was appointed. 

Another name associated with the madrasa is that of Ibn ‘Aṭā’ Allāh (d. 1309), a mystic and follower 

of the doctrines of the Sūfī Sheikh al-Shāddhilī (d. 1258). Ibn ‘Aṭā’ Allāh was a vocal critic of Ibn 

Taymiyya. In light of the latter’s denunciation of ziyāra and conspicuous funerary endowment, this 

might have made his profile very suitable for employment in the Qalāwūn’s ostentatious funerary 

complex. Until a full prosopographical analysis of the ṭabaqāt literature has been conducted, 

however, nothing more can be said about the identity of the religious personnel affiliated with the 

madrasa around the turn of the thirteenth century.  

Secondly, the waqf-document had an influence on the eligibility of the foundation’s guards. 

The manuscript specified that the guards of the complex, the khuddām discussed earlier, needed to 

be ‘of the freedmen of the sulṭān-wāqif […] or of the freedmen of his aforementioned father’.48 This is 

repeated at the end of the document, when the duties of the nāẓir are listed:  

 If there are no khuddām of the freedmen of the named wāqif, nor of the freedmen of his 
 named  father, may God hallow his soul, the nāẓir is to appoint to the said qubba  others as 
 khuddām from among the people of faith and virtue.49 

It was common practice to appoint guards, khuddām, to a foundation. These posts were usually given 

to freedmen-eunuchs, who could in turn appoint one of their own men to fulfil the assigned duties.50 

Most likely, Qalāwūn’s original waqf document provided for the appointment and payment of guards. 

Given the honorary and remunerative character of the post of khādim, it is significant that al-Ashraf 

Khalīl’s waqf document created the opportunity to appoint his own freedmen. Clearly, al-Ashraf 

Khalīl redefined the criteria of eligibility for these functions to be able to distribute honours towards 

the members of his own retinue. Al-Ashraf Khalīl’s appointees probably did not replace those of his 

																																																													
47	Georges	Vajda,	“al-Dimyāṭī,	“ʿAbd	al-Muʾmin	b.	K̲h̲alaf	S̲h̲araf	al-Dīn	al-Tūnī	al-Dimyāṭī	al-S̲h̲āfiʿī”,	EI2,	II,292-3.		
48	MS	Munich,	f.	110r.		
49	MS	Munich,	f.	112r-v	
50	For	a	description	of	the	post	of	khādim	(pl.	khuddām),	cf.	Infra	p.	98.		
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father directly. The manṣūrī freedmen could not be straightforwardly deprived of their positions, and 

the choice of words suggests that they were replaced only in course of the original group’s attrition. 

Apparently, also the remuneration for the khuddām was altered – probably raised – as there is no 

reference to the original waqf document when their payment is stated.  

 Secondly, al-Ashraf Khalīl increased the number of Qur’ān readers in the qubba.51 At least, the 

waqf document of al-Ashraf Khalīl provided payment for extra reciters. From the income of the waqf, 

wages had to be taken for ‘fifty reciters, bound […] to the turba, and then for other reciters in addition 

to those’ (‘alā khamsīn muqri’īn al-muqarrirīn […] bi-hadhihi l-turbati l-madhkūra. Thumma, ‘alā ghayrihim 

muqri’īn ba‘da muqri’īn). Possibly, this explains why al-Maqrīzī’s remarks that the Qur’ān readers of 

the Manṣūriyya complex were paid for by three different endowments. Even so, he mentions only 

two: the waqf al-sayfī and the waqf of al-Malik al-Sāliḥ ‘Imād al-Dīn, a grandson of Qalawūn. Perhaps 

the waqf al-ashrafī, al-Ashraf Khalīl’s waqf, constituted the third endowment from which another 

contingent of readers was paid.  

 Most importantly, the waqfiyya of al-Ashraf Khalīl seemed to alter the administrative 

structure of the complex. It called for appointing a nāẓir, who was paid three hundred silver dirham 

monthly and could spend another three hundred for the foundation as he saw fit. By authority of the 

waqf document, the wāqif appointed his aforementioned vizier, Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad bin 

‘Uthmān ibn ‘Abī al-Rajā’ al-Tanūkhī ibn Sal‘ūs,52 as nāẓir.53 The nomination is confirmed by al-Maqrīzī 

and others.54 

 This nāẓir was perhaps not the supervisor of the entire Manṣūriyya complex. If this were the 

case, the waqf document of al-Ashraf Khalīl would most certainly have referred to the waqf document 

of Qalāwūn in the description of the shurūṭ, the list of the nāẓir’s rights and duties. Also, it would be 

strange for al-Ashraf Khalīl to relinquish his position as nāẓir of the Manṣūriyya completely in favour 

																																																													
51	MS	Munich,	f.	108r.		
52	Ṣalāḥ	al-Dīn	Khalīl	ibn	Aybak	al-Ṣafadī,	Wāfī	bi-l-Wafayāt,	ed.	M.	al-Hujayrī	(Wiesbaden	and	Beirut,	1984),	IV,	
86-9	(no.	1555);	Shams	al-Dīn	Muḥ.	ibn	Aḥmad	al-Dhahabī	(d.	1247),	Siyar	’A‘lām	al	
Nubalā’	[Tales	concerning	the	distinguishing	marks	of	gentry],	17	vol.,	ed.	M.	‘Aṭā’	(Beirut,	
2004),	IV,	199-10.	
53	MS	Munich,	f.	114r	
54	Max	Herz	Pascha,	Die	Baugruppe	des	Sultans	Qalâûn	in	Kairo	(Hamburg,	1919),	17;	al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	381.	
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of his vizier. It would have been more fitting to appoint Ibn Sal‘ūs as his wākil, as indeed Qalāwūn had 

done with the amir Aybak al-Afram. 

Approaching this nomination from the ‘supply side’ of the foundation may clarify this 

situation. As al-Maqrīzī makes a distinction between the waqf al-sayfī and the waqf al-ashrafī, it is 

possible that Ibn Sal‘ūs was appointed nāẓir of the latter, but not of the former. This means that al-

Ashraf Khalīl remained the nāẓir of the waqf al-sayfī, i.e. the estates endowed by Qalāwūn to his 

complex, while he appointed Ibn Sal‘ūs to be the supervisor of the waqf al-ashrafī. Consequently, this 

would imply that we can connect Ibn Sal‘ūs to the Manṣūriyya, but also to the Ashrafiyya, the 

commemorative madrasa-mausoleum that al-Ashraf Khalīl had built in 1288 near the shrine of 

Sayyida Nafīsa. As we have seen, two of four endowments issued by al-Ashraf Khalīl were for the 

benefit of his own funerary mausoleum. Ibn Sal‘ūs thus was a prime agent in the supervision of the 

memoria of al-Ashraf Khalīl, as it was demonstrably linked to that of Qalāwūn.  

The appointment of Ibn Sal‘ūs as nāẓir 

Ibn Sal‘ūs seems a somewhat unlikely choice for the position of nāẓir with regard to the tradition to 

appoint members of the military elite, from the founder’s military retinue, to such functions. Ibn 

Sal‘ūs had not entered the courtly milieu as a mamlūk, but was the son of a textile merchant from 

Nablus. It was not uncommon earlier in the thirteenth century for viziers to be recruited from local 

families and not from the arbāb al-suyūf, the military elite. However, the mercantile background of 

Ibn Sal‘ūs does make his career stand out.55 His rise up the social ladder was possible only because of 

Ibn Khalīl’s trust in his abilities and perhaps thanks to the friendship that may have developed 

between the two men.56  

Ibn Sal‘ūs enters the limelight in the early 1280s. Living in Damascus as a wealthy man, he 

made the acquaintance of Tawba al-Takritī, the vizier of Syria, and entered his entourage. During a 

visit to Egypt to discuss the establishment of a Syrian diwān the vizier put in a good word for Ibn 

																																																													
55	Mounira	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Le	vizirat	en	Egypte	à	l'époque	mamluke	(650-741	h.	/	1250-1340	j-c),”	Revue	
tunisienne	de	sciences	sociales/al-Majalla	al-Tūnisiyya	li-l-ʿUlūm	al-Ijtimāʿiyya	12,	40-43	(1975):	87-120.	
56	Mathieu	Eychenne,	“Le	Sultan	al-Ašraf	Ḫalīl	et	Son	vizir.	Liens	personnels	et	pratiques	du	pouvoir	dans	le	
sultanat	Mamlouk,”	Al	39	(2005):	249-73.	
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Sal‘ūs. When the dīwān was duly created, Ibn Sal‘ūs was appointed by the sultan as the bureau’s 

inspector. As business went well under his directorate, the function of muḥtasib, market overseer, 

was soon added to his portfolio.57 

Mathieu Eychenne argues that from this moment onwards a communal interest 

strengthened the bond between Prince Khalīl ibn Qalāwūn and Ibn Sal‘ūs. The latter’s financial 

dexterity was advantageous to both men. Ibn Sal‘ūs became increasingly wealthy, while his 

commercial activities on behalf of the prince, part of his job description, benefitted the treasury. The 

talents of Ibn Sal‘ūs made it desirable for the prince to have him closer to his court in Cairo. In 1289 

Ibn Sal‘ūs came to Egypt, and soon he replaced Muḥammad Tāj al-Dīn ‘Ajamī as inspector of the 

prince’s dīwān in the Egyptian part of the realm. 

 While Ibn Sal‘ūs enjoyed social and financial success in Cairo, the amirs increasingly disliked 

him. He was accused of inappropriate behaviour on a number of occasions, leading to his arrest at 

the order of Sultan Qalāwūn himself. Insulted by this act, al-Ashraf Khalīl intervened on Ibn Sal‘ūs’s 

behalf and effected his release after only a short period in prison. Public disgrace of the already 

unpopular Ibn Sal‘ūs could not be prevented, however, and al-Ashraf Khalīl’s favourite went into 

voluntary exile.  

According to Baybars al-Manṣūrī, Ibn Sal‘ūs received his position as nāẓir of al-Ashraf Khalīl’s 

bureau in Cairo after this affair, suggesting that the prince took an active concern in his return to 

grace at the time that his father was still in power. Most sources agree, however, that Ibn Sal‘ūs’s 

exile was terminated in 1291, i.e. after Qalāwūn’s death and the subsequent succession by his son. In 

any case, we know that Ibn Sal‘ūs was made vizier shortly after al-Ashraf Khalīl’s ascent to the throne. 

The installation procession was described by al-Maqrīzī as an exceptionally grand pageant, attended 

by all those who mattered in the capital and beyond. 

During his vizierate Ibn Sal‘ūs collected several privileges and gave new substance to what 

had been an office largely stripped of its importance. The manṣūri and ashrafī amirs continued to 

resent the vizier’s behaviour, which was considered too haughty for his background. In particular, 

																																																													
57	Eychenne,	“Le	Sultan	al-Ašraf	Ḫalīl	et	son	Vizir,”	249-73.		
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Ibn Sal‘ūs’ relationship with nā’ib al-salṭana Baydarā, the most powerful manṣūri amir, was far from 

harmonious. 

 Al-Ashraf Khalīl felt from the beginning the need for a strong supporter outside the group 

of his father’s entourage. By continuing to bestow favours upon the vizier, he may have wanted to 

secure the loyalty of his vizier. 

Ibn Sal‘ūs’s appointment as nāẓir was also informed by practical considerations. The vizier, 

with his expertise in finance and administration, had excellent credentials for this position. In his 

previous capacities he had been responsible for the collection of taxes in Syria. Ibn Sal‘ūs could 

therefore likely rely on a professional network of agents and middlemen in al-Shām, the Levant, 

where a large part of the waqf land was located. Moreover, he had demonstrated an ability to be very 

agile in financial affairs. Also to be noted is that Ibn Sal‘ūs’s brother, according to ‘Uthmān al-

Dhahabī, was the nāẓir of the Nūriyya hospital in Damascus and Ibn Sal‘ūs might have observed up-

close how to manage the finances of a large foundation.58  

Merging the office of nāẓir of the diwān with the supervision of the ashrafī waqf seems a 

sensible act, geared towards the centralisation of the financial administration of the Sultanic dīwān. 

All important financial matters were thus brought under single management led by a skilful and 

trusted vizier. At the same time, it was a bit inappropriate, and probably politically unwise, to put his 

vizier in charge of a large part of the Manṣūriyya’s administration.  

The appointment likely aggravated the amirs’ wariness. The compensation for the office was 

three hundred silver dirham monthly, of which half could be spent straight away. To compare this 

sum with the income of the military elite it is easiest to express this sum in golden dirham. According 

to Balog, the exchange rate between the golden dinar and the silver dirham was 1:20 and more or less 

steady between the reigns of al-Ẓāhir Baybars and al-Nāṣir Muḥammad.59 The nāẓir hence received c. 

fifteen golden dirham. This sum was substantial, but small compared to income of amirs.60 The 

																																																													
58	Al-Dhahabī,	’A‘lām	al-Nubalā’,	XV,	199-200.	
59	Paul	Balog,	“History	of	the	Dirhem	in	Egypt	from	the	Fāṭimid	Conquest	until	the	collapse	of	the	Mamlūk	
Empire,	358	H	-	922	H	/	968	AD	-	1517	AD,”	Revue	Numismatique	6:3	(1961):	109-46,	at	133.		
60	To	compare:	The	monthly	pay	(jāmakiyya)	of	a	royal	mamlūk	would	amount	to	ca.	150	dirham.	
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income of the amirs depended on regular as well as occasional payments. The regular, monthly 

income, the remittance the senior amirs received from their iqṭā‘s, was about two hundred dinar 

jayshī.61 The dīnār jayshī, or ‘army dinar’, was the abstract currency used by the army. It expresses a 

payment consisting of real coins as well as bread. At the time of al-Ashraf Khalīl’s reign, the value of 

one dīnār jayshī, as expressed in the normal, golden dinar fluctuated. It was either good for ¼, 1/3 or 

2/3 golden dinar, amounting to a minimum pay of 50 and a maximum of 132 golden dinar for the 

senior amirs.62 This means that the income of the military elite was considerably greater than the 

remuneration for the nuẓr of Ibn Sal‘us. 

 However inconsiderable this sum was, it was not negligible. In addition, there also was the 

symbolic capital attached to the money. It confirmed Ibn Sal‘ūs’s status as the sultan’s favourite, 

which represented a flagrant disregard for the manṣūriyya as the wardens of Qalāwūn’s legacy. 

Qalāwūn’s original waqf document demonstrates a clear bias towards Qalāwūn’s freedmen, which al-

Ashraf Khalīl disrespected by making a snobbish merchant responsible for a large part of the 

Manṣūriyya’s administration.63 In particular, Baydarā must have been insulted. Of all the manṣūrī 

amirs, he had played the most prominent role in the commemorative ceremonies described above. 

This appointment certainly added to the animosity between the vizier and the nā’ib al-salṭana. 

