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iv | Introduction

While wandering the streets of Cairo, one is struck by the sight of earthenware jars,
brightly coloured plastic tanks, and gleaming metal coolers placed by the sidewalks.
They are the ollas, zeers, colemans, and coldairs. Though varied in shape and size, they
share a common purpose: offering cool, free drinking water to passersby. A welcome
respite from the Cairo heat, these containers provided by the city dwellers represent
a deeply ingrained tradition of almsgiving, a simple act of charity with profound
meaning in Islamic culture, where providing water is considered a highly meritorious
deed. Earlier traces of this tradition are still visible in the rich landscape of the city,
where one can see, often at the corner of religious buildings, beautifully decorated
sabils—structures from which sweet water was distributed “on behalf of God”, fi sabil
Allah.* The ollas, zeers, colemans, and coldairs also represent the living remains of a form
of water provision rooted in the history of Cairo, a city that until the introduction
of modern hydraulic infrastructure in the twentieth century relied on a complex
and multilayered water supply, in which multiple city dwellers and neighbourhood
communities had a role to play.

This work investigates Cairo’s complex water supply during the Mamlik period (648-
923/1250-1517), an over two-century-long timespan which left an enormous mark
in the city, still constellated by a remarkable number of its vestiges. It was at this
stage of its history that Cairo developed into a large city, with significant expansion
beyond the old clusters of Fatimid Cairo (al-Qahira) and Fustat. Its population also
experienced phases of substantial growth, reaching, according to historian André
Raymond, an estimated peak of 250,000 inhabitants before the Black Death, a scale
that established it as one of the largest capital cities in the Mediterranean region
at the time.’ The growth in size and population made the provision of a sufficient
water supply more complex and challenging. While recent scholarly research has
shed light on the hybrid nature of water management in Mamlak Cairo, many aspects
remain to be investigated further.* The present analysis aims to understand which
social, political and economic entities and dynamics were involved in the provision
of water and in the management of water facilities in the growing city, what were

1 Clifford E. Bosworth and Doris Behrens-Abouseif, “Sabil,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online
(EI-2 English), ed. P. Bearman (Brill, 2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0954.

> The anthropologist Tessa Farmer interprets the ollas, zeers, colemans, and coldairs as the “vernacular
forms” of the sabils. See: Tessa Farmer, Mel Throckmorton and Fazlah Rahaman, “The Sabils of
Cairo: Small Scale Urban Adaptations to Water Stress,” Journal of Sustainability Education (2020): 2-3.

> André Raymond, “Cairo’s Area and Population in the Early Fifteenth Century,” Mugarnas 2, no. 30
(1984): 30. Raymond emphasized that, concurrently, the estimated populations of major European
capitals such as London and Paris did not exceed 80,000 inhabitants. Only Constantinople’s
population might have rivalled Cairo’s in size.

4+ See, for instance: Amalia Levanoni, “Water Supply in Medieval Middle Eastern Cities: The Case of
Cairo,” al-Masaq 20, no. 2 (2008): 179-205. More literature on the topic will be discussed below.
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their respective roles, and how did they interact and complement each other. Within
this analysis, particular attention is given to the role of Islamic endowments (Ar.
waqf, pl. awqaf), institutions which proliferated during the period in question.
These foundations controlled multiple urban assets, including water facilities,
bathhouses, residences with their domestic hydraulic systems, religious structures,
and their charitable sabils. The bulk of this dissertation is based on case studies
drawn specifically from waqf documents related to foundations that established and
maintained both lucrative water structures and charitable water facilities across the
city. While the primary focus is on the role of these foundations, their influence can
only be fully understood by examining other agents and practices of water provision
active outside the awgqaf, such as the sultanic administration and water carriers,
which are also treated in this work.

Through the lens of water management, the ultimate goal of this work is to shed light
on governance dynamics, social practices, economic forces, and political negotiations
between the different groups and entities which made of Mamlak era Cairo a
complex and heterogenous pre-modern city. Reconstructing a full picture of Cairo’s
urban life between the mid-seventh/thirteenth and the early tenth/sixteenth century
remains an unattainable goal, for a great deal of historical data have been lost, or
were perhaps not even recorded. However, examining the organization of water
supply offers a valuable avenue for the exploration of under-researched actors and
dynamics, thereby expanding the scope of historical inquiry. As explained in what
follows, the study of water supply has, in recent decades, emerged as a crucial tool for
revealing previously hidden dimensions of society, from material practices to power
relationships, due to the many ways in which water and society interrelate.

I. Water as a Tool for Historical and Sociological Inquiry

In a paper published in 2010, anthropologists Ben Orlove and Steven C. Caton
proposed to approach water as a “total social fact”.* The term, borrowed from
Marcel Mauss’s conceptualization of exchanges in archaic societies, implies that
water should be studied as an element connecting different domains of social
life.® In particular, Orlove and Caton invited fellow anthropologists to holistically
approach the connections between water and a given society, focusing not only on

s Ben Orlove and Stephen C. Caton, “Water Sustainability: Anthropological Approaches,” Annual
Review of Anthropology 39, (2009): 401-15.

& Orlove and Caton, “Water Sustainability,” 402; Marcel Mauss, The Gift. The form and reason for exchange
in archaic societies (Routledge, 1990), 3. See also: Tessa Farmer, Well Connected. Everyday Water Practices
in Cairo (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2023), 6.
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vi | Introduction

the material aspects of water as a natural resource, but also on the various socio-
cultural values attributed to water in different spatial and historical contexts.
These authors stressed the importance of analysing “the wide range of people,
agencies, and processes involved in addressing concrete water problems” together
with the “waterscapes”—the different cultural understandings, perceptions, and
representations of water within a specific context.” Orlove and Caton’s article was a
ground-breaking contribution that demonstrated the significant potential of water
as a lens for understanding important aspects of societies.

A few years later, an article on Geoforum by geographers Jamie Linton and Jessica Budds
introduced the “hydrosocial cycle” concept, defining it as the “socio-natural process by
which water and society make and remake each other over space and time”.® Linton
and Budds argued that the need to manage water shapes the organization of society,
which in turn influences how water is distributed, leading to new forms of social
organizations, thus creating a continuous cycle of mutual influence.® Like Orlove and
Caton, also Linton and Budds invited scholars to move beyond the understanding of
water as a mere natural resource and as a passive object of politics. The innovative
aspect of the “hydrosocial cycle”, heir of the Marxist idea that the interaction between
men and natural resources simultaneously changes the nature of both, consists of
looking at water as an agent actively shaping social processes.” Furthermore, Linton
and Budds demonstrated that examining water management through the “hydrosocial
cycle” allows focusing on the different socio-political actors and interests at play,
together with their different discourses, understandings and views of “water”."
Building on the hydrosocial theory proposed by Linton and Budds, research focusing
on the social aspects of water must also consider its different “ontologies”—that is,
the various understandings of what water “is” and their socio-political implications.™
Thus, for example, understanding the functioning of ollas, zeers, colemans, and coldairs
requires examining not only the identities of givers and consumers, but also their
perception of water as a divine gift and the most worthy object of charity.”

7 Orlove and Caton, “Water Sustainability,” 408 and 411.

% Jamie Linton and Jessica Budds, “The hydrosocial cycle: Defining and mobilizing a relational-
dialectical approach to water,” Geoforum 57, (2014): 175.

s Linton and Budds, “The hydrosocial cycle,” 175.

- Linton and Budds, “The hydrosocial cycle,” 173 and 177.

u Linton and Budds, “The hydrosocial cycle,” 178.

2 Julian S. Yates, Leila M. Harris and Nicole J. Wilson, “Multiple ontologies of water: Politics, conflict
and implications for governance,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 35, no. 5 (2017): 797-
815. Peter Schulz and Alexis Gros, “Toward a Sociology of Water: Reconstructing the Missing ‘Big
Picture of Social Water Research,” Water 16, no. 13 (2024): 6-7.

B Farmer, Throckmorton and Rahaman, “The Sabils of Cairo,” 5. On the value of water as a divine gift
see also: Saleh Lamei Mostafa, “The Cairene Sabil: Form and Meaning,” Muqarnas 6 (1989): 35.
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Despite growing interest in the social dimensions of water, a fully-developed
theoretical framework for approaching the complex relationship between water
and societies remains to be established, as a recent article emphasized.* Significant
progress towards a better understanding of societies through water can be made by
combining the various approaches mentioned above. In an article published in 1982,
the historian Pierre Guichard summarized the legal aspects of water management in
the medieval Islamic world. This scholar emphasized that, while Islamic law provides
certain general rules for water usage, the various areas of the Islamic world knew
different styles of water management due to the widespread application of local
customs.” Although Guichard’s article predated the theoretical works discussed here,
it identified two crucial aspects of the relationship between water and societies of the
pre-modern Islamic world which resonate with these later theories. First, Guichard
noted the existence of multiple social and environmental contexts within the medieval
Islamic world, such as different geographical regions or different urban and rural
realities within the same region.* Such emphasis on the environmental differentiation
is a crucial aspect of the hydrosocial approach, which posits that the environmental
characteristics of water shape societal organization, which, in turn, influences
the organization of water resources, and so on. Second, Guichard highlighted the
coexistence of different understandings (or, “ontologies”) of water, namely those
underpinning general Islamic rules and the specific local norms regulating water use.”

The two aspects emphasized by Guichard—namely, environmental differences
and the coexistence of different cultural perceptions of water—resonate with
the structural development of historical research on water in the pre-modern or
early-modern Islamic world. The existing publications in this field tend to either
address the general theoretical framework of Islamic water law and its interaction
with customary norms, or focus on specific regional water systems. The former
group highlights the broad scope of shari‘a (Islamic law) regarding water use.®
Islamic law in fact simply indicates that water from natural springs and rivers is a
common good and cannot be appropriated, but if a well, spring or (minor) canal is
located within someone’s land, the owner of such land has the primary right to use

4 Schulz and Gros, “Toward a Sociology of Water,” 11-12..

5. Pierre Guichard, “Leau dans le monde musulman medieval,”in L'Homme et l'eau en Méditerranée et
au Proche Orient. II. Aménagements hydrauliques, Etat et législation. Séminaire de recherche 1980-1981, ed.
Frangoise et Jean Métral (Maison de I'Orient et de la Méditerranée, 1982), 117-118.

6 Guichard, “Teau,” 118-123.

7. Guichard, “Leau,” 117-118.

#. See, for instance: John C. Wilkinson, “Muslim Land and Water Law,” Journal of Islamic Studies 1,
(1990): 54-72. Thomas Naff, “Islamic Law and the Politics of Water,” in The Evolution of the Law and
Politics of Water, ed. ].W. Dellapenna, J. Gupta (Springer, 2009), 37-52.
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its water.” This broad legal framework allowed for the application of more context-
specific regulatory customs on water use, provided they did not conflict with shari‘a
rules.>® Because these regulatory customs varied geographically, recent studies on the
practical aspects of water management in the medieval Islamic world concentrate on
particular areas or cities. In the last few years, for instance, archaeologist Bethany
Walker has investigated how local communities responded to issues related to
water supply and irrigation systems in late-medieval Jordan.? An archaeological
paper by Marcus Milwright and Evanthia Baboula examined instead the water
engineering systems built with the patronage of Ottoman notables (functionaries,
wealthy individuals and religious authorities) in the Greek port cities of Nafplio and
Nafpakos.?> More recently, historian Yehoshua Frenkel analysed the complex political
and social dynamics underlying eighth/fourteenth-century Damascus’ water system,
emphasizing the participation of several actors (including governors, military
personnel, religious leaders, and the general populace) in the struggle for local water
control.? Historian Alan Mikhail’'s monograph analysed the environmental history
of provincial Egypt under Ottoman rule, focusing on the relationship between local
peasant communities (termed “water communities” due to their deep intertwining
with the irrigation system) and the Ottoman authorities. Mikhail demonstrated how
the relationship between rural communities and state authorities in Ottoman Egypt
evolved from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, with the state increasingly
asserting control over water resources and irrigation systems.*

Mikhail’s work represents a significant contribution to the expanding field of
historical research on Egyptian water management. The past two decades have
witnessed increasing scholarly interest in this area, particularly concerning Cairo’s
water systems, which has led to several other important studies. In 2008 historian
Amalia Levanoni published a seminal article on late-medieval Cairo’s water system.

v Wilkinson, “Muslim Land,” 60; Naff, “Islamic Law,” 41; Guichard, “Leau,” 117. For a detailed summary
of such rules see also: Maaike van Berkel, “Who Owns and Controls the Water? Water Management
in Mamluk Cairo,” in Communities, Environment and Regulation in the Premodern World, ed. Claire
Weeda, Robert Stein (Brepols, 2022), 138-9. These rules are famously described by the Iraqi Jurist al-
Mawardi (d. 450/1058) in his book on governance. See al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-sultaniyya (Maktabat
Dar Ibn Qutayba, 1989), 231-241.

2 Guichard, “Ceau,” 118. Wilkinson, “Muslim Land,” 63-65. Naff, “Islamic Law,” 41-42..

2 Bethany Walker, “The Struggle over Water: Evaluating the ‘Water Culture of Syrian Peasants under
Mamluk Rule,” in Developing Perspectives in Mamluk History, ed. Yuval Ben-Bassat (Brill, 2017), 287-310.

2. Marcus Milwright and Evanthia Baboula, “Water on the Ground: Water Systems in two Ottoman
Greek port Cities,” in Rivers of Paradise. Water in Islamic Culture, ed. Sheila Blair (Yale University Press
2009), 213-238.