Discord between those directly behind the throne might have strengthened al-Ashraf Khalīl’s 

position as sultan. However, his favouritism towards his vizier and the alienation of the manṣūriyya 

would eventually cost both al-Ashraf Khalīl and Ibn Sal‘ūs their lives. The amirs’ hatred of the self-

righteous sultan increased steadily, leading to their decision to commit regicide. Al-Ashraf Khalīl was 

murdered by Baydarā and the amir Ḥusām al-Dīn Lājīn in 1293. A coalition of manṣūrī and ashrafī amirs 

and mamlūks avenged the murder: Baydarā was killed and Lājīn was forced to flee. Ibn Sal‘ūs and this 

avenging party should have been united in their loyalty towards the late sultan, but, like Baydarā, 

																																																													
61	Cf.	Hassanein	Rabie,	“The	Size	and	value	of	the	Iqtā‘	in	Egypt,	564-741	A.H.	1169-1341	A.D.,”	in	Studies	in	the	
Economic	History	oft	he	Middle	East	from	the	rise	of	Islam	to	the	Present	Day,	ed.	M.	Cook	(London,1970),	129-
39;	cf.	as	well:	Claude	Cahen,	“Le	régime	des	impôts	dans	le	Fayyoum	ayyubide,”	Arabica	3	(1956):	8-30;	
Richard	Cooper,	“A	Note	on	the	dīnār	Jayshī,”	JESHO	16	(1973):	317-8.	
62	David	Ayalon,	“The	System	of	Payment	in	Mamluk	Military	Society,”	JESHO	1	(1957):	57-90.	This	estimate	is	
based	on	the	wages	of	the	royal	mamlūks	in	a	later	period	which	amounted	to	5.5	dinar.	The	dirham/dinar	
ratio	at	the	end	of	the	thirteenth	century	was	ca.	20:1.		
63	Amir	Mazor,	The	Rise	and	Fall	of	a	Regiment.	The	Manṣūriyya	in	the	First	Mamluk	Sultanate,	678/1279-
741/1341	(Göttingen,	2015),	86.	
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also the vizier was killed. The amirs clearly served their own interest, and cries to spare Ibn Sal‘ūs 

because he had been the sultan’s friend were of no avail. He was killed, after the amirs tortured him 

to find out the whereabouts of his astronomical fortune.  

 

7.3. Interlude: Kitbughā and the ‘Ādilyya, Lājīn and the mosque of Ibn Ṭūlūn 
After the death of al-Ashraf Khalīl in 1293 his infant brother al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was raised to the 

throne as an obvious compromise between the amirs Kitbughā and al-Shujā’ī in order to keep the 

peace. Skirmishes continued behind the throne, however, and it did not take long before al-Shujā’ī 

too was murdered and the amir Zayn al-Dīn Kitbughā was confirmed and installed as formal ruler.  

The memory of Qalāwūn continued to loom large, and Kitbughā sought to continue to 

associate himself with it, in spite his usurpation. To understand whence the motivation to do so 

derived, it is important to remember that Kitbughā’s political credentials and social distinction were 

to a large extent based on his service at Qalāwūn’s court.  

Kitbughā and his manṣūrī credentials 

Like most of the grandee amirs who had enjoyed long service, Kitbughā was wealthy. Part of this 

wealth he had already invested in lush patronage, which reflected and hence reproduced his manṣūrī 

credentials. An apt example is the candlestick holder, presently in the Walters Art Museum in 

Baltimore.64 It is illustrative of the visual language that appeared in the period and through which 

social identity and status were eloquently expressed.65  

Apart from the epigraphy in elongated thuluth script, emblems formed part of this visual 

language. The amirs, especially, used personal insignia on banners in the battlefield and as labels to 

demarcate property and the objects of their patronage. Kitbughā’s personal emblem was a gold cup 

																																																													
64	Baltimore,	The	Walters	Art	Museum,	54.459	(Ex-Kelekian	Collection);	Esin	Atıl,	Rennaissance	of	Islam.	Art	of	
the	Mamluks	(Washington,	D.C.,	1981),	66-7.	
65	Cf.	Jo	Van	Steenbergen	and	Willem	Flinterman,	“al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	and	the	formation	of	the	Qalāwūnid	
State,”	in	Pearls	on	a	String.	Artists,	Patrons	and	Poets	at	the	Great	Islamic	courts,	ed.	A.	Landau	(Washington,	
2015),	87-115.		
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under a red fez on a silver field in a round shield. The cup referred back to the cup-bearing years 

Kitbughā had spent at Qalāwūn’s court.  

	

Figure	7.2:	The	candle	stick	holder	of	Kitbughā.	Baltimore,	the	Walters’s	Art	Museum,	54.459		
(Photograph:	The	Walter’s	Art	Museum)	

	

Cup-bearers, or rather the chief cup-bearer, formed part of special retinue or guard of pages, 

serving the sultan at close quarters. Its members fulfilled all kinds of ceremonial duties in the context 

of distinctly royal and/or ceremonial activities, such as banqueting, parading, hunting, and polo. The 

origin of such retinues lies in the Persianate East. They are first documented for the case of the 

Ghaznavid court. Al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb introduced them to Egyptian court culture. During the reign of 

Qalāwūn this elite guard Khaṣṣakiyya had a set number of members. As an elite body of favourites, its 

increasingly institutionalised character would make it an important stepping stone in a mamlūk’s 

career. Most, if not all, of the important manṣūrī amirs had been enrolled in it.  

  The development of the Khaṣṣakiyya into an official body runs parallel to the proliferation 

of the amiral emblem. Objects — cups, sword, arrows, napkins etc. — had been in use for a century or 

more at the Turco-Persian courts, carried along in processions by those who provided the signified 
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services. During the second half of the thirteenth century, these signs also started to appear as 

heraldic devices on the emblems of amirs who fulfilled, or had fulfilled, a khaṣṣakī position at court. 

Using additional heraldic elements, such as colour and division into fields, emblems became 

individualised and continued to be used by amirs throughout their career.66  

 While to some extent comparable with coats of arms in the West,  the amiral emblem signifies 

a particular kind of social distinction. Whereas the coat of arms in the West included inherited signs, 

giving expression to the privileged status of a family, the symbols of the amiral emblems refer to 

membership in a horizontal service elite. It is indicative of the way the manṣūriyya defined their elite 

identity in the face of others: not so much through their ancestors, as through their patron.  

 Perhaps for Kitbughā it was of special importance to underscore his Manṣūrī identity. He 

started his career as a prisoner of war. This meant that he was older than his mamlūk brethren who 

were purchased as slaves, and because of his different background, he was also excluded from the 

khushdāshiyya shared among most of the Manṣūrī amirs. Although the political realism of this formal 

relationship should not be overstated, Kitbughā’s status as an outsider was also enhanced by his 

Mongol background.67  

Kitbughā’s candlestick is one of a kind. It is of exceptionally high quality. It announces the 

dominance of epigraphy in Mamluk art from the early thirteenth century onwards, and it boasts one 

of the finest examples of the elongated thuluth script. Most importantly, it provides one of the earliest 

examples of the amiral emblem on high-end objects of specialised craftsmanship. Kitbughā’s 

candlestick indicates that the function of traditional objects of patrician patronage, such as a 

																																																													
66	Reinhart	Dozy,	Supplément	aux	dictionnaires	arabes	(Leiden,	1881),	I,	561;	Estelle	Whelan,	“Representations	
of	the	Khassakiyya	and	the	Origins	of	Mamluk	Emblems,”	in	Content	and	Context	of	visual	Arts	in	the	Islamic	
World,	ed.	P.	Soucek,	(Philadelphia,	1988):	219–243,	at	234;	Nasser	Rabbat,	“In	Search	of	an	Experimental	
Image:	The	experimental	Quality	of	Early	Mamluk	Art,”	in	The	Arts	of	the	Mamluks,	ed.	Behrens-Abouseif,	28-
32;	Leo	Mayer,	Saracenic	Heraldry	(Oxford,	1933),	5.	On	a	number	of	metalwork	objects	from	the	late	
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Metallarbeiten	in	der	Sammlung	des	Museums	für	islamische	Kunst	[Berlin	und	Neu-Isenburg,	2012],	104);	
Paris,	Musée	du	Louvre,	MAO	331	(Atıl,	Renaissance,	74-75).	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif	(“The	Arts	of	the	
Mamluks	in	Egypt	and	Syria:	an	Introduction,”	in	The	Arts	of	the	Mamluks,	ed.	Behrens-Abouseif,	14)	suggests	
the	influence	of	Western	heraldry	on	the	development	of	the	amiral	emblem.	Such	an	influence	is,	of	course,	
possible	but	should	not	obscure	the	reasons	why	there	was	a	need	for	these	visual	markers	of	distinction.		
67	Peter	Holt,	“The	Sultanate	of	al-Manṣūr	Lājīn	(696-8/1296-9),”	BSOAS	36:3	(1973):	521-32.	
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candlestick holder, almost became secondary to the visual language they supported. On Kitbughā’s 

candlestick neither the amiral emblem nor the epigraphy was purely decorative. To the contrary, a 

richly decorated, highly expensive candlestick was an appropriate medium to display these features. 

All other decorative elements, such as the signs of the zodiac, are pushed to the periphery, making 

the epigraphy and the emblem take centre stage. Wherever the candlestick was used, it did more 

than illuminate a room; it highlighted itself and, perforce, Kitbughā as patron. 68  

The ’Ādiliyya  

When Kitbughā became sultan he dropped his amiral blazon for the emblems of the sultanate: a 

yellow banner. However, the legitimacy of his sultanate remained to a large extent based on his 

manṣūrī identity and the claim to approximate kinship with the late sultan. It was therefore necessary 

to honour Qalāwūn’s memoria, but tapping into Qalāwūnid memoria proved much more difficult for 

Kitbughā than for al-Ashraf Khalīl. Lacking a formal affiliation to either the waqf al-sayfī or the waqf 

a-ashrafī, and barred from access to its funds, the amirs were impeded in the organisation of vigils, 

banquets, or other commemorative events. This problem could have been solved by making 

supplementary endowments, as al-Ashraf Khalīl had done. However, the amirs had to think of the 

future of their own households. Given the advantages of waqf foundations in the passing on of 

household patrimony, it was more expedient for Kitbughā and Lājīn to establish individual waqf 

foundations for themselves. One option remained available, however, to relate to the memory of 

Qalāwūn: spatial proximity.69 

 To make this point, we first take a look at the complex of Qalāwūn. In many ways Qalāwūn’s 

own building had created the precedent and opportunities for the amirs’ behaviour. In an article 

especially dedicated to the novel use of space explored by the architects of Qalāwūn, Howayda al-

Harithy claims that in the complex of Qalawun, the final product was ‘no longer a self-contained 

structure that achieved monumentality by setting itself apart in a grand manner, but rather a social 

space in which each building was an active participant’ and also that ‘[s]patial architectonics such as 

																																																													
68	Van	Steenbergen	and	Flinterman,	“al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad,”	91.	
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boundaries, edges, and junctions were dissolved in favour of continuity and fluidity. Mamluk space 

was not an entity but a set of relations between things’.70  

 Al-Harithy’s claims of discontinuity can be criticised along with her urge to explain 

Qalāwūn’s architectural innovations by referring to a ‘new social order’.71 In the Qarāfa, the 

production of space had been organic, fluid, and continuous since the very beginning. This is 

especially true for monumental architecture, as the architectonics around important shrines such as 

the madrasa-mausoleum of imām al-Shāfi’ī and Sayyida Nafīsa clearly show.  

 In the Qarāfa, and in other parts of town probably as well, space was very much ‘a set of 

relations between things’ already. In the Qarāfa, this did not reflect a politically imposed social order, 

but simply a number of possible social connections between architectural patrons.72 As Taylor makes 

clear by quoting Ibn Ḥājala, a small-time writer who wrote about the Qarāfa, these ‘spatial practices’ 

were meant to be associated with the right company. Ibn Ḥājala quotes a ḥadīth: ‘choose the 

neighbour before the house, and the companion before the journey’ (al-jār qabl al-dār wa-l-rafīq qabl 

al-ṭarīq).73  

 Although al-Harithy’s claims about discontinuity and novelty can and should be resisted, her 

statement seems valid for the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. Here, Fatimid and early Ayyubid monumentality 

evidently made place for something new. The new architectural forms and spatial practices in this 

part of town, replicating those of the Qarāfa, connected to the earlier discussed, transforming 

meaning of the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn as a dynastic lieu de mémoire. As we have seen, this was engendered 

by the spatial relationship of the Qalāwūn complex to the Ṣāliḥiyya, the foundation built by 

Qalāwūn’s late ustādh. Displaying a clear susceptibility to the new possibilities this new use of space 

had created, Zayn al-Dīn Kitbughā set out to emulate his late ustādh, connecting and contributing to 

																																																													
70	Al-Harithy,	“The	Concept	of	Space,”	91.	
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the developing, legitimising memory of dynasty.74  

 Early on in his short reign, Kitbughā bought a bath-house in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, hard by the 

Qalāwūn complex, with the intention of building a funerary madrasa for himself. Because of the 

abrupt end of his reign, he would not have the opportunity to finish the project. It was al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad who would complete the project during his third reign. According to al-Nuwayrī, 

Kitbughā had built the qubba and the qiblī iwān. According to al-Maqrīzī, Kitbughā carried out the 

construction up to the top of the inscription band, the tirāẓ. Indeed this seems to be the case as the 

year of completion mentioned on the description falls within Kitbughā’s reign — after his 

appropriation of the project al-Nāṣir Muḥammad changed the name in the inscription but left this 

date unchanged.75 

 The epigraphic band on this monument bears some resemblance to the tirāẓ on the base of 

Kitbughā’s candlestick. In both cases, the epigraphic band is interrupted four times by a roundel. On 

the building, the first roundel, seen from the right, appears in the middle of the word mawlānā, ‘our 

lord’, and is followed by the patron’s titles and name. It is applied at the centre of the wall of the 

qubba, which belonged to Kitbughā’s original plan. This position seems to support the suggestion that 

the roundels were originally filled with the amiral emblem of Kitbughā. Perhaps Kitbughā started the 

building when he was still an amir, when he still carried his cup emblem. There are also coins minted 

during Kitbughā’s reign that show that Kitbughā continued to use this emblem during his sultanate.76  
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Figure	7.3:	The	ṭirāz	inscription	of	the	‘Ādiliyya/Nāṣiriyya	interspersed	with	blank	heraldic	roundels 

 

It is certainly an indication of the feeling of political entitlement and royal allure shared 

among a number of senior members of the manṣūriyya that Kitbughā sought to build a conspicuous 

foundation directly next to that of Qalāwūn, inscribing it with his amiral, manṣūrī credentials. 

Kitbughā was attracted to the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn for the same reasons as al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb and al-Manṣūr 

Qalāwūn before him. The central avenue of the old palatial city of al-Qāhira continued to appeal ‘in a 

most effective manner to the collective history and social memory of the region’s elites and enabling 

them to publicly explain and legitimize order and distinction’.77 For Kitbughā this distinction was 

created through the spatial association with the grave of the late sultan.  