2 Yehoshua Frenkel, “The Management of Water in Fourteenth-Century Damascus,” in Egypt and Syria
under Mamluk Rule, ed. Amalia Levanoni (Brill, 2021), 235-254.

#  Alan Mikhail, Nature and Empire in Ottoman Egypt (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 293.
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Her work provided an overview of the city’s water infrastructure, highlighting the
presence of multiple, coexisting water systems. Furthermore, Levanoni’s article
underscored the crucial role of the ruling elite in developing Cairo’s urban water
supply, emphasizing its financial capacity to undertake water-related projects.” In
a later publication, Levanoni focused instead on the construction and maintenance
of dykes and canals around Cairo during the Mamlak period, arguing that the
organization of such projects did not involve a specialized bureaucratic institution,
and that the capacity of the central government to sponsor large hydraulic
infrastructures decreased from the late eighth/fourteenth century onwards.>® A
comprehensive PhD thesis on the water system of Cairo during the Mamlak period
was completed by Valentine Denizeau in 2010.” This thesis, which unfortunately
remains unpublished, discusses multiple aspects of the urban water system focusing
on three key elements—natural phenomena, technological solutions, and political
instrumentalization of water by the ruling elite. Denizeau particularly highlights
the sultans’ involvement in the construction and upkeep of Cairo’s waterworks,
suggesting that the decline in such projects during the latter half of the Mamluk
period was a consequence of the Sultanate’s economic and political crises. Like
Levanoni, Denizeau also emphasized the lack of a dedicated central government body
for water management. In addition, she highlighted the potential of other social
and political entities to contribute to Cairo’s water supply, such as the charitable
foundations (the awqaf) established by the elite.?® More recently, the significance of
Islamic pious endowments for Mamlak Cairo’'s water supply, and the potential of
their founding documents (Ar. waqfiyya, pl. waqfiyyat) as sources for reconstructing
water provision in the medieval city, have been underscored by historian Maaike van
Berkel.? In her research on water management, Van Berkel demonstrated, echoing
Levanoni’s earlier findings, that Cairo’s water supply relied on a hybrid system of
structures and socio-political actors.*®

3 Levanoni, “Water Supply,” 179-205.

2 Amalia Levanoni, “Urban Water Management in the Medieval Middle East: The Case of Mamluk
Cairo,” in Egypt and Syria under Mamluk Rule, ed. Amalia Levanoni (Brill, 2021), 255-276.

- Valentine Denizeau, “Conduire 'eau dans Le Caire mamlik: installations hydrauliques et politiques
d’aménagements dans la capitale égyptienne (1250-1517),” (PhD diss., Université de Provence, 2010).

2 Denizeau did not tackle in detail the everyday water supply systems of the households, which
instead have been the object of an PhD thesis in archaeology completed in 2016. See: Matthew James
Harrison, “Fustat Reconsidered: Urban Housing and Domestic Life in a Medieval Islamic City,”
(PhD diss., University of Southampton, 2016). Harrison’s thesis will be discussed in more detail in
the third chapter of the present work.

». Maaike van Berkel, “Waqf Documents on the Provision of Water in Mamluk Egypt,” in Legal
Documents as Sources for the History of Muslim Societies, ed. Maaike van Berkel, Léon Buskens, Petra M.
Sijpesteijn (Brill, 2017), 229-244.

- Van Berkel, “Who Owns and Controls the Water?,” 135-145.
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These earlier works lay a solid foundation by shedding light on some of the different
social and political entities that harnessed, organized, and controlled water resources.
However, a comprehensive understanding of Cairo’'s water supply demands further
research into the complex, reciprocal interplay between socio-political actors, economic
forces, natural phenomena, and into how various provision modes shaped urban
dynamics. This study addresses this gap by delving deeper into identifying specific
actors, networks, norms, strategies, beliefs, traditions, and innovations that mutually
influenced and were influenced by Cairo’s water management. By adopting a pluralistic
perspective that embraces different intersections, it offers a more dynamic view of
both water management and Mamltik-era society, examining diverse social actors from
various strata without imposing pre-conceived social schemes (e.g., “State” or “elites”),
thereby seeking to understand the socio-economic dynamics of water supply on their
own terms. This work’s extensive use of waqf deeds as documentary sources enables
an in-depth analysis of the intricate networks of individuals (including women) and
resources that shaped the trajectory of numerous water facilities and practices in the
city. Furthermore, it illuminates the roles of other social actors, like water carriers
and wagqf servants, who are largely underrepresented in existing historiography. This
approach allows the analysis to encompass social elements beyond those traditionally
identified as elites (e.g., high-ranking military and civilian officials and religious
authorities), by also considering networks outside the central administration.
Consequently, it significantly enlarges the scope of the research to include elements of
society that have only recently become areas of interest in Mamltk studies.* Finally,
this work also shows how water was perceived and managed in different ways—as a
resource, a symbol of power, a hazard, a commodity, and a sacred gift—and how these
varied perceptions directly influenced distinct forms of water management and supply,
which in turn profoundly shaped social and economic realities. This perspective allows
for the integration of the built environment with the natural one, thereby incorporating
the environmental element into the research—an aspect that has been gradually
introduced and gained traction in Mamlik studies over the last two decades.®

Through this socio-political and economic analysis of water management, this
dissertation offers a nuanced understanding of Mamlak society. While perhaps not
introducing a “new paradigm of a model of social action” that scholars identify as
lacking in Mamluk studies, this work nevertheless reveals the enormous complexity of
a society in which various and evolving forms of aggregation and division coexisted.”

% Yossef Rapoport, “New Directions in the Social History of the Mamluk Era,” in History and Society
During the Mamluk Period (1250-1517), ed. Stephan Conermann (Bonn University Press, 2014), 145-6.

- Rapoport, “New Directions,” 151.

#  Rapoport, “New Directions,” 152.



Introduction

The findings presented here, therefore, can help form a more advanced theoretical
sociological framework, applicable to Mamltk society and, potentially, to broader
historical and sociological contexts. Indeed, while the dynamics uncovered by this work
remain proper to Mamlak Cairo, it is hoped that the findings will provide material for
cross-regional comparisons. A few comparative studies have come to light as outputs
of the NWO project “Source of Life” led by Maaike van Berkel, of which this dissertation
is also a part. Together with Josephine van den Bent, for instance, I have explored
parallels in the role of charitable giving for water provision in Mamlak Cairo and
Abbasid Baghdad.** Similarly, Josephine van den Bent and Peter Brown have identified
relevant parallels in the construction of royal water conduits in Abbasid Baghdad and
Samarra and the Tul@inid citadel of al-Qata’i‘.* Stemming from the “Source of Life”
project, Maaike van Berkel’s comparative study of urban water management across the
medieval Islamic world is expected for publication in the coming years. Concurrently,
a forthcoming volume will compile contributions from the project’s final conference,
focusing on top-down and bottom-up water management dynamics in various
historical and geographical contexts. Gathering the pieces of this complex puzzle for
Mamlik Cairo thus offers a contribution to this larger comparative framework.

I1. The Socio-Spatial Context: Cairo During the
Mamlik Period

ii.i The City and its Waters

Before discussing the methodology and structure of this work, a brief overview of
Cairo’s geographical and political context is in order. Between 648/1250 and 923/1517,
Cairo served as the capital of a large Sultanate encompassing the various provinces
of Egypt, and the regions of the Hijaz and the Sham. By the seventh/thirteenth and
eighth/fourteenth centuries, Cairo had emerged as not only the seat of the sultanic
administration but also a pivotal economic hub and the paramount centre of the
Sunni Islamic world. This trajectory led to its evolution into one of the world’s most
populous and dynamic metropolises, attracting people from across the Middle East,
North Africa, Europe, and Central Asia.’® The urban space underwent a period of

*#*  Josephine van den Bent and Angela Isoldi, “Pleasing God, Serving the Citizens: Charity and Water
Supply in Cairo and Baghdad,” in City, Citizen, Citizenship, 400-1500: A Comparative Approach, ed. Els
Rose, Robert Flierman, Merel de Bruin-van de Beek (Palgrave, 2024), 199-229.

»  Josephine van den Bent and Peter ] Brown, “Constructing Hydraulic Infrastructure in the ‘Abbasid
and Talanid Capitals: Water Conduits in Baghdad, Samarra and Cairo between the Eighth and
Ninth Centuries,” al-Masaq 37, no. 1 (2025): 126—-145.

. Stephen Humphreys, “Egypt in the world system of the later Middle Ages,” in The Cambridge History
of Egypt, Volume 1: Islamic Egypt, 640-1517, ed. Carl Petry (Cambridge University Press, 1998), 445-461.
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significant development, traces of which still dot Cairo’s modern landscape. The
city’s growth and increasing population necessitated a more extensive and efficient
water supply.”” Long-lived traditions and improvised solutions were adopted
throughout the Mamluk period to fulfil Cairo’s water demand. The geography of the
city, however, presented several challenges.

By the mid-seventh/thirteenth century, four main urban clusters existed on the
eastern side of the Nile. The oldest and southernmost settlement, Fustat-Misr, was
established in 20/642 by the troops of ‘Amr ibn al-‘As. Initially a garrison town,
Fustat developed into a true city during the first century of Muslim rule over Egypt,
merging with the pre-Islamic nucleus of Babylon.*® North of Fustat, the hubs of al-
‘Askar and al-Qata’i‘ were founded respectively by the Abbasids in 133/750 and by
Ibn Taltn in 256/870.% Further north lay the Fatimid walled palace-city of al-Qahira
(referred to in this work also as Fatimid Cairo), established in 385/969. After the
Fatimids, this hub developed into the capital’s most important urban area, retaining
its distinct socio-political importance throughout the Mamlak period.* The latest of
these clusters, and the furthest settlements from the Nile, was the citadel situated
on the rocky hill south-east of Fatimid Cairo. Known as Qal‘at al-Jabal (Citadel of the
Mountain), it was founded in 572/1176 as the headquarters of the Ayyubid leadership
and remained the royal seat throughout the Mamltik period as well. All these urban
hubs became enclosed within a single defence wall after Salah al-Din (r. 569-589/1174-
1193) started the construction of a large fortification in 572/1176-7.%

Of these clusters, Fustat-Misr was the one closer to the Nile shore. When at the
beginning of the fourth/eleventh century the Egyptian physician Ibn Ridwan (d.
460/1068) wrote his treatise Risala fi daf madarr al-abdan bi-ard” Misr (“On the Prevention
of Bodily Ills in Egypt”), this urban centre was adjacent to the Nile, its primary source
of drinking water. The river, however, was polluted by sewage outlets, droppings, and
animal carcasses people threw in it. Moreover, low Nile levels sometimes resulted in

77 According to an estimate by archaeologist Tim Williams, in the pre-modern “Islamic city” the
average water consumption amounted to 20-40 liters per capita per day. Tim Williams, “Flowing into
the city: Approaches to water management in the early Islamic city of Sultan Kala, Turkmenistan,”
in Water Societies and Technologies from the Past and Present, ed. Yijie Zhuang and Mark Altaweel (UCL
Press, 2018), 160-161.

- André Raymond, Cairo, trans. Willard Wood (Harvard University Press, 2000), 17-19.

»- Tarek Swelim, “Al-Qata’i‘: A Lost City in Cairo — Revisited,” in Routledge Handbook on Cairo: Histories,
Representations and Discourses, ed. Nezar Al-Sayyad (Routledge, 2022), 10-11; Janet L. Abu-Lughod,
Cairo. 1001 Years of the City Victorious (Princeton University Press, 1971), 13-25.

- Raymond, Cairo, 31-40.

“ Nasser Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo. A New Interpretation of Royal Mamluk Architecture (Brill, 1995), 9-17.

# Neil D. MacKenzie, Ayyubid Cairo. A Topographical Study (AUC Press, 1992), 52-58.
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limited river flow along Fustat’s shores, which worsened the water’s quality and the air
of the city.® The Fatimid city was situated farther from the Nile banks, which made its
water supply more complicated. Ibn Ridwan recorded that al-Qahira’s population relied
primarily on well water, also for drinking. Cairo’s well water, however, was far from
palatable. The same Ibn Ridwan attested that “the proximity of the well water of Cairo
to the surface of the earth, combined with the thinness of the soil, makes it inevitable
that some of the waste from the latrines reaches the underground water by secretion”.*
Moreover, the saline soil on which the city is built affected the quality of groundwater.
The Persian traveller Nasir-i Khusraw, who visited Cairo around 437/1045, reported that
the city’s well water “becomes more brackish the farther you get from the Nile”.* These
early descriptions reflect a reality that persisted in later periods: the Sultanate’s capital
relied on two primary water sources—the Nile and wells. However, well water was
generally considered unsuitable for drinking, and the Nile was distant from parts of the
city. A major environmental change further complicated the situation: from the second
half of the sixth/twelfth century onwards, the Nile gradually changed its course, slowly
receding from the western walls of al-Qahira, and leaving a large, empty area between
the city and the riverbanks.* This phenomenon had significant repercussions for the
city’s water supply and the development of the urban space, even after the river course
stabilized around the end of the seventh/thirteenth century.

By 648/1250, two dilapidated aqueducts crossed the landscape of Cairo south of the
Fatimid city. The oldest, built by a Christian architect at the service of Ibn Talan in
the late third/ninth century, extended between the citadel of al-Qata‘l and the area
south of Fustat. It probably fell into disuse already by the fourth/tenth century,
when the Tulanid capital was destroyed by the Abbasid forces.*” The other aqueduct,
built in the late sixth/twelfth century, was embedded in a section of Salah al-Din’s
wall running between the Nile and the Citadel. As will be discussed in Chapter 1 of

# Ibn Ridwan, Medieval Islamic Medicine: Ibn Ridwan’s Treatise “On the Prevention of Bodily Ills in Egypt,”
trans. Michael W. Dols (University of California Press, 1984), 105-9.