Epilogue: al-Manṣūr Lājīn and the mosque of Ibn Ṭulūn 

As Kitbughā’s reign proved to be disastrous, he was soon replaced by al-Manṣūr Lājīn (r.1296-1299), 

another powerful amir from the Manṣūriyya. In contrast with Kitbughā, Lājīn opted for a 
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diametrically different approach to underline his royal claim. He dissociated himself from Qalāwūnid 

practice and ideology, trying to establish his own sultanic élan.  

Rather than making himself dependent on the support of his khushdāshiyya, Lājīn sought to 

make the monarchy more independent. In order to do so he strove to secure the position of the sultan 

on a legal basis. One of his accomplishments in this regard was the introduction of the ḥilf, a mutual 

pact between sultan and amirs, which supplemented the bay‘a, the traditional oath of allegiance, 

which had become a hollow letter. Clearly Lājīn sought to make the allegiances that sustained his 

power more controllable. To assure the unaided superiority of the sultan in a complex political 

landscape, Lājīn also ordered a thorough survey of arable land in order to reform the old iqṭā’ system, 

which had, until then, been very generous to the amirs. Lājīn’s reallocation of iqtā’ rights, the rawk al-

ḥussāmī, favoured the sultan at the expense of the amirs, securing an economic basis for monarchic 

rule.78  

Lājīn’s attempt to widen the basis of monarchic rule and to be independent from the support 

of the amirs made his manṣūrī credentials irrelevant. In his royal patronage he presented himself 

rather as a ruler of the entire population. Lājin showed no interest in the Manṣūriyya building at all, 

concentrating instead on the renovation of the congregational mosque of Ibn Ṭulūn, located away 

from the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn towards al-Fusṭāṭ. Although Lājīn’s rule was more successful, he too was 

eventually murdered in 1299. He was buried in the Qarāfa, not far from the mosque, together with 

his nā’ib Mankūtamur.79 

 

Conclusion 
As we have seen in the first part of this chapter, several commemorative events were organised in 

the qubba manṣūriyya. All but one had a distinctly jihādī character. The role of the sultan was 

restricted to the handing out of alms, while the amirs were regularly present. The presence of amir 

and nā’ib al-salṭana Baydara as well as that of the vizier Ibn Sal‘ūs was rather prominent. We have 

																																																													
78	Shad	Morad	Iham,	Kitbuġā	und	Lāǧīn:	Studien	zur	Mamluken-Geschichten	nach	Baibars	al-Manṣūrī	und	al-
Nuwairī	(Freiburg,	1977),	45.	
79	Al-Nuwayrī,	Nihāyat	al-’Arab,	XXXI,	361.		
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taken a closer look at the banquets organised in the qubba, which connected commemoration with 

charity and were paid for with the waqf money. Together with the ceremonies, these dinners 

promoted a hierarchy, with primacy granted to the sultan as son and nāẓir, but also as the patron and 

representative of the amiral class at large. 

The events in the qubba extended the ’ahl al-waqf to include the greater Qalāwūnid household, 

including family, freedmen, and clients, as well as the army. At the centre of this enlarged 

commemorative community stood the persona of Qalāwūn as martyr, not as founder of the dynasty. 

The martyr status, which is emphasised over and over again, made jihād the theme of Qalāwūn’s 

commemoration. The amirs could easily relate to this; like the dead sultan, they too were mujāhidūn. 

The commemoration thus underlined a shared, military identity. In contrast, al-Ashraf Khalīl was a 

prince, not a soldier. He did not share the military background of the amirs, nor that of his father for 

that matter. In a way it must have been harder for al-Ashraf Khalīl to relate to the commemorative 

persona of his father than it was for the amirs. It left the young sultan in need of proving his 

dedication to jihād and showing himself worthy of his father’s legacy.  

The contributory endowment of al-Ahsraf Khalīl to his father’s qubba is significant in this 

respect. After the successful conquest of Acre, al-Ashraf Khalīl, who could now himself lay successful 

claim to the title mujāhid, endowed half of the estates that had come into his possession to the qubba, 

as a votive sacrifice of sorts, expanding the memoria for his father under his aegis. At the same time 

this waqf presented al-Ashraf Khalīl with the opportunity to manage his own household, providing 

means for remuneration and the distribution of honours. The installation of the vizier Ibn Sal‘ūs as 

nāẓir of the waqf al-ashrafī fits with the favouritism towards this outsider, which the sultan had 

demonstrated on previous occasions. It can be understood as an attempt to divide the men behind 

his throne and strengthen his own position. In any case, the appointment of Ibn Sal‘ūs, who was, 

together with the sultan himself, responsible for the management of the commemorative foundation 

of Qalāwūn, likely contributed to al-Ashraf Khalīl’s alienation from the Manṣūriyya and, 

consequently, to his death.  

In the last part of this chapter we discussed the attempt of al-’Ādil Kitbughā to capitalise upon 

his Qalāwūnid credentials through the spatial association with the waqf of Qalāwūn. We have also 
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looked at al-Manṣūr Lājīn who opted for a different strategy of royal representation altogether. These 

examples have illustrated, firstly, the available strategies for manoeuvring to the centre of the 

Qalāwūnid commemorative community by endorsing a semi-hereditary claim to power, and, 

secondly, they have provided contrasts, illustrating that the commemorative paradigm was not yet 

the only one available for the articulation of sultanic authority.   
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8 | al-Nāṣir Muḥammad and ‘the cult of Qalāwūn’  
 

 

 

The last chapter of this dissertation starts with the second accession of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad to the 

throne in 1299. The murder of Lājīn put the ball, again, in the court of the group of senior amirs. The 

manṣūrī amirs Sallar and Baybars al-Jāshnakīr, the wealthiest and most powerful among them, were 

equally capable of ruling at the moment of Lājīn’s death. In a repetition of earlier moves, al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad was put on the throne for a second time to prevent conflict.  

However, it was more difficult for Sallar and Baybars al-Jāshnakīr to control al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad than it had been for al-Shujā‘ī and Kitbughā. The sultan was no longer a young boy and 

seemed determined to give substance to his nominal sultanate. As his ambitions were repeatedly 

thwarted, however, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad returned voluntarily to al-Karak, leaving the sultanate to 

Baybars al-Jāshnakīr. As the latter’s rule quickly ended in disaster, the crowds called for al-Nāṣir’s 

return. This time he would be back for good. He took Cairo by storm and, freed from the amirs’ 

domination, he soon revealed himself to be a capable leader. He established an autocratic monarchic 

order, and during his rule the Mamluk Sultanate became the hegemonic power in the region. His sons 

and grandsons would be sultans until the end of the fourteenth century.  

Scrutinising al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s relation to the waqf of his father in this period, this 

chapter will investigate how al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s commitment to the memoria of Qalāwūn helped 

him in his struggle and how it ultimately contributed to the construction and explanation of a 

Qalāwūnid monarchic order. In offering an answer to these questions, this chapter is divided into 

three parts. The first part shows how an earthquake provided the opportunity for al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad to step up to his position as nāẓir and assume primacy of patronage. We will furthermore 

see how the waqf al-sayfī provided funds for the performance of his royal identity. Secondly, we will 

look at al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s arrogation of the ‘Ādiliyya, the funerary madrasa that Kitbughā had 

started to build in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. How did this project help to further differentiate al-Nāṣir 
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Muḥammad’s claims to power vis-à-vis those of the amirs? Thirdly, an analysis will be provided of 

the ceremony of investiture that took place inside Qalāwūn’s qubba, at least as early as the beginning 

of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s third reign. 

 

8.1. The restoration of the Manṣūrī Minaret 
During his second reign, the affiliation with the waqf, his membership of the ‘ahl al-waqf, helped al-

Nāṣir Muḥammad to appropriate Qalāwūn’s memoria to his advantage. According to al-Maqrīzī, al-

Nāṣir continued to receive a stipend from the coffers of the manṣūriyya foundation.1 Al-Maqrīzī states: 

‘if [al-Nāṣir Muḥammad] had not taken income from the waqfs of his father, then there would have 

been no way for him to obtain the objects of his desire’.2 Possibly, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was entitled 

to this money as the foundation’s nāẓir of the waqf al-sayfī. The waqf document does not indicate how 

offspring would otherwise stand to benefit. After the deaths of al-Ashraf Khalīl — and Ibn Sal‘ūs — 

this position had become vacant and according to the waqf documents, he was next in line. There is 

no evidence that al-Nāṣir relinquished his birthright as a favour to one of his manṣūri guardians before 

his third reign, when the amir Baybars al-Manṣūrī was appointed by al-Nāṣir as nāẓir of the 

‘manṣūriyya ’awqāf, accepted unto God’, apparently in his stead.3  

The amirs took little umbrage, as it served their interests. It meant that the expenses of the 

puppet-sultan could be covered without straining the bayt al-māl. Moreover, it provided the 

opportunity to bar the young sultan’s access to the ’iqtā’s to which he was legally entitled as head of 

state. Al-Nāṣir had financial means at his disposal, but not much. We know, for instance, he could buy 

mamlūks but not that many. 

Had al-Nāṣir Muḥammad been granted access to his usufruct rights in full, the teenager 

would have been positioned far better to outfit a military household, a scenario that the manṣūrī amirs 

wanted to prevent for understandable reasons. In this manner the political ambitions of the young 

																																																													
1	Taqyi	al-Dīn	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	Kitāb	al-Sulūk	li-l-Ma‘rifat	Duwal	al-Mulūk,	ed.	M.	‘Aṭā’	(Beirut,	1997),	
II,	421.	
2	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	421	
3	Baybars	Al-Manṣūrī,	al-Tuḥfa	al-Mulūkiyya	fī	al-Dawlat	al-Turkiyya.	Tārīkh	Dawlat	al-Mamālīk	al-Baḥriyya	fī	
Fitrat	min	647-711	hijriyya,	ed.	‘A.	Ḥamdān	(Cairo,	1987),	210-1.		
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sultan were restrained, while the amirs could monopolise access to the military’s means of 

production. Al-Nāṣir was left to the posthumous care of his father.  

Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad used the waqf money consciously. He invested it in activities to which 

the amirs could have little objection, yet which allowed him to perform his royal duties in an effective 

manner. Maqrīzī recounts how the sultan spent it to go on a pilgrimage, an occasion that obliged 

Baybars and Sallār to provide additional funds. Both men endowed ’awqāf specially for this occasion, 

enabling the stately caravan to make its way to Mecca, carrying with it the kiswa and the maḥmal, 

symbols of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s patronage of the Ḥajj.4  

Al-Nāṣir would also reinvest the Manṣūrī money in his father’s foundation. As we have seen, 

the nāẓir’s responsibility for the physical condition of the foundation was stated in the waqf 

document. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s active attitude in living up to these responsibilities helped him to 

carve out needed political space. The events following a severe earthquake on the eighth of August 

1303 (23 Dhū al-Ḥijja 702) illustrate this.  

The tremors of the earthquake reached an estimated eight on the Richter scale, causing 

devastation all over the eastern Mediterranean.5 The subsequent tsunami left Alexandria effectively 

destroyed, damaging the age-old Pharos lighthouse beyond repair. In greater Cairo, the quakes and 

the water of the Nile combined to cause great chaos. Many houses collapsed, forcing people to camp 

on the streets and on the shores of the Nile. Also a great number of the city’s monuments had been 

damaged, such as the old mosque of Amr ibn al-‘Aṣṣ outside Fusṭāṭ, the Mosque of al-Ḥākim in al-

Qāhira, and the Azhar mosque in the same part of town. In the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn and the Qasaba the 

minarets of the Qalāwūn complex and the mosque of al-Ḥākim had collapsed.6 

The restoration works started during the following days, and the amirs took the lead. Sallar 

took it upon himself to lead the renovation of the mosques of ‘Amr ibn al-‘Aṣṣ and al-’Azhar, while 

Baybars II al-Jāshnakīr occupied himself with repairs to the mosque of al-Ḥākim. This Fatimid 

																																																													
4	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	421-2.	
5	Emanuele	Guidoboni	and	Alberto	Comastri,	“The	large	earthquake	of	8	August	1303	in	Crete:	Seismic	
Scenario	and	Tsunami	in	the	Mediterranean	Area,”	Journal	of	Seismology	1	(1997):	55–72.	
6	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	364.	



	

	 186	

structure, commissioned by the infamous caliph al-Ḥākim bi-‘Amr Allāh (d. 913) had been the largest 

Friday mosque of the Fatimid city and the third to be commissioned by a sovereign in the Cairo 

conglomerate. During Ayyubid and Mamluk times, it continued to be one of the major places for the 

congressional prayer on Friday. Moreover, located along the main north-south axes of the city, just 

behind the Bāb al-Futūḥ, the Gate of Conquest, it formed a salient part of the city’s ceremonial décor.7  

Baybars’s appropriation of the building went beyond mere restoration. He added a new 

minaret on top of the base of the old one, reminiscent of Lājīn’s work at the mosque of Ibn Ṭulūn. As 

with the minaret of Lājīn at Ibn Ṭulūn, this new upper tier was built in typical late Ayyūbid or early 

Mamluk style. It is slender and decorated, especially when compared to the robust, sparsely 

decorated forms of the Fatimid structure underneath.  

Building a new minaret for the mosque of al-Ḥākim was a bold project for an amir.8 Until the 

third reign of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, the amirs usually stayed away from mosques because it was a 

monumental type associated with the caliphate, as explained earlier. Furthermore, the Fatimid caliph 

al-Ḥākim bi-‘Amr Allāh, who had commissioned the mosque, was a controversial figure, especially 

from a Sunnī perspective. Al-Maqrīzī relates a story that might suggest that Baybars II’s restoration 

works contributed to the resentment against his already unpopular person. Allegedly, one morning 

somebody found a bloody forearm at the foot of the newly built minaret, wrapped in a cotton cloth 

upon which a text was written. Unfortunately, al-Maqrīzī does not tell us the content of the message.9  

In contrast, no one could have protested against al-Nāṣir Muḥammad fulfilling his duties as 

a devout son. The sultan fulfilled his duties as nāẓir, paying for the restoration with the money of the 

waqf.10 The work itself was delegated to an amir called Sayf al-Dīn Kahardāsh al-Zarrāq (d.1314).11 The 

phrase ‘by the hand of’ identifies him as the shadd of the building project. Kahardāsh was a manṣūri, 

who, according to Amir Mazor, was inclined towards Baybars al-Jāshnakīr,12 a sign perhaps of the 

																																																													
7	Irene	Bierman,	Writing	Signs.	The	Fatimid	Public	Text	(Berkely,	Los	Angeles,	London,	1998),	75-95;	Paula	
Sanders,	Ritual	Politics	and	the	City	in	Fatimid	Cairo	(Albany,	1994),	49,	55-61.	
8	Jonathan	Bloom,	“The	Mosque	of	al-Ḥākim,”	Muqarnas	1	(1983):	15-36.		
9	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	365.	
10	Ibidem,	364.	
11	Ibidem.	On	the	amir	amir	Kahardāsh	al-Zarrāq,	cf.:	Amir	Mazor,	The	Rise	and	Fall	of	a	Muslim	Regiment.	The	
Manṣūriyya	in	the	First	Mamluk	Sultanate,	678/1279-741/1341	(Göttingen,	2015),	226.	
12	Amir	Mazor,	The	Rise	and	Fall,	205-6.	
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influence of al-Nāṣir’s guardians in this project. At the same time, there is nothing conclusive to 

suggest that al-Nāṣir was coerced into taking on the project. It even seems, as Mazor suggests, that 

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was on good terms with the amir Kahardāsh. The latter’s life was spared during 

the manṣūrī purges at the beginning of al-Nāṣir’s third reign, during which Khurdāsh continued to 

receive favours.13  

Whatever al-Nāṣir’s exact contribution, the project willingly or unwillingly bolstered and 

advertised the dynastic basis of his kingship. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s obligations towards the waqf 

ideally positioned him to do so. The structure that facilitated and legitimised this action is neglected 

in all of these discussions. It was not only al-Nāṣir’s royal prerogative to care for his fathers’ 

monument and memory, as nāẓir it was his contractual duty.14 By fulfilling this duty defined by 

tradition, he attached himself to the forms and practices that kept — and keep — the memory of 

Qalāwūn alive.  

The epigraphy  

The minaret was finished in the Hijrī year 703 (1202-3). The upper storey of the Manṣūrī minaret 

today contrasts with the first two storeys in style. This top tier is cylindrical and decorated in a more 

refined style. As it bears a resemblance to the minaret of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s madrasa next door 

(the former ‘Ādiliyya), Doris Behrens-Abouseif convincingly suggests that the upper tier of the 

Manṣūrī minaret was added by al-Nāṣir during the restorations following the earthquake.15  

Al-Nāṣir also applied a number of epigraphic texts on the restored minaret.16 It consisted of 

a tirāẓ-style inscription applied towards the top of the minaret’s first story. The epigraphic band 

covered all four sides of the tower as follows, from the north face clockwise:  

 [Basmala] May God renew the mercy and grace over the soul of  al-Malik al-Manṣūr, may 
 God have mercy upon him 

																																																													
13	Ibidem.	
14	Muḥammad	Amīn,	“Wathā’iq	waqf	al-sulṭān	Qalāwūn	‘alā	l-Bīmāristān	al-Manṣūrī,”	in	Ibn	Ḥabīb,	Tadhkirāt	
al-Nabīh,	I,	362;	cf.	infra	p.	100-2.	
15	Doris	Behrens	Abouseif,	The	Minarets	of	Cairo,	Islamic	Architecture	from	the	Arab	Conquest	to	the	end	of	the	
Ottoman	Empire	(London	and	New	York,	2010),	138-40		
16	Ibidem,	140.	
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 The renovation of this minaret was ordered in the reign of his son our lord the Sultan al-
 Malik al-Nāṣir ‘Abū Fatḥ Muḥammad,  

 as the signs descended from heaven became apparent and the upper part [of the minaret] 
 fell, when an earthquake occurred in the months 

 of the year seven hundred and three since the prophetic Hegira, on its lord be peace and 
 benison.17 

As we have seen earlier, the north face of the minaret was its most prominent side, as it was turned 

towards the long ceremonial approach from both northern city gates. Qalāwūn’s regnal name, his 

laqab, was included on this side. The name of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was included in the epigraphy at 

the eastern surface of the minaret, which means that it could — and can — be read when standing in 

front of the qubba looking up.  

The gazes of those in the street did not have to climb that high, however, in order to read the 

names of father and son jointly in one commemorative text. On the north side of the building, on the 

base of the minaret, there is a variation on the tirāẓ-epigraphy, still vaguely readable, at about ten 

metres above street-level. The tone of this inscription is more affirmative. From an adverbial clause, 

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad is moved to the predicate of the sentence; he is granted the full initiative of the 

renovation: 

 [Basmala] Q. 24:36 … ‘The renovation (tajdīd) of this minaret (al-mi’dhna) ordered al-
 Malik al-Nāṣir Nāṣir al-Dunya wa-l-Dīn  Muḥammad, son of Qalāwūn al-Ṣāliḥī after the 
 occurrence of the earthquake and the collapse of its upper part in the months of the year 
 seven hundred and three of the prophetic Hijra’.18 

This text is applied on the north side of the minaret, which, it should be reiterated, faces the traffic 

coming towards it from the direction of the two northern gates in the city wall, the Bāb al-Futūḥ and 

the Bāb al-Naṣr. The slab is positioned high enough so as not to get damaged easily, but low enough 

to be read without any effort by pedestrians and camel riders alike.  

The same text is repeated on the other side of the minaret, above the entrance to the minaret 

from the roof of the mausoleum. This second text faces the inside world of the foundation. The roof-

																																																													
17	Max	van	Berchem,	CIA:	Égypte	(Cairo,	1894-1903),	I,	132	(no.	90)	
18	CIA:	Égypt,	I,	131	(no.	88);	Etinenne	Combe,	Jean	Sauvaget	and	Gaston	Wiet,	RCEA	(Cairo	1941-1991),	XIII,	
no.	5160;	TEI,	XIII,	no.	5160.	
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level door must have been used mainly by the mu’adhdhins, the muezzins. There is no evidence to 

suggest that the roof-top was openly accessible to others, and given the private nature of the qubba, 

it most likely was not. This slab thus links the mentioning of al-Nāṣir’s name, including his Qalāwūnid 

patronymic, to the praxis of the ’adhān, the call to prayer. It made the muezzin perform the call to 

prayer while being mindful of the wāqif and his son. Both of the slabs mentioned above include verse 

36 from the Sūrat al-Nūr, the 24th Sūra of the Qu’ān: 

 In houses which God has allowed to be exalted, and that His name shall be remembered 

 therein. Therein do offer praise to Him at morn and evening.19  

It is one of the earliest extant usages of this verse on Cairene minarets. It recurs on a number of 

contemporary minarets.20 The content is appropriate as an obvious allusion to the function of the 

foundation as a place of worship. The mentioning of ‘morn and evening’ refers to the regular hours 

of prayer to which the ’adhān called from the minaret, structuring the course of the day, while the 

mentioning of dhikr, remembrance of God, underlines the memoria function of waqf.  

 In retrospect, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s works on the minaret allowed the young sultan to fulfil 

his position as nāẓir, demonstrating a joint dedication to religion and the memory of his father. At 

the same time, it allowed him to mark the commemorative monument of his father with his own 

name, linking the memoria of his father to his own royal representation in public space. Al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad also made the tower more conspicuous, connecting it to practices of illumination, which 

enhanced the religious meaning of the minaret, while at the same time explaining and legitimating 

it.  

 

8.2. Qalāwūnid space, Qalāwūnid style  
In addition to the income that al-Nāṣir Muḥammad received from the waqf al-sayfī, he had inherited 

property from his murdered brother al-Ashraf Khalīl.21 At the beginning of his second reign he turned 

																																																													
19	Qur’ān,	24:36.	
20	Finbarr	Barry	Flood,	“The	Iconography	of	Light	in	Monuments	of	Mamluk	Cairo,”	in	Sacred	Architecture	in	
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21	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	371,	f.	1.	
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this property, along with a number of other estates, into an endowment.22 The main purpose of this 

endowment was to be able to take over Kitbughā’s abandoned project in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, right 

next to Qalāwūn complex. He acquired the plot of land through the intercession of the chief qādī and 

finished the madrasa that Kitbughā had begun to build.  

He ordered that the name and emblem of the usurper Kitbughā be erased from the tirāẓ and 

that it be replaced with his own: ‘Al-Malik al-Nāṣir’. The original founding date, 695 (1296), was left 

unaltered, suggesting that it was he, al-Nasir, who had laid the first stone of this charitable 

foundation next to his father’s tomb. 23 This was not only a practical act that saved money, but also, 

and perhaps primarily, an act of damnatio memoriae. Inverting the rationale of memoria, obliterating 

the name was an attempt to erase its owner from history and, consequently, damn his soul.24 It was 

characteristic of al-Nāṣir’s sensitivity to the public display and communicative value of public texts 

and symbols.  

A famous episode illustrating this character trait concerns a bridge built by al-Ẓāhir Baybars. 

Described as high and lofty, the ‘Lion’s Bridge’ (Qanāṭir al-Ṣibā’) had been a prestige project of Baybars, 

and it was decorated with Baybars’s emblem showing a lion or panther. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

dismantled the bridge with the excuse that it hurt his back every time his crossed it. With the 

destruction of the bridge, also the emblems were removed and thrown into the water. When the 

crossing was finished, people in the street discussed the absence of the lions. Fearing for the 

popularity of the sultan, the amir Alṭunbughā al-Māridānī gave al-Nāṣir Muḥammad a piece of 

unsolicited advice:  

It is said that [al-Māridānī] was healed after the completion of the construction of the bridge 
as he rode to the Citadel. The sultan was happy to see him, for he liked him. He asked him 
about his health and conversed with him until the bridge was mentioned. ‘How do you like 
its construction?’ asked the sultan. ‘By God, the likes of it have never been made,’ he replied, 
‘but it is not finished’. ‘How?” [asked the sultan]. ‘The panthers/lions (sibā’) which were there 

																																																													
22	Taqyi	al-Din	Aḥmad	ibn	‘Alī	al-Maqrīzī,	al-Mawā‘iẓ	wa-l-I‘tibār	fī	Dhikr	al-Khiṭaṭ	wa-l-Āthār	(Cairo	[Būlāq],	
1853),	II,	87.	
23	Behrens-Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks,	152-3.	
24	Michael	Borgolte	ed.,	Enzyclopaedie	des	Stiftungswesen	in	mittelalterlichen	Gesellschaften,	vol	1:	
Grundlagen	(Berlin	and	Boston,	2015),	186.	



	

	 191	

have not been put back, and the people say that the sultan’s purpose in removing them was 
because they are the emblem of another sultan.’ The sultan was ill-humoured.25 

Just after his third accession to the throne, following the short reign of Baybars al-Jāshanīr, al-Nāṣir 

again directed his hatred and contempt at a building. During his short reign, Baybars had finished 

building a khānqāh, not far from the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. As this building was already finished and in use, 

he could not simple appropriate it and inaugurate it in his own name. So, instead, he closed the 

building, sending the Sūfi inmates home. Reminiscent of his damnatio memoriae of Kitbughā, he had 

the name of Baybars al-Jāshnakīr erased from the tirāẓ on the façade of the building. The foundation 

would remain closed until al-Nāṣir completed his own Khānqāh at Siryāqūs. 

 The dynastic value of the project was confirmed directly after the completion of the building. 

As part of the inauguration, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had the remains of his mother exhumed and 

brought to the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn to be reburied in the Nāṣiriyya.26 Thus another decisive step was made 

in turning the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn into a Qalāwūnid commemorative space. Attachment to Qalāwūn’s 

waqf was, in al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s case, a far more convincing metaphor of legitimate succession. At 

the same time, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s madrasa, in which he might have wanted to be buried himself, 

was an act of emulation. Unlike that of al-Ashraf Khalīl, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s first conspicuous waqf 

benefitted his own foundation. Although the location bespeaks continuity, the Nāṣiriyya has its own 

style.   

 The architecture of the Nāṣiriyya was novel and majestic. Relative peace with the Mongols 

meant that artists from the East could be employed for the decorations on the inside of the qibla iwān, 

resulting in the tabrīzī stucco, unique in Cairo, which can still be seen today.27 The Gothic church-door 

was kept in place to adorn the building’s entrance, as a reminder of the legitimising triumph over the 

Crusader unbelievers.28 Although more modest in its dimensions, the Nāṣiriyya was as unique as the 

																																																													
25	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	III,	189.	For	translation	cf.:	Howayda	al-Harithy,	“The	Patronage	of	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	ibn	
Qalāwūn,	1310-1341,”	MSR	4	(2000):	219-244,	at	234-5.	
26	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	370.	
27	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks.	A	History	of	the	Architecture	and	its	Culture	(Cairo,	2007),	
152;	Michael	Meinecke,	Mamlukische	Architektur	in	Ägypten	und	Syrien	(648/1250	bis	923/1517),	Teil	I:	
Genese,	Entwicklung	und	Auswirkungen	der	Mamlukischen	Architektur	(Glückstadt,	1992),	50. 
28	Behrens-Abouseif,	Cairo	of	the	Mamluks,	154-155;	Phillip	Speiser,	“The	Sultan	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	
Madrasah	in	Cairo:	Restoration	and	Archaeological	Investigation,”	MSR	12	(2008):	198-221.		
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Manṣūriyya. The minaret of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was certainly more conspicuous than that of his 

father. 

The minaret of the Nāṣiriyya has been renovated several times since its completion.29 Only 

the heavily decorated quadrangular first storey, directly above the entrance of the madrasa-

mausoleum, is original. The octagonal second storey was probably added in the fourteenth century, 

whereas the spire on top is distinctively Ottoman. Compared to the minaret of Qalāwūn, which is 

characterised by its simple chequered surface pattern as the only form of decoration, the decorative 

programme of the Nāṣiriyya’s minaret is extremely rich and hybrid. On all but the courtyard side, the 

minaret is divided into several fields, each filled with a different kind of surface decoration. A rich 

visual effect is also created by the many windows and niches that are applied within the tower’s 

surface, most of them betraying an Andalusian influence. In comparison to this work of art, the tower 

of Qalāwūn next door makes a slightly plump impression.  

The decorative elements of the Nāṣiryya do not have a clear symbolic or iconographic value, 

except perhaps one. On all sides of the minaret there are three niches, two blind, and a middle 

window niche. The hoods of these niches are serrated at the edges, and their insides are decorated in 

such a way that it seems as if beams radiate from the house-shape in the centre. Throughout Cairo, 

and indeed elsewhere, this rayed nimbus pattern was applied in different techniques, to decorate the 

hoods and conches of the blind niches, portals, and window niches. The same forms can be found on 

the inside of buildings, for example on the walls of the saḥns, the courtyards, of madrasas, khānqāhs, 

and mosques of that city. Also, some Mamluk miḥrābs have hoods that are decorated with beams 

radiating from the centre, suggesting the notion of light radiating from the semi-dome’s centre and 

conveying an image of a rising sun.30 

The rayed nimbus, which brings to mind rays of sunlight, is a very old decorative form. We 

encounter it in Greco-Roman monumental and private buildings, and especially in Christian art and 

architecture. In Byzantine ecclesiastical spaces, the figures of the Virgin Mary and of Christos 

																																																													
29	CIA:	Égypte,	I,	155,	n°	102.	
30	Robert	Hillenbrand,	“The	Symbolism	of	the	Rayed	Nimbus	in	Early	Islamic	Art,”	in	Kingship,	ed.	E.	Lyle.	
Cosmos,	the	Yearbook	of	the	Traditional	Cosmology	Society	2	(Edinburgh,	1986),	1-52,	esp.	30-1.	
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Pantocrator are often depicted on the inside of an apse, with a nimbus radiating from their heads. In 

Coptic art we encounter the rayed semi-dome with a cross in its centre.31 In all these cases, light 

seems to represent some kind of divine eminence.  