#  Tbn Ridwan, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 107.

# Nasir-i Khusraw, Naser-e Khosraw’s Book of Travels (Safarnama), trans W. M. Thackston Jr (Bibliotheca
Persica, 1986), 46. See also: Paulina B. Lewicka, Food and Foodways of Medieval Cairenes. Aspects of Life in
an Islamic Metropolis of the Eastern Mediterranean (Brill, 2011), 457.

4 Nelly Hanna, An Urban History of Balaq in the Mamluk and Ottoman Periods (IFAO, 1983), 3. This
phenomenon will be discussed further in Chapter 1.

#- Swelim, “Al-Qata’i‘,” 11; al-Balawi, Sirat Ahmad ibn Talun (Maktabat al-Thaqafa al-Diniyya, 1939), 56
and 181-3. On the basis of al-Balawi, Swelim claims that this aqueduct was meant as a water source
accessible to everyone, and not only for the palace of Ibn Talan. Yet some doubts remain, also
because only a small section of the monument is extant south of Fustat in addition to the remains
of the Talanid saqiya at the Kabsh hill. See also: Van den Bent and Brown, “Constructing Hydraulic
Infrastructure,” 14-17.
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this work, part of its route was incorporated in the Citadel’s new aqueduct built in
the early eighth/fourteenth century by Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad (third reign:
709-741/1310-1341), and by Sultan al-Ghawri (r. 906-922/1501-1516) in the early tenth/
sixteenth century.*® From its initial construction through subsequent restorations,
this aqueduct was exclusively dedicated to supplying water to the Citadel and the
sultanic court, and did not serve the urban population.

The areas around the urban centres were scattered with seasonal water bodies. Of
utmost importance was the canal which ran from the Nile shores north of Fustat to
the northern outskirts of the Fatimid city. This canal, known variously as al-Khalij al-
Kabir (the Great Canal), al-Khalij al-Misri, or Khalij al-Hakimi, predated the Islamic
conquest of Egypt, but was excavated anew around 23/643, during the reign of the
Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, for which it was also designated as Khalij Amir al-
Mu ‘minin (Canal of the Commander of the Faithful).# The dyke closing the mouth of
the Khalij al-Kabir was opened during the yearly Nile flood, and the canal was filled
with the river’s water throughout the late summer and early autumn, becoming an
additional source of water for the city.*® However, as the Nile level started to decrease
after the month of October, reaching its minimum height between February and
June, the water in the Khalij al-Kabir became scarce, stagnant, and polluted. Besides
the Khaljj al-Kabir, a few minor canals connected the Nile to other areas around the
city. The Khalij Bani Wa’il extended to the southern periphery of Fustat.® Located
on the northwestern outskirts of Fatimid Cairo were Khalij al-Dhakar and the Fumm
al-Khawr. The latter was expanded during the reign of the Fatimid Caliph al-Z3hir
ibn al-Hakim (r. 411-427/1021-1036) to irrigate a nearby orchard. The Khalij al-Dhakar
was enlarged and then abandoned in the early eighth/fourteenth century, due to a
sultanic project discussed in Chapter 1 of this work (Fig. 1).%

- Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 198.

#- al-Maqrizi, al-Mawa ‘iz wa al-i‘tibar fi dhikr al-khitat wa al-athar (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1998),
1:135; John P. Cooper, The Medieval Nile. Route, Navigation and Landscape in Islamic Egypt (AUC Press,
2014), 96-7.

5o Ibn Ridwan, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 108.

s al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:275.

2 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:257-8.
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During the annual Nile flood, occurring between June and October, a number of

seasonal ponds (Ar. birka, pl. birak) appeared in the areas surrounding the urban

centres. The physician Ibn Ridwan attested that these ponds were “filled with the

secretion of the earth from the days of the Nile flood”, adding that their water was

“ruined because it is stagnant and because their soil is salty and substances flowing

into them are putrid”.>* As the Nile level decreased during the winter months, these

ponds turned into green areas and were used as orchards or pasture grounds.**

s> Ibn Ridwan, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 107.

s+ Angela Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo in the Mamlak Period: A Topographic and Socio-Economic Study,”

al-Masaq 36, no. 3 (2024): 374-5.
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Despite their seasonal nature and the non-potable quality of their water, some of
these ponds held considerable socio-economic importance even prior to the Mamlak
period. The ones located south of Fustat, namely the Birkat al-Habash, Birka al-
Shu‘aybiyya and the Birkat al-Shata, supported the agricultural productions of the
villages around the area. During the Umayyad period, the governor Qurra ibn Sharik
(in office 90-96/709-715) converted the wasteland around the Birkat al-Habash into
a plantation of reeds. Throughout the Fatimid period, celebrations for Nawraz,
Epiphany, and Christmas took place around the same pond. Beneath the hill of al-
Kabsh, where the Talanid citadel of al-Qata‘i was located, lay the Birkat Qaran and
the Birkat al-Fil. The former served as a source of water for al-Qata‘i, and the latter,
still scarcely populated in the seventh/thirteenth century, became the heart of one
of the most important urban quarters of Mamlak-era Cairo.”® A pond called Batn al-
Baqara, situated between Fatimid Cairo and the Nile and used as a leisure ground
by the Fatimid court, disappeared at the beginning of the Mamlak period, during
the reign of Sultan al-‘Adil Kitbugha (r. 694-696/1294-1296), due to the progressive
shifting of the river westwards.*¢ The site of this pond remained scarcely populated
until the late ninth/fifteenth century, when it became the stage of the ambitious
construction project promoted by the atabak al-‘asakir (commander of the army)
Azbak min Tutukh, discussed in detail in this work.

The Nile cycle had implications not only for the city’s water resources but also for
its socio-economic stability. The agrarian economy of the whole of Egypt depended
on the yearly Nile flood, carefully monitored from the Nilometer (the miqyas al-nil).
This structure was built during the reign of the Abbasid Caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 232.-
247/847-861) on the southern extremity of the Rawda Island, in front of Fustat.”” When
the Nilometer readings indicated a disruption in the delicate balance required for
adequate irrigation, and forecasts predicted either drought or devastating floods, the
Sultanate’s economy was jeopardized, often leading to instability and social unrest
in the capital.®® The presence of the Nilometer is emblematic of the social, economic
and political role water played in the city. The river’s influence on the Sultanate’s
economy, coupled with the strategies employed by the sultans, their court, and the

5= Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 369-70 and 375-6.

6 Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 371-2..