In Cairo, the rayed hood was developed and popularised by the Fatimids, especially under the 

artistic patronage of the vizier al-Ma’mūn al-Baṭā’iḥī, who introduced it to decorate the miḥrābs of 

the tombs of the ‘Alid Saints in the Qarāfa, which he had restored. He also used it for the façade of 

the Aqmar mosque in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. Although some argue that the niches with the rayed hoods 

simply represent miḥrābs, a symbolism of light is nonetheless suggested by the juxtaposition to reliefs 

that evoke the imagery of the earlier quoted Verse of Light: a lamp suspended in a window.32 Thus he 

brought an old form, connoting divinity, within the sphere of Qur’ānic interpretation. The Fatimids 

connected this iconography of light with their Ismā’īlī ideology, as they saw light as an allegory of 

divine wisdom, which, as they claimed, only the descendants of the Prophet through the line of ‘Alī 

— i.e. the Fatimid imams themselves — possessed.33  

As we have seen, light was an allegory of the divine by no means restricted to Ismā‘īlism, and 

this explains the continuation of this particular form in Ayyubid and Mamluk architecture. It also 

seems that in the Cairo sultanate, other notions attached to this form, without diminishing the 

original, religious connotation. The niche with a rayed nimbus hood became an almost standard 

marker of princely architecture. Relevant in this development seems to be a solar allegory of cosmic 

kingship, current in the Turco-Persian sphere of the Islamicate world.34 In poetry and panegyric, the 

metaphor of the sun is often used to describe the sultan or sultanic power. Baybars al-Mansūrī, for 

example, attributed solar qualities to Sultan Qalāwūn in his dynastic history of the Qalāwūnids. The 

																																																													
31	Finbarr	Barry	Flood,	“The	Iconography	of	Light	in	Monuments	of	Mamluk	Cairo,”	in	Cosmos	—Sacred	
Architecture	in	the	Traditions	of	India,	China,	Judaism,	and	Islam,	ed.	by	E.	Lyle	(Edinburgh,	1992),	169–95,	at	
175.	
32	Caroline	Williams	has	interpreted	the	blind	niches	with	the	rayed	hoods	on	the	facade	of	the	al-Aqmar	
mosque	as	miḥrābs:	Caroline	Williams,	“The	Cult	of	‘Alid	Saints	in	the	Fatimid	Monuments	of	Cairo	—	Part	I:	
The	Mosque	of	al-Aqmar,”	Muqarnas	1	(1983):	37–52,	at	44-5.	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif	rejects	this	
interpretation	on	the	grounds	that	the	facade	diverges	from	the	qibla	too	much	to	function	as,	or	create	a	
successful	allusion	to	prayer	niches.	She	refrains	from	further	interpretation:	Doris	Behrens-Abouseif,	“The	
Façade	of	the	Aqmar	Mosque	in	the	Context	of	Fatimid	Ceremonial,”	Muqarnas	9	(1992):	29-38,	at	37.		
33	Bierman,	Writing	Signs,	60-100.	
34	Cf.	for	useful	references:	Suzan	Yalman,	“‘Alā	al-Dīn	Kayqubad	Illuminated:	A	Rum	Seljuq	Sultan	as	Cosmic	
Ruler,”	Muqarnas	29	(2012):	151-86.	



	

	 194	

same author describes al-Nasir’s Muhammad’s second accession to the throne in the following 

rhymes: ‘he rose like the sun in the summit of its elevation’ (‘ashraqta ka-l-shamsi fi ’abrāji raf‘ih).35  

As we have seen, minarets were a particularly popular location for architects and masons to 

play with allusions to light. The Manṣūriyya minaret, which is largely devoid of light iconography, 

did not have any nimbus decoration after al-Nāṣir’s renovation. Rather, the architects of al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad took their cue from the nearby minaret of the Ṣāliḥiyya complex, which also boasts three 

nimbus niches. Other pre-Qalāwūnid minarets also featured these forms, such as the minaret of the 

mosque of al-Ẓāhir Baybars, built outside of Cairo to the north. 

To summarise, in form, building technique, decoration, and possibly in its symbolic language, 

the minaret of al-Nāṣir deviates from the example of the tower of Qalāwūn.36 This difference in 

appearance served the practical function of keeping the two foundations apart. A separate 

architectural identity also reflected, of course, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s independent and distinct royal 

patronage, which communicated notions of innate majesty, rather than mujāhid, ‘mamlūk’ 

credentials.37 After all, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had never been a warrior in the same way that the amirs 

were. He therefore may have refused to explain his claims to the throne by mobilising mujāhid 

symbolism, as his father had. Moreover, his were times of relative peace, and this allowed al-Nāṣir 

the luxury to develop a more sophisticated, international royal style, for example by engaging 

workmen from Tabrīz. The revival of an iconography of light, moreover, departed from the military 

bluntness of his father, magnifying the solar qualities of sultanic rule.  

At the same time the relationship to his father was the most important element of al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad’s claim to power. Like no other rhetorical ploy, this distinguished al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

vis-à-vis the amirs.38 Ideally, al-Nāṣir’s foundation created a new majestic image without losing the 

thread of his father’s legacy. The location made these dynastic claims obvious enough, but in the 

architecture the influence of the Manṣūriyya is also still visible, despite the differences in 

																																																													
35	Al-Manṣūrī,	Tuḥfa,	155.		
36	Behrens-Abouseif,	Minarets	of	Cairo,	138-9.	
37	Cf.	al-Harithy,	“The	Patronage	of	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad,”	219–344.	
38	Jo	Van	Steenbergen	and	Willem	Flinterman,	“al-Nasir	Muhammad	and	the	Formation	of	the	Qalawunid	
State,”	in	Pearls	on	a	Strings,	ed.	Landau,	104-6.	
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appearance. As dissimilar as they may be, the towers of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad and Qalāwūn still form 

a pair. Indeed, the more or less equal height of the first storeys of the two towers suggests that the 

Nāṣiryya was designed in keeping with the proportions of the tower of his father.  

	

Figure	8.1:	The	minarets	of	 the	Manṣūriyya	(left)	and	the	Nāṣiriyya	(right)	photographed	from	the	
Bayn	al-Qaṣrayn. 
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When we look at the minarets of the Manṣūrī amirs, we see that some are reminiscent of the 

tower of Qalāwūn, but all differ from it on crucial points. Most of the minarets in Cairo at the time 

had three storeys. Most minarets have a square or rectangular base, or shaft, of considerable 

elevation with respect to the height of the two superimposed tiers. The Manṣūriyya minaret, the 

minaret of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, and the minarets of the amirs have such an elongated, rectangular 

shaft in common. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s guardian Sallār, for instance, is interred in a madrasa-

mausoleum with a minaret with a base that is exactly the same as the Manṣūriyya minaret, copying 

the blind windows with an oculus at the centre of the shoe-horse shaped window arch. The base of 

the minaret of Baybars al-Jāshnakīr is equally rectangular and rather reminiscent of the tower of the 

Ṣāliḥiyya.39  

																																																													
39	Behrens-Abouseif,	The	Minarets	of	Cairo,	136-7,	144-49	(al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad),	149-51(Sanjar	al-Jawlī	&	
Sallār),	151-3	(Baybars	al-Jāshnakīr).	

Figure	8.2:	The	minaret	and	dome	of	Sanjar	al-Jawlī	and	Sallār 
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The second storey of the minaret of Qalāwūn is rectangular. It is not as tall as the base, but 

still considerably elongated. This offers a contrast with most of the minarets of the amirs. The second 

storeys of the minarets of the amirs are all octagonal, except for the minaret of the Khānqāh of 

Baybars al-Jāshnakīr, where the middle tier is cylindrical. Moreover, the middle storeys of the ‘amiral 

minarets’ are considerably shorter than the base and decorated with the nimbus motive and muqarnas 

balconies, features notably absent from the Qalāwūnid tower. At the top, the tower of Qalāwūn (and 

al-Nāṣir Muḥammad) is again similar to the minarets of the amirs: they are all cylindrical. It is very 

different, however, in terms of decoration. The top storey of the Qalāwūnid minaret has blind walls, 

whereas the top storeys of the amiral minarets are worked open. Moreover, all amiral minarets are 

crowned with a keel-shaped, ribbed copula, whereas the Qalāwūnid tower is not.40  

																																																													
40	Behrens-Abouseif,	The	Minarets	of	Cairo,	138-40.	

Figure	8.3:	The	minaret	of	Baybars	al-Jāshankīr 
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More strongly than the minaret, the drum of the Nāṣiryya creates an association with the 

Manṣūriyya. The drum, which unlike the dome, is still extant, is octagonal and elongated in the 

typical Qalawūnid fashion.41 In contrast, the architects of the Manṣūrī amirs all refrained from using 

this style, continuing the older form previously discussed. 

 

8.3. The investiture of the amirs 
As we have seen in chapter 2, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s third accession to the throne represents a volta 

in the history of the Mamluk Sultanate. During his final thirty-year reign, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

jumped over his shadow to become one of the most successful sultans in the history of the sultanate.   

 Scholarship has paid substantial attention to this momentous development. Amalia 

Levanoni’s study of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s third reign may count as the most exhaustive analysis of 

the political and social changes that conditioned al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s success.42 She emphasises, 

among other things, how an opportunistic approach to the procedures of recruitment and promotion 

of mamlūks, favouritism, and shrewd marital politics allowed al-Nāṣir Muḥammad to create a loyal 

entourage of nāṣirī amirs to replace old and obstinate political elements. She also claims that this 

came at a heavy cost, arguing that al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s reign left the treasury drained and the army 

and the administration populated by incompetent and unexperienced men.43 Resisting this paradigm 

of rise and decline, other studies have placed emphasis on the bayt, arguing that al-Nāṣir Muḥammad 

managed to integrate the new amiral class firmly into his extended family, creating a hegemonic 

social unit around his lineage that survived his death.44   

																																																													
41	Meinecke,	Die	Mamlukische,	I,	42.	The	dome	of	al-Nasir’s	brother	al-Ashraf	Khalil	has	a	similar	shape;	Cf.	
Laila	‘Alī	Ibrāhīm,	“The	Transitional	Zones	of	Domes	in	Cairene	Architecture,”	Kunst	Des	Orients	10,	no.	1/2	
(1975):	5–23.	
42	Amalia	Levanoni,	A	Turning	Point	in	Mamluk	History:	The	Third	Reign	of	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad,	1310-1341	
(Leiden,	New	York,	and	Cologne,	1995),	esp.	28-80;	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	a	MPS,”	esp.	
200-3;	Van	Steenbergen	and	Flinterman,	“al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad,”	95-8.	And	for	an	interesting	analysis	of	this	
change	based	on	material	evidence,	cf.:	Bethany	Walker,	“Ceramic	Evidence	for	Political	Transformations	in	
Early	Mamluk	Egypt,”	MSR	8	(2004):	1-114. 
43	Levanoni,	Turning	Point,	28-73,	133-197.	
44	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	a	MPS,”	esp.	200-3.	
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 The development of Qalāwūnid memoria was by no means separated from this process of 

hegemonic group formation, as we have indicated. The projects discussed earlier allowed al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad to merge the memoria of his father with that of his own. Now, during his third reign, he 

could take firmer control of the care of his father’s legacy and the production of his father’s memory. 

This included the appointment of trusted members of his entourage to represent him in his position 

of nāẓir. The first to perform this role was the historian-amir Baybars al-Manṣūrī, who befittingly 

returned the sultan’s favour by composing a history of the Qalāwūnid bayt. Thus the waqf of Qalāwūn 

continued to be at the heart of a commemorative community and continued to fulfil a pivotal 

function in the creation of a commemorative image of Qalāwūn that clearly pointed in a dynastic 

direction. One event in particular is most significant in this respect: the relocation of the ceremony 

of investiture of the new amirs from the qubba of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb to the Manṣūriyya.  

 Al-Maqrīzī, who again is our main source, mentions a number of instalments of this 

ceremony from 1309 onwards. He describes it as follows:  

It was the custom, when the sultan invested one of the amirs of Egypt and Syria, that he [the 
amir] would descend from the Citadel dressed in honorary robes with a sharbūsh45, while Cairo 
was especially lit up for him. [The amir would] proceed to the madrasa al-Ṣāliḥiyya in the 
Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. [This] was a custom from the reign of al-Mu’izz ’Aybak and his successors 
onwards. Then it was relocated to the Qubba al-Manṣūriyya, where the amirs took their oath 
at [Qalāwūn’s] grave, in the presence of the Ṣāḥib al-Ḥujjāb.46 [At these occasions,] lush 
banquets would be held in the qubba. Afterwards, the amir would take his leave. He would be 
accompanied on the streets of al-Qāhira leading to the Citadel of the Mountain by a group of 
singers, both on his descent and on his way back. This is one of the divertissements in al-
Qāhira that has stopped since the dawla of the Banū Qalāwūn ended.47 

																																																													
45	The	sharbūsh,	also	tarbūsh,	was	the	amiral	headgear	of	this	period.	Al-Maqrīzī	(Khiṭaṭ,	II,	99)	describes	it	‘as	
a	kind	of	crown,	of	triangular	shape,	put	on	the	head	without	a	kerchief’.	Based	on	the	information	provided	
by	al-Maqrīzī	and	other	sources,	Leo	A.	Mayer	(Mamluk	Costume.	A	Survey	[Geneva,	1952],	27-8)	further	
asserts	that:	‘When	conferring	knighthood	upon	any	person	the	sultan	used	to	clothe	him	with	a	coat	suitable	
to	his	rank	and	to	place	as	sharbûsh	on	his	head	[...]	Since	the	texts	mention	the	wearing	of	sharbūsh-hats	only	
under	Ayyubids	or	Bahri	Mamluks,	and	Maqrīzī	confirms	that	under	the	Circassians	the	wearing	of	the	
sharbûsh	was	abolished,	it	seems	justified	to	identify	it	with	the	stiff	cap	trimmed	with	fur	rising	to	a	slightly	
triangular	front	and	characterised	by	a	metal	plaque	above	the	forehead,	so	often	reproduced	in	illuminated	
manuscripts	of	the	Mamluk	period’.	Cf.	also:	Reinhart	Dozy,	Supplément	aux	dictionnaires	arabes	(Leiden,	
1881),	I,	742.		
46	The	Lord	Chamberlain,	also	described	as	Hājib	al-Hujjāb,	or	’Amīr	al-Hujjāb,	was	one	of	the	most	prominent	
figures	at	court.	His	involvement	is	not	surprising	as	he	was	responsible	for	the	organisation	of	diplomatic	
receptions	and	military	parades.	During	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad’s	reign	amirs	Ulmās	al-Nāṣirī	and,	after	1339,	
Barsbughā	al-Nāṣirī	held	this	office.	Cf.	Levanoni,	A	Turning	Point,	68,	69,	72,	and	39,	78,	85	respectively.		
47	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	380-1.	
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The reconstruction of the constituent elements of this ceremony of investiture is difficult, if not 

impossible. Apart from al-Maqrīzī’s Khiṭaṭ and Sulūk, references to this ceremony are very scarce 

indeed.48  

 Linda Northrup mentions that the taking of the oath at the grave of Qalāwūn was originally 

designed by al-Ashraf Khalīl.49 This could be so, although the sources to which she refers do not 

confirm this suggestion.50 Al-Maqrīzī refers to the ceremony only for the third reign of al-Nāṣir 

Muḥāmmad. Ibn Taghrī Birdī records the ceremony taking place at the Manṣūriyya on February the 

second, 1310 (Ramaḍān 14, 709), that is during the reign of Baybars al-Jāshnakīr.51 Taking this day as 

date ante quem, it could be tentatively suggested that the Manṣūriyya became the stage for the 

investitures of the amirs during the second reign of al-Nāṣir, following his renovation of the building, 

although it might also have had an earlier origin.  