7 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 1:111-3; Jalal al-Din al-Suytti, Kawkab rawda fi tarikh al-Nil Jazirat al-Rawda, ed.
Muhammad al-Shishtawi (Dar al-Afaq al-‘Arabiyya, 2002), 146-151. See also: Zaraza Friedman,
“Nilometer,” in Encyclopaedia of the History of Science, Technology and Medicine in Non-Western Cultures,
3rd ed., ed. Helaine Selin (Springer, 2016), 3386-3404.

58 The recurrence of such dynamics is one of the subjects treated by the scholar al-MaqrizI in his essay
Ighathat al-umma bi-kashf al-ghumma. See Taql al-Din Ahmad ibn “All al-Maqrizi, Mamluk Economics: A
Study and Translation of al-Maqrizi’s [ghathah, trans. Adel Allouche (University of Utah Press, 1994), 27-49.
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urban populace to adapt to and utilize the available water resources, were critical
factors in shaping the organization of late-medieval Cairene society.

ii.ii The political scene

Throughout the period covered by this work, Cairo was the capital of the Sultanate
and the heart of a regime marked by complex socio-political dynamics. The Sultanate
relied on different socio-political groups, which became more or less influential
depending on constantly shifting power balances. Following the death of the Ayyabid
Sultan al-Malik al-Salih (r. 637-647/1240-1249), the Turkish recruits that this ruler had
consistently added to his army as military slaves (Ar. mamlik, pl. mamalik) gained
significant political influence. After a few years of political struggle, the regime
established by al-Malik al-Salily's recruits gained relative stability under Sultan al-
Zahir Baybars (r. 658-676/1260-1277). This sultan did not succeed in establishing
his descendants as successors to the throne, and the last decades of the seventh/
thirteenth century were dominated by the figures of Sultan al-Manstr Qalawan (r.
678-689/1279-1290) and his sons, al-Ashraf Khalil (r. 689-693/1290-1293) and al-Nasir
Muhammad. Al-Nasir Muhammad reigned throughout the end of the seventh/
thirteenth and the first half of the eighth/fourteenth century, although with two
interruptions. Between 694/1294 and 698/1299, al-‘Adil Kitbugha and al-Manstir Lajin,
both former recruits of Qalawin, briefly held power. Subsequently, from 708/1309 to
709/1310, Qalawin’s former mamlik Baybars al-Jashankir occupied the throne. Al-
Nagir Muhammad eventually re-established and fully secured his reign in 709/1310.

Throughout the final decades of the seventh/thirteenth century, a period marked by
conflicts against the Crusaders and the Mongols in the Levant, the Turkish recruits
imported from Central Asia as military slaves constituted the Sultanate’s most
influential political group.® Members of the military were compensated for their
services with the temporary assignation of iqta ' lands, lots belonging to the Treasury
(bayt al-mal) and allotted to military officials with the right of tax collection.® The
system, established in Egypt already under the Ayytbids, was reorganized during
the third reign of al-Nasir Muhammad (r. 709-741/1310-1341). This Sultan realized
a survey of iqta’ lands (al-rawk al-nasiri), and reformed the distribution of lots in a

- This brief summary is based on: Robert Irwin, The Middle East in the Middle Ages. The Early Mamluk
Sultanate, 1250-1382 (Southern Illinois University Press, 1986), 1-102; Linda Northrup, “The Bahri
Mamlak Sultanate, 1250-1390,” in The Cambridge History of Egypt, Volume 1: Islamic Egypt, 640-1517, ed.
Carl Petry (Cambridge University Press, 1998), 242-253.

¢ Hassanein Rabie, The Financial System of Egypt AH 564-741/AD 1169-1341 (Oxford University Press,
1972), 32-41.
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way that benefitted especially his own entourage, to the detriment of senior officials
raised to power under his predecessors.*

The third reign of al-Nagir Muhammad saw the end of conflicts with the Ilkhanid
Mongols, and was marked by relative peace. This ruler consolidated his power by
favouring his household and entourage, and invested in multiple construction
projects in Cairo and its surroundings.® The second half of the eighth/fourteenth
century, however, did not enjoy the same degree of stability. Although al-Nasir
Muhammad’s descendants reigned (mostly only nominally) until 784/1382, the spread
of the bubonic plague in the mid-eighth/fourteenth century, together with major
economic difficulties and power struggles between the dominant factions, made of
these decades a period of considerable turmoil.® A major political change occurred
as a former mamlak, the amir Barqaq (d. 801/1399), ascended to the throne. Like
this ruler, the majority of sultans that ascended to the throne up to 923/1517 were
former military slaves.® The rise of Barqiiq also coincided with the onset of profound
economic changes that significantly impacted the Sultanate and the internal
structure of the regime. Sultan Barqiiq’s reign in fact followed a series of epidemics
that had caused a major demographic crisis, which resulted in a reduced control of
the Sultanate over the agricultural lands allotted to the military.* As the yields of the
agrarian lands decreased, the Sultan had to rely on different financial means. In this
context, the sale of administrative posts became an alternative source of revenues.®
The proliferation of this practice led to the rise of powerful bureaucrats who from the
early ninth/fifteenth century obtained prestigious and influential positions at court.*

¢ Sato Tsugitaka, State And Rural Society In Medieval Islam. Sultans, Muqta's and Fallahun (Brill, 1997), 145-152..

¢ Raymond, Cairo, 118-137. Willem Flinterman and Jo Van Steenbergen, “Al-Nasir Muhammad and the
Formation of the Qalawunid State,” in Pearls on a String: Art in the Age of Great Islamic Empires, ed. A.
Landau (The Walters Art Museum and University of Washington Press, 2015), 96-98.

& Northrup, “The Bahri Mamluk Sultanate,” 253.

¢ Jo Van Steenbergen, Patrick Wing, and Kristof Dhulster, “The Mamlukization of the Mamluk
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Comparative Solutions and a New Research Agenda,” History Compassi4, no. 11 (2016): 565.

& Michael W. Dols, The Black Death in the Middle East (Princeton University Press, 1977), 154-169; Boaz
Shoshan, “Notes sur les epidemies de peste en Egypte,” Annales de Demographie Historique 1, (1981):
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System Reconsidered,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 46, no. 3 (2004): 461-3; Jean-Claude
Garcin, “The Regime of the Circassian Mamliks,” in The Cambridge History of Egypt, Volume 1: Islamic
Egypt, 640-1517, ed. Carl Petry (Cambridge University Press, 1998), 314. This major change will be
discussed in more detail at the beginning of Chapter 1.
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Under Barqiq’s son and successor Faraj ibn Barqiq (r. 801-808/1399-1405 and 808-
815/1405-1412), the Sultanate witnessed a new phase of economic crisis and political
turmoil. Successive outbreaks of the plague, together with the failure of the military
campaign against Timur in Syria at the beginning of the century, and the internal
strife between the Sultan and the amirs, make of the reign of Faraj a period of
significant socio-economic hardship. In the period following the assassination of
Faraj and the ascent of Barquq’s former mamlik al-Mu’ ayyad Shaykh (r. 815-824/1412-
1421), a number of families of religious scholars from Syria migrated to the capital and
established their influence within the sultanic administration.® During the reign of
al-Ashraf Barsbay (r. 825-841/1422-1438), the establishment of the sultanic monopoly
over key trade commodities, particularly spices, led to the inclusion of wealthy
merchants (khawdja) within the ruling group, as they became essential to the sultan’s
commercial ventures.® Though bureaucrats remained key actors of the political
scene throughout the ninth/fifteenth century, the last decades of the Mamlik regime,
marked by the long reigns of al-Ashraf Qaytbay (r. 872-901/1468-1498) and Qanisawh
al-Ghawrl (r. 906-922/1501-1516) saw the emergence of senior military officials as

pivotal figures within the ruling group.”