 Based on available material mentioned above, Chapoutot-Remadi has given a detailed and 

helpful examination of the ritual, discussing its numerous aspects.52 Her reconstruction helps us in 

presenting the following summary of the sequence of ceremonial pageantry as it would take place 

during the day. At the beginning, the amirs-to-be assembled at the Citadel. From there, they left in 

cortege to the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, in the usual manner: traversing the town, which had been decorated 

in their honour. Al-Maqrīzī mentions that during the processions the amirs-to-be already wore their 

sharbūsh, the official head dress distinctive of the amirate.53  

 Arriving at the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, the subsequent parts of the ceremonial proceedings took 

place in the qubba-madrasa of al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb for the period of ca. 1250-1290, as mentioned. After this 

																																																													
48	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Bayna	l-Qaṣrayn	as	a	‘Lieu	de	Mémoire’,”	235-9.		
49	Northrup,	From	Slave	to	Sultan,	249.		
50	Northrup	refers	to	al-Maqrīzī	(Khiṭaṭ,	II,	380-1),	who	does	not	confirm	the	idea	that	al-Ashraf	moved	the	
ceremony.	She	also	refers	to	David	Ayalon	(“The	Great	Yasa	of	Chingiz	Khan:	A	Reexamination	[Part	C1],”	
Studia	Islamica	36	[1972]:	113–58,	at	157),	who	only	discusses	the	ceremony	as	it	took	place	in	the	qubba	of	
al-Ṣāliḥ	Ayyūb	and	refers	to	the	same	passage	in	al-Maqrīzī’s	Khiṭaṭ,	in	addition	to	another	passage	in	the	
Khiṭaṭ	(al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	375),	where	there	is	no	mention	of	the	transfer	of	the	ceremony	from	the	qubba	
of	al-Ṣāliḥ	Ayyūb	to	the	Manṣūriyya.		
51	Ibn	Taghrī	Birdī,	Nujūm	al-Zāhira	fī	Mulūk	Miṣr	wa-l-Qāhira,	ed.	M.	Shams	al-Dīn	(Beirut,	1992),	VIII,	214-5.	
For	a	discussion	of	the	sources	and	the	chronology	of	the	ceremony,	cf.:	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Bayna	l-
Qaṣrayn	as	a	‘Lieu	de	Mémoire’,”	237.	
52Mounira	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolisme	et	formalisme	de	l'élite	mamlûke	:	la	cérémonie	de		
l'accession	à	l'émirat,”	in	Genèse	de	l'État	moderne	en	Méditerranée,	ed.	Bresc,	61-79.		
53	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	379.	
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period, the Manṣūriyya — the qubba of Qalāwūn, to be more precise — was the scene of the following 

parts of the ceremony.  

Al-Maqrīzī informs us that, inside the qubba, the young men took an oath on the grave (qabr) 

of Qalāwūn.54 The content of this oath is unknown. The term used is taḥlīf, which is derived from the 

word ḥilf, most likely in its sense of an oath of loyalty. As such, the oath merged ‘with the institution 

of walā’ [allegiance], which consists of the admission of an individual to a clan, by an agreement with 

one of the members of this clan or by collective assent’.55 Instead of a clan, the newly sworn-in amir 

joined the group of his peers. 

It seems that the qubba was also the location where the investees were given and put on full 

amiral attire, trimmed with tirāẓ embroidery, indicating their names and titles. The donning of the 

designated robes of office constituted an essential element of most ceremonies involving the 

bestowal of honour or office at court. In fact, the donning of honorary robes was an age-old, 

standardised act of investiture going back to the early days of the Islamic polity. It both symbolised 

and effected a change of social status.56 Although al-Maqrīzī mentions that the amirs-to-be already 

wore the sharbūsh during the procession towards the qubba, Chapoutot-Remadi indicates, albeit 

without being clear on what authority, that additional attire was brought to the Manṣūriyya in coffers 

and that the amirs received their new robes to change into as part of the ceremony in the qubba.57  

Clad in full official dress, the new amirs subsequently partook in an official banquet, also 

organised inside the qubba, in the manner we have described earlier. Chapatout-Remadi remarks that 

banquets were a very generic element of Mamluk ceremonial. She adds, significantly, that in the case 

																																																													
54	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	379.	
55	E.	Tyan,	“Ḥilf,”	EI2,	III,	388-9,	at	388.		
56	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolism	and	Formalism,”	70.	
57	Dozy	(Supplément,	I,	742)	describes	the	sharbūsh	as	a	‘bonnet	haut	de	forme	triangulaire,		
qu’on	portait	sans	turban.	C’était	la	coiffure	distinctive	des	émirs;	les	hommes	de	loi	ne	le	portaient	pas’.;	
Meyer,	Mamluk	Costume,	15;	Albrecht	Fuess,	“Sultans	with	Horns:	The	Political	Significance	of	Headgear	in	the	
Mamluk	Empire,”	MSR	12:2	(2008):	71-94,	at	76.	
Melanie	Gibson,	“A	Symbolic	Khaṣṣakiyya:	Representations	of	the	Palace	Guards	in	Murals	and	Stucco	
Sculptures”,	in	Islamic	Art,	Architecture	and	Material	Culture.	New	Perspectives,	ed.	M.	Graves	(Oxford,	2012),	
81-91:	In	her	analysis	of	material	culture,	Gibson	identifies	representations	of	the	tarbūsh	on	figures	in	murals	
and	stucco	produced	at	and	around	the	Perso-Turkic	courts	of	the	Middle	Period	as	indicative	of	that	figure’s	
military	elite	status.	
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of the ceremony, the banquet is unusual because of the location. At no other recurring, official 

occasion was a banquet organised elsewhere than the palace.58  

After the banquet, the cortege took its leave from the Manṣūriyya and returned to the Citadel. 

On their way, musicians and dancers were lined up along the route, as it was one of the ‘distractions’ 

of Cairo, according to al-Maqrīzī, indicating no doubt that the occasion was something of a public 

holiday, a festive interruption of quotidian life in the city.59 Just before the premises of the Citadel, 

the amirs descended to kneel before a window behind which the sultan was positioned, kissing the 

diploma of investiture they had obtained. Inside the palace, the amirs would kneel before the sultan 

again.60  

The nature and efficacy of the ceremony  

Chapoutot-Remadi characterises the ceremony as a ‘rite de passage’.61 This term is widely applied to 

a collection of rituals that mark the transition of one station in life to another, such as weddings, 

baptisms, and funerals.62 It is also used to describe rites of initiation, as indeed Chapoutot-Remadi 

uses it here.63 The precise definition she provides, however, seems a bit unfortunate, as others have 

noted as well.64 Borrowing from Bourdieu, she defines the ritual as ‘un acte de magie sociale quie peut 

créer la différence ex-nihilo ou bien, et c’est le cas le plus fréquent, exploiter en quelque sorte des 

différences prééxistantes, comme les différences biologiques entre les sexes ou [...] entre les âges’.65  

 Chapoutot-Remadi seems to interpret the ceremony more in the latter than in the former 

sense of this characterisation. When she states that ‘c’était un rite de passage qui faisait passer 

																																																													
58	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	381;	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolisme	et	formalisme,”	69-70.	This	is	the	only	time	the	
qubba	is	explicitly	mentioned	as	the	location	for	a	banquet.	Diplomatic	guests	were	at	times	also	entertained	
at	feasts	in	the	Manṣūriyya,	but	then	the	madrasa	provided	the	venue.	Al-Maqrīzī,	Sulūk,	II,	98;	Cf.	Al-Nuwayrī,	
Nihāyat	al-’Arab,	XXXIII,	231.	The	political	importance	of	this	event	is	discussed	in:	Anne	Broadbridge,	Kingship	
and	Ideology	in	the	Islamic	and	Mongol	Worlds	(Cambridge,	2008),	113.	
59	Al-Maqrīzī,	Khiṭaṭ,	II,	38.		
60	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolisme	et	Formalisme,”	77.	
61	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolism	et	Formalisme,”63.	
62	Barbara	Stollberg-Rilinger,	Rituale	(Frankfurt	und	New	York,	2013),	55-74.	
63	Cf.	e.g.:	Johannes	Snoek,	Initiations.	A	Methodological	Approach	to	the	Application	of	Classification	and	
Definition	Theory	in	the	Study	of	Rituals	(Pijnacker,	1987).		
64	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Bayna	l-Qaṣrayn	as	a	‘Lieu	de	Mémoire’,”	241.		
65	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolisme	et	formalisme,”	63;	cf.	Pierre	Bourdieu,	Ce	que	parler	veut	dire.	L’économie	
des	échanges	linguistiques	(Paris,	1982),	125.	
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l’enfant dans le monde des adults et des hommes’, she interprets the ceremony as an act marking, 

mobilising, and exploiting biological features.66  

 In Islamic societies, however, there are other rituals of initiation into manhood: circumcision 

and marriage.67 In fact, it is in fact arguable whether we are dealing with a ritual reflecting and 

effecting a life-cycle transition at all in the way Chapoutot-Remadi envisions it. Rather, it seems, the 

ceremony has to be understood as a different kind of initiation: as the collective elevation into an 

elite, political body, for which only a preselected group of men was eligible. It is obvious that the 

ceremony created a distinction between an exclusive in-group and those outside of it. However, the 

ceremony did not create distinction by accentuating and ‘exploiting’ age or gender — no part of the 

ceremony does that. Masculinity seems a given here: a requirement that perhaps is confirmed by the 

ceremony, but not established by it. Rather, as we will argue below, the ceremony engenders social 

difference through acts of memoria. Such acts played an important part in acquiring and assuming a 

new social status. 

 This suggestion connects well to the idea that the ceremony of investiture articulated notions 

of legitimate power by appealing to a number of collective memories present at the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. 

Following its institution around the turn of the fourteenth century, the ceremony initially laid ritual 

focus on the qubba of the martyred al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb, honouring the memory of a sultan whose 

dedication to jihād any new generation of amirs had to emulate, in order to uphold the legitimacy of 

a composite military regime. With the shift to the al-Manṣūriyya, Van Steenbergen argues that the 

ceremony now appealed to an additional layer of collective memory: the memory of the founder of a 

dynasty, a memory repeatedly referred to when integrating a new generation of amirs into the 

Qalāwūnid dawla.68  

 This focus on memory has provided a new perspective on the ceremony of investiture. It 

shows that we are dealing not only with a rite de passage but also with a ritualised form of 

commemoration, the cultural solidification of collective memory through ritual — a next step in the 

																																																													
66	Chapoutot-Remadi,	“Symbolisme	et	formalisme,”	63.	
67	Anon.,	“Rites	of	Passage,”	in	The	Oxford	Dictionary	of	Islam,	ed.	J.L.	Esposito.	Oxford	Islamic	Studies	Online,	
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direction of a Qalāwūnid cultural memory. The move to the Manṣūriyya constituted an important 

intervention and redirection in a process of cultural inscription, changing commemorative content 

and hence modifying the ceremony’s meaning for reasons of political expediency. 

  To get a better understanding of this process and hence the efficacy of the ceremony within 

the context of al-Nāṣir Muḥāmmad’s third reign, we may single out a number of elements that show 

great similarity with memoria traditionally associated with waqf-funded funerary foundations in 

Cairo.  

 Access to the tomb of Qalāwūn, i.e. the possibility of spatial proximity, provides the first 

indication that we are dealing with a ceremony that was scripted as an act of commemorative piety. 

The waqf document of Qalāwūn clearly states that access to the grave of the founder was permitted 

only to those who belonged to the inner circle of the commemorative community. We may, perforce, 

consider the novices as such, and we may consider the oath sworn at the tābūt as an act of memoria. 

It resurrected Qalāwūn as the main witness and possibly the receiver of an oath, in which the amirs 

promised to be loyal members of a jihādī war band. In return, it integrated the amirs into a political 

and military community dominated by the memory of a founding father.  

 Also the banquet organised in the qubba indicates that the ceremony, at least partially, took 

part in commemorative culture. Chapoutot-Remadi remarks that ‘le culte rendu au sultan ancêtre et 

la prestation de serment expliquent peut-être cette coutume partculière’.69 The analogy with 

banquets organised in the Manṣūriyya on festive occasions with a commemorative character seems 

to confirm Chapoutot-Remadi’s suggestion.70 Qalāwūn was the host of these banquets. Whether they 

were paid for with waqf money is unclear. The personnel of the waqf, however, must have played a 

role in the festivities, if only in the preparations. Regrettably, there is no evidence that after the 

banquet food and alms were distributed among the poor. This would confirm that banquets 

themselves were a feat of Sultan Qalāwūn’s waqf-funded magnanimity. 
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 Ultimately, we may suggest that the procession to the qubba was a highly formalised, top-

down form of ziyārat al-qabr. Chapoutot-Remadi makes suggestions in this direction. She points to the 

sacredness of the qubbas in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, both visited by zuwwār, to explain the cultic appeal 

of these sites and argues that this special quality also explains why they were crucial locations on the 

ceremonial itinerary. Hence, she implies that the procession to Qalāwūn’s qubba mimics a pilgrimage. 

The novices descended from the Citadel not only to swear an oath but also to receive blessing.71 

 All these elements together contributed to the exchange and community between the living 

and the dead we have discussed throughout this dissertation. The posthumous homage professed at 

Qalāwūn’s grave added to a favourably and advantageously shaped commemorative persona of 

Qalāwūn as the eternal sultan, thus securing the prominence of his house. In return, the itinerary, 

the oath, and the banquet marked the novices’ entry into a commemorative community that was 

made to overlap with al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s bayt or even with the Qalāwūnid dawla itself. As such, the 

ceremony reflects the totality of measures, described by Levanoni and others, to make all amirs part 

of the extended Qalāwūnid family, blurring the distinction between dawla, bayt, and commemorative 

cult.   

 The open association with the dead may also have enhanced the efficacy of the ceremony. 

The association with the dead sultan, no doubt, made the whole event solemn and respectable, 

probably upping the costs of challenge or critique. But the presence of the dead sultan may also have 

contributed to the performativity of the ritual itself, by deepening the state of liminality during the 

ritual process. This term, famously coined by Victor Turner, describes the moment in the middle of 

a rite of passage in which the participants are in a state of ‘betwixt and between’.72 Having already 

left behind their old social self, but not yet assumed their new, official role in society, they are in a 

liminal position, neither here nor there. During this crucial phase of the ritual, social order as 

previously experienced by the participants is temporarily suspended until the end of the ritual when 

a new self is assumed in a symbolic act, for instance by donning new clothes. Those who go through 

a liminal phase together, according to Turner, establish a sense of communitas, an intense feeling of 
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togetherness produced by the collective participation in a religious or devotional act. In communitas, 

prior social borders and norms are made irrelevant. Therefore, as a spontaneous group dynamic, 

communitas has the potential to pose a danger to public order and undermine the status quo. Indeed, 

as we have seen, it might have been the fear of such dynamics that led the Prophet Muḥammad to 

ban the erection of funerary shrines. In a similar vein, the destruction of the Quṭuz grave by al-Ẓāhir 

Baybars indicates that the congregation of zuwwār was perceived as a political threat, which it may 

well have been.73  

 In an official ritual, such as the investiture ceremony, the formation of communitas is 

controlled. The group is selected and subjected to a ritual protocol, developed to reflect the norms 

and ideology to which the participants confess their adherence.74 It could be suggested that the 

ceremony was made more effective by instilling a sense of communitas  based the collective 

participation in acts of Qalāwūnid memoria.  

The ceremony and Qalāwūn’s commemorative image 

Zooming out for a moment again to the historiography of al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s third reign, it seems 

that the study of the ceremony of investiture from a memoria and waqf angle can add something else, 

too. It has been well described that the socio-political transformations in the first half of the 

fourteenth century also had consequences for the way the sultan, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad, was 

represented and how his kingship was formulated and showcased. The dynastic nature of his rule 

was emphasised in correspondence with foreign rulers.75 At home al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s sudden 

preference for building imperial mosques and the development of a unique epigraphic name-emblem 

to mark his patronage are likewise indicative of a new royal mode of representation.76 It set al-Nāṣir 

apart from the aspirational amirs, whose architectural patronage and emblems could reflect only 

their ‘mamlūk’ credentials of martial and courtly service. Where previous sultans had been the chief 
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representatives of the amiral class, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad came to represent a class in its own right. 

Where the amirs still had to earn their honours and rewards, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s kinship was 

innate and unalienable. 

 As we have already seen in the case of the Nāṣiriyya madrasa and the minaret of the 

Manṣūriyya, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s involvement in the memoria of his father and his attempt to merge 

it with that of his own accompanied the positional shift from primus inter pares to sui generis status. 

The relocation of the ceremony of investiture strengthened the political meaning and ideological 

consequences of this merger. Relocating the ceremony of investiture to the Manṣūriyya underlined 

the persona of Qalāwūn as the founder of the dawla.  

 We have discussed memoria as a synthetic process in which a commemorative community 

and a commemorative persona shape and strengthen each other. Introducing elements of memoria 

into the ceremony of investiture, as well as other ceremonies of political instalment, made the new 

and old elites of the sultanate part of the commemorative community surrounding the dead sultan, 

as argued above. This, in turn, reshaped his commemorative persona: he was now also conclusively 

remembered as the father of the dawla.  

 It is impossible to establish the intentionality behind such intricate changes of meaning. Nor 

do we know to what extent al-Nāṣir Muḥammad himself was involved in the redesign of the protocol 

of the ceremony of investiture. Yet it is obvious that the ceremony played conveniently into his 

hands. By swearing loyalty to Qalāwūn (and not to the sultan himself), the amiral elite de facto 

accepted and honoured al-Nāṣīr Muḥammad’s dynastic claims to power. By taking the oath in 

Qalāwūn’s posthumous presence, the amirs helped to perform al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s innate royalty 

as an ultimate feat of distinction. The ceremony created a difference that had not been as pronounced 

earlier on. During al-Ashraf Khalīl’s reign, the ‘communitas’, the commemorative community, had not 

yet been that differentiated or hierarchical. As a martyr, Qalāwūn represented the ideology of 

kingship that was not necessarily dynastic. The manṣūrī amirs had to accept the primacy of al-Ashraf 

Khalīl as son, nāzir, and sultan, but they could relate to the commemorative persona of Qalāwūn 

without having to acknowledge the innate majesty of his son. The inclusion of Qalāwūnid memoria in 

the ceremony of investiture endorsed a crucial change in this respect that would remain 
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consequential for decades to come. After al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s death, and interment in the qubba of 

his father, the ceremony would continue in the Manṣūriyya, until ‘the dawla of the Qalāwūnids was 

cut off’.77  

 Before concluding, we have to make clear that the ceremony of investiture was not described 

and installed by any waqf document; it was not intended originally to become part of the symbolic 

and material economy of the waqf. Yet to some extent it did. The waqf’s material superstructure and 

manpower, in any case, facilitated the ceremony of investiture. Allowing or perhaps even designing 

this, Qalāwūn’s waqf was operated in a manner that ultimately had consequences for the formation 

of the Mamluk state. Control over the usage of and access to Qalāwūn’s waqf, as a legally defined and 

protected social network and space, were central to al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s political enterprise. It 

endorsed processes of elite integration and group formation that strengthened the sultan’s position. 

Furthermore, it integrated the ceremony into a commemorative cult. The presence of the dead, 

furthermore, added a solemnity and liminality that enhanced the respectability and efficacy of the 

ceremony. Lastly, it confirmed Qalāwūn’s persona as founder of the dawla, which in turn affected al-

Naṣīr Mūḥammad’s innate superiority over the amirs. 

 

Conclusion  
Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad lived up to his traditionally sanctioned position as representative of his father 

as wāqif and nāẓir, which ipso facto helped him to perform his dynastic claims to power. His age and 

limited space for political and military manoeuvre, however, meant that al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had to 

seize opportunities when they presented themselves and that his agency was restricted to the 

patronage of the waqf’s architecture. Aided by an earthquake, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad used his waqf 

income to make the monument of his father the object of his own royal patronage —restoring and 

altering the minaret of his father’s complex — while the amirs could carry out prestigious 

restorations only away from the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. Al-Nāṣir’s inheritance of property and the 

consequent endowment with which he could appropriate the building site of Kitbughā further 

illustrate how the waqf helped al-Nāṣir Muḥammad to shape his royal image in the commemorative 
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context of the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn, both in aesthetic contrast and in reference to the foundation of his 

father. 

 During his third reign, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad finally managed to cast off the yoke of the 

Manṣūrī amirs. Having done so, he went on to emphasise the dynastic origin of his royal authority 

even more, by linking his father’s memoria with a ceremony of the investiture of the new amirs, thus 

merging the commemorative community, a ‘normative communitas’, around his father’s grave with 

the socio-political elite of the Cairo sultanate.   

 At the same time, he mobilised the memory of Qalāwūn to explain his innate leadership of 

this community. The memoria of Qalāwūn during the reign of al-Ashraf Khalīl had emphasised a 

shared identity; both natural offspring and Manṣūriyya mamlūks and amirs defined their elite 

identities in reference to the memory of Qalāwūn, the former as a father, the latter as their patron. 

Because his martyr status emphasised the martial, jihādī aspects of Qalāwūn’s persona, this made it 

easier for the amirs to relate to him than was the case for al-Ashraf Khalīl. Evidence of this imbalance 

can be found in al-Ashraf Khalīl’s rather unsuccessful leading of the commemorative services and 

waqf as a primum inter pares. In contrast, al-Nāṣir Muḥammad had considerably more success in using 

Qalāwūn’s prestige to his advantage by rewriting the commemorative persona of Qalāwūn in such a 

way that it would produce – the ceremony had a structure-changing effect – the distinction between 

himself and the amirs of the realm. The ceremony was crucial for the making of a particular and new 

Qalāwūnid kingship.  
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Conclusion  

 

 

 

This dissertation has focused on the memoria of al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn in and around the Bayn al-

Qaṣrayn in Cairo, as instigated, maintained, and facilitated by the so-called waqf al-sayfī and 

supplementary endowments to the funerary foundation of Qalāwūn in the Bayn al-Qaṣrayn. This has 

been a case study intended to illustrate, firstly, the hitherto-neglected role of the Mamluk waqf ’ahlī 

in legitimating and financing forms and practices of memoria and, secondly, how this memoria 

endorsed the social and economic function of the waqf geared to the survival of the founder’s bayt 

and the supremacy of the founder’s male lineage within it. 

Investigating how the waqf al-sayfī contributed to the memoria of Qalāwūn and what role this 

played in the establishment of the Qalāwūnid dynasty in Egypt and Syria, this dissertation has 

pursued answers in three different parts. An introductory first part provided the necessary 

background information and discussed a number of relevant concepts and ideas within the context 

of Mamluk historiography. The second part explored Qalāwūn’s memoria as a collaboratively created 

set of acts and forms designed to secure Qalāwūn’s Nachleben. The last chapter was concerned with 

the reference of the Qalāwūnid princes to the waqf foundation of their father and their attempts to 

lay claim to his commemorative legacy, in pursuit of their own political agendas.1  

 Recapturing the most salient points in answer to the research question, we conclude, first, 

that the waqf al-sayfī, by generating the money for Qalāwūn’s funerary foundation, created a 

commemorative persona through the medium of epigraphy and architectural style. This image 

served the purpose of double memoria. It ensured that the wāqif would not miss his heavenly reward 

for his pious deeds because God had forgotten about him, and it ensured that Qalāwūn would be 

remembered in the world. As such, the waqf al-sayfī allowed for the production of cultural propaganda 

within a more or less accepted, devotional context that connected to the local, age-old practices of 
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veneration of the holy dead and pilgrimage in Cairo. Qalāwūn and those at his court used this to 

emphasise his position in a tradition of Sunnī kingship in Syria and Egypt going back to Nūr al-Dīn 

and also introduced notions of universal kingship, which were very much in vogue in the 

international political context of the time.  

Secondly, the waqf al-sayfī sustained a commemorative community dedicated to Qalāwūn’s 

memory and commemoration. Within this community, within the commemorative field, the sons 

had an advantage over the amirs that they did not self-evidently have in the political field. By 

fulfilling their roles as nāẓir they could both influence the commemorative community and shape the 

commemorative persona of their father to their own ideological advantage. They could use the 

foundation for their own display of royalty, linking their own double memoria with that of their 

father. Al-Ashraf Khalīl’s ‘usage’ of the waqf backfired, but al-Nāṣir Muḥammad was successful. 

Starting during his second reign, he used the waqf to appropriate the memoria of his father to perform 

his innate royalty vis-à-vis the amirs and to create a royal aesthetic that was distinctly Qalāwūnid. By 

his third reign, which saw a number of reforms that obliterated the distinction between the 

Qalāwūnid bayt and the ‘dawla of the Turks’, the memoria of Qalāwūn had become an essential part of 

the ceremony of the amirs’ investiture. Thus the commemorative community of Qalāwūn had, in a 

way, overlapped with the dawla itself, while the commemorative image of Qalāwūn had conclusively 

become one of a founding father, empowering the rule of his son.  

As we have seen, Qalāwūnid memoria provided the ‘symbolic resources’ needed for the 

Qalāwūnid house to generate its royal status and dynastic longevity.2 Through financing and 

facillitating memoria, the waqf contributed to the integration of the bayts and to the formation and 

expression of a strong corporate identity. All this helped the strongest household to manoeuvre to a 

hegemonic position, securing its own existence at the expense of rival houses. We have seen that 

control over the waqf of Qalāwūn implied agency within a cultural framework that could be used to 

emphasise and mobilise the distinction between Qalāwūn’s offspring and the amirs that was 

indispensable for al-Nāṣir Muḥammad in overcoming his political incapacitations.  

																																																													
2	Jo	Van	Steenbergen,	“The	Mamluk	Sultanate	as	a	Military	Patronage	State:	Household	Politics	and	the	Case	of	
the	Qalāwūnid	Bayt	(1279-1382),”	JESHO	56:	2	(January	1,	2013):	189-217.	
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In this dissertation, memory has been introduced as a non-essentialist category to 

understand the formation and articulation of social identities and hierarchies. The Mamluk 

Sultanate, as  a polity of parvenus particularly keen to establish their authority and prestige,  has 

provided an interesting context for this research, and this dissertation hopes to contribute to the 

small but increasing number of studies focussing on ‘symbolic action [and] cultural representation’ 

that accompanied the ascendency of the Mamluk Sultanate in world history.3 However, also for 

comparable Islamic polities within the pre-modern Nile to Oxus region, the study of the relationship 

between waqf, cultural memory, and household authority may lead to greater understanding of the 

role of commemorative culture in military patronage states.4 

We may add, that it would be especially helpful to further open up research explicitly 

addressing the diversity of actors and agents involved in commemorative practices and the 

production of memoria around Islamic courts, counterbalancing the weight of art-historical literature 

that focusses on the princely patron when discussing examples of commemorative art and 

architecture.  

On a larger scale, this study may also contribute to a qualification of the relationship between 

memory and political power. For too long, the political uses and missuses of collective and cultural 

memory have been considered the exclusive property of the modern nation state, where historicist 

narratives and rituals of commemoration help citizens to ‘imagine’ a shared national sovereignty, 

from which the legitimacy of democratic governments is also derived. Although it is clear that 

collective memory predates modernity in this way, the social efficacy of remembering and 

commemoration remains a subject to be researched further for the context of pre-modern political 

constellations. For the ancient empires of the Mediterranean the link between euergetism, 

commemoration, and the formation of elite identities has been explored. For the context of pre-

modern states and empires, the comparative study of charity, memoria, and power may lead to an 

enhanced understanding of the formation of elites and the integration of imperial subjects and 

subjectivities.   