The many political changes that occurred throughout this two-and-a-half-century
span, here briefly summarized, are not to be interpreted as phases of a linear
process of State formation, but rather a complex sequence of transformations
in the composition of the ruling groups. Such understanding of the Sultanate as
constituted of dynamic and alternating power networks of individuals sharing
political influence and economic resources is crucial to the present work, where I
argue that such organization had significant repercussions on the management
of water resources, and on the construction and upkeep of water systems in Cairo.
These effects stemmed essentially from the distribution of resources from the bayt
al-mal (the Sultanate’s treasury) to the ruling group, and the subsequent endowment
of these resources in waqf foundations. The conversion of Treasury resources into
waqf properties, which recent scholarship designates as wagfization, transformed
the Sultanate’s land-holding system and the organization of multiple urban assets

s Bernadette Martel-Thoumian, Les Civils et LAdministration Dans L'Etat Militaire Mamluk ( IXe/XVe
Siécle) (IFPO, 1992), 244, 258, and 275. See also: Jo Van Steenbergen, A History of the Islamic World.
Empire, Dynastic Formation and Heterogeneities in Pre-Modern Islamic West Asia (Routledge: 2021), 399.

% Francisco Apellaniz, Pouvoir et Finance en Méditerranée Pré-Moderne: Le Deuxiéme Etat Mamelouk et le
Commerce des Epices (1382-1517) (CISC, 2009) 106-110.

7 Garcin, “The Regime of the Circassian Mamluks,” 305. Jo Van Steenbergen and Maya Termonia,
“Social Infrastructures, Military Entrepreneurship, and the Making of the Sultan’s Court in
Fifteenth-Century Cairo. The Case of the Court Office of ‘the Chief Head of the Guards’ (ra’s nawbat
al-nuwab),” JESHO 65 (2022), 823.

XIix




xx | Introduction

and structures, including water facilities.” The phenomenon of wagfization and the
proliferation of awqaf represent a key aspect of the Mamluk period. Given that this
study greatly focuses on their role in Cairo’s water management, they require a
dedicated introduction.

ii.iii The mushrooming of waqf foundations in Mamlik Cairo

Between the late seventh/thirteenth and the early tenth/sixteenth century, waqf
foundations became particularly widespread in Egypt. It has been estimated that
by the time the Ottomans entered the country in 923/1517, about 40% of Egypt’s
agricultural lands and the majority of Cairo’s buildings constituted part of waqf
foundations.” Throughout the Mamltk period, the awqaf financed and managed
most of Cairo’s religious buildings, commercial facilities, and residential structures.
These urban assets included also essential water facilities, like communal hammams
(bathhouses), wells, waterwheels and basins for common use, in addition to domestic
hydraulic systems, and those associated with commercial and religious buildings,
notably ablution facilities and sabils (charitable water dispensers). Waqf documents
are central to the analysis of this dissertation, and this centrality stems from two
key factors: the abundance of water structures controlled by waqf foundations in
the urban space, and the rich data waqf documents provide concerning the location,
layout, and functioning of these structures, as well as the socio-economic dynamics
that shaped their trajectories. Almost no other extant source offers such a wealth of
detailed information on the water structures of Mamlak Cairo.” At the same time, by
meticulously examining the functioning and trajectory of water structures endowed
within certain awgqaf, this research also contributes significantly to the broader
understanding of waqf as a socio-economic force, illustrating its dynamic role in
urban development and social organization beyond its apparent charitable purpose.

Prior to a discussion of the causes and effects of the mushrooming of waqf foundations
in Mamlak Cairo, it is necessary to provide a brief overview of the nature and

7 Daisuke Igarashi, Land Tenure, Fiscal Policy and Imperial Power in Medieval Syro-Egypt (Middle East
Documentation Center, 2015), 178-182; Land Tenure and Mamluk Waqfs (EB Verlag, 2014), 7. Albrecht
Fuess, “Wagqfization in the late Mamluk Empire: A deliberate policy or chaos management?,” EGY
Landscape Project, Working Paper 1 (2020):1-3. Jo Van Steenbergen, “From Temiir to Selim: Trajectories
of Turko-Mongol State Formation in Islamic West-Asia’s Long Fifteenth Century,” in Trajectories of
State Formation across Fifteenth-Century Islamic West-Asia. Eurasian Parallels, Connections and Divergences,
ed. Jo Van Steenbergen (Brill, 2020), 44-45.

7 Muhammad Amin, Izdihar al-Awqaf fi ‘asr Salatin al-Mamalik: dirasa tarikhiyya wath@’iqiyya (Wizarat
al-Awqaf, 2001), 257. Igarashi, Land Tenure and Mamluk Waqfs, 8.

7 While al-Maqrizl’s topography of Cairo (discussed below) offers an exception, this source only
details a selection of structures and its coverage extends only up to the first half of the ninth/
fifteenth century.
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function of Islamic endowments. In the Islamic tradition, a waqf is a deed by which
a founder (in Arabic, wagif, pl. waqifun) perpetually endows for a pious cause a set of
properties (mawgqif), alienating it from market transactions, inheritance and the
like. Part of the endowed set of properties must be income-generating to ensure the
wagqf foundation’s financial self-sufficiency and long-term functionality. The income-
generating properties endowed as the part of the mawgqif are called ‘ayn, and the
revenues they produce, the manfa‘a, is to be used for the maintenance of the foundation
and for financing the charitable endeavours established by the founder. The people
and institutions benefitting from the income of the wagqf (called ahl al-waqf or mawquf
‘alayhi) are designated by the founders and indicated more or less specifically in a
waqf deed. Depending on the nature of the beneficiaries, waqf deeds are traditionally
categorized either as awqaf ahliyya (benefitting the family of the founders) or awqaf
khayriyya (benefitting a group of people that are not related to the founders). However,
such distinction does not necessarily represent a sharp dichotomy. Many foundations
included among their beneficiaries the families of the founders together with
institutions or social groups outside the founders’ households. Moreover, since the
waqf is meant to be everlasting and families are susceptible to extinction, even the
foundations established for the benefit of the founders’ families indicate a general
social group (for instance, the needy and the poor) as ultimate beneficiary.”