																																																													
3	Stephen	Humphreys,	“The	Politics	of	the	Mamluk	Sultanate:	A	review	Article,”	MSR	9	(2005):	221-31,	at	221.		
4	Ibidem.	
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The findings or examples presented in this dissertation may also stimulate or inspire 

research into new areas within the field of waqf studies. Without rejecting the waqf’s role as a vehicle 

for decentralised urban development and social service, a critical approach to the declaration of 

charitable intent of medieval (and modern) founders, considering subtler or less tangible 

expectations of reciprocity, has already proven to be useful in comprehending the socio-political 

workings of the waqf in full. More such research, preferably in comparative perspective, will allow us 

to get a better understanding and appreciation of the waqf and religious foundations in places and 

times in history as central institutions that touched on so many aspects of society
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Addenda  

 

Figure	A.1:	The	Fusṭāṭ-Qāhira	conurbation 

1.	The	Qubbat	al-Naṣr	 	 	 	 6.	The	mosque	of	Ibn	Ṭūlūn	
2.	The	mosque	of	al-Ẓāhir	Baybars	 	 7.	The	city	of	Fusṭāṭ	
3.	The	walled	city	of	al-Qāhira	 	 	 8.	The	island	of	al-Rowḍa	
4.	The	Bayn	al-Qaṣrayn	 	 	 	 9.	Necropolis	of	the	two	Qarāfā’s	
5.	The	Citadel	of	the	Mountain		 	 	 10.	Shrine	of	Imām	al-Shāfi’ī	
Light	grey:	semi-urbanised	area	 	 	 Red:	the	extended	Qaṣaba	(main	road)	
Darker	grey:	built-up	area’s	 	 	 Pink:	other	important	roads.	
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Figure	A.2:	The	four	foundations	at	the	Bayn	al-Qaṣrayn 

Blue:	The	Manṣūriyya/Qalāwūn	complex	
1.	Qubba,	burial	place	of	al-Manṣūr	Qalāwūn,	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	and	al-Malik	al-Ṣāliḥ	Ismā‘īl	ibn	al-
Nāṣir	Muḥammad(extant)	
2.	Madrasa	of	Qalāwūn	(extant)	
3.	Bīmāristān	of	Qalāwūn	(ruin)		
4.	Location	of	the	minaret	
Pink:	The	Nāṣiriyya	
5.	The	Madrasa	of	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad	
6.	The	qubba,	burial	place	of	on	of	al-Nāṣir	Muḥammad’s	wifes,	al-Malik	al-Manṣūr	ibn	al-Nāṣir	
Muḥammad,	and	Nāṣir	al-Dīn	Ānūk	ibn	al-Naṣir	Muḥammad	
Yellow:	the	Ẓāhiriyya	(commissioned	by	al-Ẓāhir	Baybars)	
7.	The	Madrasa	al-Ẓāhiriyya	(no	loner	extant,	appart	from	the	north	east	corner	
Red:	The	Ṣāliḥiyya	
8.	Qubba,	burial	place	of	al-Malik	al-Ṣāliḥ	Ayyūb	
9.	One	of	the	two	madrasa’s	of	al-Ṣāliḥ	Ayyūb	(the	other,	to	the	north,	is	no	longer	extant).		
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Figure	A.3:	Octagonal	drum	as	characteristic	of	Qalāwūnid	qubba’s	
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Summary 
 

The Cult of Qalāwūn. Waqf, Commemoration, and Dynasty in early Mamluk 

Cairo, ca. 1280-1340 

 

Since a number of decades, historians highlight the importance of the waqf, the Arabic word used to 

describe Islamic pious endowments or foundations. Especially the so-called private or family 

foundations (waqf ahlī), which allowed wealthy patrons to supersede central government in 

providing education, poverty relief, and fresh water, has received good press.  

 Without denying the importance of this phenomenon, this dissertation focusses on the 

political flip-side of the waqf. This dissertation departs from the premise that, in the context of late 

medieval Islamic societies, there were always partisan and political interests at play in the 

establishment of a private waqf. In its capacity as a mechanism to privatise urban services and 

space, a family waqf was often also an important asset for individual patrons in their attempt to 

secure a prominent presence — and future —for their (extended) family, in an environment where 

the ‘state’ often consisted of nothing more and nothing less than a collection of competing 

households. 

 Partisan expediency may be one of the reasons why the waqf was very popular in the early 

Mamluk Sultanate, a polity which existed in Egypt and the Levant between 1240 and 1517 and was 

ruled from Cairo. The Mamluks had begun their career as slave-recruited army commanders in the 

army of their predecessors, the Ayyubids. In the 1240s they managed to appropriate political rule in 

a phased coup d’état. As all of the powerful amirs in the newly conceived Mamluk sultanate felt 

entitled to rule, there was no generally accepted protocol for succession. Attempts by individual 

amirs to secure dynastic rule within their own household were resisted by others for decades, until 

the breakthrough of the so called Qalāwūnids (1279-c.1380, with interuptions). This dynasty is 

called after Mamluk sultan al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn (r. 1279-1290). After Qalāwūn’s demise, his male 

offspring managed, against all odds and with initial interruptions, to successfully establish a 
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Mamluk dynasty that ruled the sultanate for nearly a century, during a period when the polity 

became a regional superpower.  

 This dissertation argues that a big waqf endowed by Qalāwūn, bequeathed to the benefit of a 

multifunctional complex of charitable ventures in the middle of the capital Cairo, could contribute 

to the Qalāwūnid dynastic breakthrough.  

 The fiscal and propagandistic advantages of pious foundations for patrician families such as 

the Qalāwūnids are well understood. But the waqf was more than a way to protect patrimony and a 

means to boost reputation. In the case of Qalāwūn, which is highly representative, the waqf 

endowment came with impressive architecture and a population of associates (ahl al-waqf), 

instructed to perform designated tasks and rituals. To get a better inside of how this cultural ‘super 

structure’ of the waqf could also cater to partisan interest, this dissertation focusses on the 

institution of the waqf from a novel perspective. It focusses on the waqf as a vehicle to enable 

commemorative cult.  

 As was customary for big private foundations, Qalāwūn’s waqf foundation had a funerary 

character. It also paid for and legitimised the construction and up-keep of Qalāwūn’s mausoleum, or 

qubba, attached to the complex in Cairo. In focussing on the commemorative culture which 

emerged in the first half of the thirteenth century around Qalāwūn’s funerary complex, this 

dissertation provides a new or supplementary answer to the question how the waqf helped the 

Qalāwūnds to establish their dynastic polity. In doing so, this dissertation has used the concept of 

memoria. This term is used by historians to describe interculturally current, yet culturally specific 

beliefs, acts, and forms relating to the care the living give to the dead.  

 The link between waqf, memoria and partisan dynastic politics has been pursued in three 

different parts. An introductory first part provides background information and discusses a number 

of relevant concepts and ideas within their scholarly contexts. The second part is concerned with 

Qalāwūn as founder (wāqif) and the design and creation of his memoria, as an ongoing monumental 

presence in the world, laying claim to the future greatness of his legacy. The last part is concerned 

with the reception and usage of Qalāwūnid memoria by the Qalāwūnid princes al-Ashraf Khalīl (r. 
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1290-1292) and al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (r. 1293-1294; 1299-1309; 1310-1341) to use it to their own 

advantage in concurence and conflict with the amirs. 

 In these parts, which together include eight chapters, it is argued that Qalāwūn’s waqf 

generated the money for Qalāwūn’s memoria, as manifested in epigraphy, architectural, ritual and 

ceremonial behaviour. It ensured that the wāqif and the associates of the waqf operated in a 

reciprocal relationship in which Qalāwūn himself was remembered — or even: socially kept alive —

by a group of people who in part derived their elite identity from the very fact that they belonged 

to a Qalāwūnid commemorative community. At the core of this group, performing formal tasks 

described in the waqf document, Qalāwūn’ sons had an advantage over the amirs, which they did 

not have in the political field. As members of the ahl al-waqf, they could shape and use the 

commemorative persona of their father to their own ideological advantage — using the qubba for 

their own display of royal credentials, linking their own memoria with that of their father’s. The 

amirs tried to do this, too, but were impeded because of their peripheral position in the 

commemorative community.  

 Yet, making use of the advantageous feats Qalāwūn’s waqf provided, still required an active 

intervention. Al-Ashraf Khalīl attempt at this backfired dramatically. Al-Nāṣir Muḥammad’s 

commemorative waqf politics, in contrast, were more successful. Starting during his second reign, 

he used the waqf of his father to perform his innate royalty vis-à-vis the amirs and created a royal 

aesthetic which was distinctly Qalāwūnid. By his third reign, which saw a number of reforms which 

obliterated the distinction between the Qalāwūnid household and the Sultanate all together — the 

memoria of Qalāwūn had become an essential part of the ceremony of the amirs’ investiture. Thus 

the commemorative community of Qalāwūn had, in a way, overlapped with the state itself.  

 In making these points, this dissertation hopes to give an inspiring example of how a focus 

on memoria in specific, or the cultural reproduction of power in general, may offer a way out of the 

ongoing debate on Mamluk dynasticism. It may help to understand the formation of dynasty in 

non-essentialist, non-exceptionalist terms; not as an aberration from an idealistic norm integral to 

a so-called ‘mamluk system’, nor as the result of a ‘family impulse’ necessitated by biology, but as a 

socio-cultural process in its own right  
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Samenvatting  
	

Qalāwūns cult: Waqf, memorie, en erfopvolging in vroeg Mamluks Egypte, ca. 

1280-1340 

 

Sinds een paar decennia benadrukken historici het belang van de waqf, het Arabische woord om een 

vrome stichting te beschrijven. Goede pers krijgen in het bijzonder de zogeheten privé- of 

familiestichtingen. Onderwijs, armenzorg, en de verstrekking van vers drinkwater behoorden tot de 

traditionele liefdadigheden waarin deze stichtingen voorzagen. Daarmee heeft de waqf een cruciale 

rol gespeeld in de decentrale ontwikkeling van een hoogontwikkelde, stedelijke cultuur in de 

islamitische wereld.  

 Deze dissertatie belicht die politieke keerzijde van de waqf. Zonder de positieve aspecten te 

willen ontkennen, wordt in deze dissertatie gekeken naar de politieke belangen die leidend waren 

bij het stichten van een waqf. Stichtingshistorici hebben de middeleeuwse stichting ook wel 

gedefinieerd als een ‘totaal fenomeen’. Op het eerste gezicht is zij een juridisch en fiscaal construct 

met een charitatieve en religieuze opgaaf van redenen. Vanwege het bewust duurzame karakter 

van een vrome stichting, had en heeft zij als organisatievorm en service-verstrekkende instelling 

echter ook verstrekkende sociale implicaties. Daarbij is er vaak sprake van een duidelijke culturele 

output; niet alleen in de vorm van architectuur maar ook andere producten en vormen van 

menselijk handelen met een identiteit-dragend karakter. Als een totaal fenomeen stelde de 

islamitische waqf de sultans en amirs (‘prinsen’, letterlijk: ‘bevelhebbers’) in staat te wedijveren met 

elkaar en soms met het hoogste gezag — om de eigen machtsclaims sociaal, visueel en symbolisch te 

onderbouwen en voor toekomstige generaties vast te leggen.  

 Als context voor deze kritische study van de waqf fungeert en vroege Mamlukse Sultanaat. 

Het Mamlukse Sultanaat bestond in Egypte en de Levant tussen 1240 en 1517 en werd hoofdzakelijk 

bestuurd vanuit Cairo. Gedurende de eerste eeuw van de Mamlukse heerschappij nam het aantal 

waqf-stichtingen in sterke mate toe.  
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 ‘De Mamlukken’, waren in eerste instantie een groep van amirs die hun militaire carrière 

waren begonnen in het Egyptische leger als slaaf-soldaten. Halverwege de dertiende eeuw, slaagden 

deze beroepsmilitairen erin om zich ook het politieke gezag toe te eigenen. Dit had consequenties 

voor de politieke cultuur, met name voor de manier waarop de opvolging was geregeld. Waar bij 

hun voorgangers, de Ayyūbieden, erfopvolging min of meer gold als vaste norm, was opvolging bij 

de Mamlukken niet geregeld en de machtigste amirs voelden zich elk in gelijke mate gerechtigd tot 

het koningschap. Pogingen ondernomen door deze amirs om, wanneer eenmaal aan de macht, een 

dynastie te stichten werden dan ook stelselmatig tegengewerkt door de andere amirs.  

 Dit veranderden met de zogeheten Qalāwūnieden. Deze Mamlukse dynastie is genoemd 

naar ‘founding father’ al-Manṣūr Qalāwūn (r. 1279-1290). Na diens dood gelukte het zijn nazaten om 

het koningschap binnen de mannelijke lijn te houden; tegen alle verwachtingen in en met een 

aantal onderbrekingen aan het begin.   

 Deze dissertatie bestudeert de functie van de waqf bij deze onverwachte discontinuïteit. De 

centrale stelling is dat een grote waqf gesticht door sultan Qalāwūn ten gunste van een 

multifunctioneel, charitatief complex in het centrum van Cairo kon bijdragen aan de dynastieke 

doorbraak van de Qalāwūnieden.  

 Het vernieuwende van deze dissertatie is dat hierbij niet in afzondering wordt gekeken naar 

de fiscale, sociale en propagandistische aspecten als dienstig aan de wereldlijke ambitie van 

Qalāwūn en zijn familie. Gekozen is voor een integratieve benadering die deze en andere aspecten 

van de waqf ziet als aan elkaar gerelateerde functies van een door de religie en traditie 

gelegitimeerd vehikel ter stichting en onderhoud van een politieke cultus.   

 Zoals gebruikelijk bij grote stichtingen, had ook Qalāwūns waqf-complex een funeraire 

functie. De stichting bekostigde en legitimeerde de bouw en het onderhoud van Qalāwūns 

mausoleum (qubba). Daarnaast betaalde en faciliteerde zij de instandhouding van een aantal riten 

en terugkerende feestelijkheden die de herinnering van de de overleden sultan in leven dienden te 

houden. Voor de beschrijving van dit systeem van materiele cultuur en menselijk handelen om de 

doden te herdenken, is in deze dissertatie de in de mediëvistiek gangbare term memoria gebruikt. 
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Het leidende argument is dat de waqf ten tijde van al-Nāṣir Muḥammad (rr. 1284-1341, met 

onderbrekingen), Qalāwūns tweede zoon, zowel ruimtelijk als sociaal de spil werd van een 

commemoratie gemeenschap die uiteindelijk het hele regime omvatte. Aan het einde wordt gesteld 

dat in het Mamlukse Sultanaat de door de waqf gefinancierde en gefaciliteerde memoria-cultus in 

Cairo een voorwaarde geweest is voor de formatie van een dynastiek staatsbestel.  

 Naar deze conclusie wordt in drie delen toegewerkt. Het eerste gedeelte bevat een 

historische en een historiografische inleiding. Daarin worden relevante concepten verklaard en de 

positie van de disseratie ten aanzien van een aantal discussies duidelijk gemaakt. In het tweede 

gedeelte staat Qalāwūn centraal als stichter (wāqif) en zijn memoria, zoals hij dat bij zijn leven had 

laten ontwerpen en voorbereiden. Het laatste deel van deze scriptie behandelt de receptie en het 

gebruik van deze memoria door de Qalāwāunidische prinsen al-Ashraf Khalīl (r. 1290-1292) en al-

Nāṣir Muḥammad ten behoeve van hun eigen agenda’s en in oppositie en concurrentie met de 

amirs, de ex-mamlukken van sultan Qalāwūn. Tijdens zijn derde regering, lukte het al-Nāṣir 

Muḥammad om de memoria van Qalāwūn te integreren in een eeuwenoud ritueel wezenlijk voor de 

islamitische staat zelf: de ceremonie voor de investituur van de nieuwe amirs. Hiermee vielen de 

cultus van Qalāwūn en de Mamlukse staat met elkaar samen.  
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