The founder, the endowed properties, and the beneficiaries of a waqf foundation
are indicated and described in the waqf deed (or waqfiyya). The terminology used
within these foundational documents designates them as a maktib waqf or kitab
waqf.” These documents stipulate also the conditions (shurit) for the maintenance,
management, and upkeep of the foundations. The management of a waqfis entrusted
to an administrator, called nazir or mutawalli, appointed by the founder, or chosen
according to criteria established by the founder in the waqf deed. In order to be
valid, the stipulation of a waqf deed must be approved by the judicial authority (the
qadi) and endorsed by two witnesses. In theory, once it meets the necessary legal
requirement and is validated, a waqf can not be altered in any of its parts unless the
founders agree to do so. Any variation in the waqf must be recorded and approved by
the judicial authorities too.”

7+ Muhammad Zubair Abbasi, “The Classical Islamic Law of Waqf: A Concise Introduction,” Arab Law
Quarterly 26 (2012): 124-130; Ruud Peters, Doris Behrens-Abouseif, D.S. Powers, A. Carmona, A.
Layish, Ann K.S. Lambton, Randi Deguilhem, R.D. McChesney, G.C. Kozlowski, M.B. Hooker, and
].0. Hunwick, “Wakf,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), ed. P. Bearman (Brill,
2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_1333.

7 Daisy Livingston, “Managing paperwork in Mamluk Egypt (c. 1250-1517): a documentary approach
to archival practices,” (PhD diss., SOAS, 2018), 55.

76 Abbasi, “The Classical Islamic Law of Waqf,” 130-144. Peters, “Wakf”.
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Despite the many references to the value of charity and almsgiving, the Qur'an does
not contain any explicit reference to the institution of waqf.” The norms regulating
this institution had therefore to be elaborated on the basis of the hadiths (i.e. the
traditions and sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad). The legal sources that
discuss the characteristics and regulations of the wagqf report at least two hadiths
supporting the validity of this institution. In one of them, the prophet Muhammad
stated that “When a man dies, his deeds cease except three: perpetual almsgiving
(sadaqa jariya), knowledge which is beneficial (‘ilm yuntafa‘u bihi), or an upright son
who prays for him (walad salih yad ‘4 lahu)”.”® In the other hadith that is at the basis of
the legal discussion on wagf, the Prophet gives advice to ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab on how
to make the best use of his property by suggesting to alienate the substance (habis
al-asl) and donate the usufruct (sabil al-thamara).” Moreover, the development of the
Islamic waqf drew upon several pre-Islamic institutions, such as the tribal collective
properties of the Hijaz, as well as the Byzantine piae causae, and the religious Jewish
foundations known as heqdesh.*°

By virtue of its relatively flexible legal framework, the Islamic wagqf constituted a
versatile institution capable of serving both the personal interests of the founders
and the needs of the wider community. As some scholars have emphasized, by its
nature the wagqf falls within a zone between the individual and the community that
cannot be fit into either the “private” nor the “public” domain.®* A wagqf is in fact
established by the initiative of an individual, but its functioning involves, to a certain
extent at least, the collectivity. This fluid boundary between the individual and
the collectivity reflects the Islamic perception of common life “not as an antithesis
to the private individual but as an integral or synthetic component of his life as
Muslim™?, a perception that extends to other realities managed on a collective basis
such as confessional communities, tribes, households, crafts associations, and

7. Peters, “Wakf”.

s Muhammad Amin, al-Awqaf wa-al-hayya al-ijtima‘iyya fi Misr (Dar al-Kutub, 2014), 15-16.

7 Abbasi, “The Classical Islamic Law of Waqf,” 128.

- Sylvie Denoix, “Introduction: Formes juridiques, enjeux sociaux et stratégies fonciéres,” Revue du
monde musulman et de la Méditerranée 79-80, (1996): 14-16; Gabriel Baer, “The Muslim Waqf and Similar
Institutions in Other Civilizations,” in Stiftungen in Christentum, Judentum und Islam vor der Moderne,
ed. Michael Borgolte and Tillmann Lohse (Akademie Verlag, 2009), 258-261.
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sunnite medieval,” in Public et Privé en Islam. Espaces, autorités et libertés, ed. Mohamed Kerrou (Institut
de recherche sur le Maghreb contemporain, 2002), 131-149; Miriam Hoexter, “The Waqf and the
Public Sphere,” in The Public Sphere in Muslim Societies, ed. Miriam Hoexter, Shmuel N. Eisendstadt,
Nehemia Levtzion (State University of New York Press, 2002), 119-138. Denoix emphasized that in
Islamic Law a distinction between public (‘amm) and private (khass) does exist, but it is not applied
in the context of waqf law.

82 Hoexter, “The Waqf and the Public Sphere,” 122..
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neighbourhoods.®® Because of this collective character, awgaf had a significant socio-
economic impact on the rural and urban communities of the pre-modern Islamic
world. Archaeologist and historian Bethany Walker, for instance, suggested that
more than governmental institutions, waqf-based collective management systems
were responsible for the survival and prosperity of rural assets and infrastructure
in late-medieval Jordan.®* Similarly, Stefan Heidemann has argued that wagqf
foundations established by affluent individuals in Zengid Syria became the basis of
an urban, political and economic growth, as they funded essential services, created
employment, and fostered cultural development.* More recently, sociologist Nimrod
Luz emphasized how Mamlak-era charitable trusts bolstered the development of
Tripoli and other cities of the Levant, arguing that these foundations became “a
dominant factor in the running, upkeep and development of cities”.*

In Egypt, the existence of waqf foundations (also designated as habis) is attested
as early as the third/ninth century, although it is possible that some of these
foundations and a bureaucratic organ controlling them (the diwan al-ahbas) appeared
soon after the Islamic conquest.”” Waqf foundations were established in Cairo also
during the Fatimid and Ayytbid periods (fourth/tenth to mid-seventh/thirteenth
century), during which the administration of these endowments underwent a
few reforms.*® However, the scale of the waqf foundations’ relevance and spread in
Egypt from the mid-seventh/thirteenth century onwards was unprecedented. The
mushrooming of awqaf during the Mamlak period was a multifaceted development
with diverse motivations and significant repercussions, some of which remain to

#  Denoix, “Formes juridiques,” 14-16.

¢ Bethany Walker, “Sowing the Seeds of Rural Decline?: Agriculture as an Economic Barometer for
Late Mamluk Jordan,” MSR 11, no.1 (2007): 195-199.

- Stefan Heidemann, “Charity and Piety for the Transformation of the City,” in Charity and Giving in
Monotheistic Religions, ed. Miriam Frenkel and Yaacov Lev (De Gruyter, 2009), 160-174.

8. Nimrod Luz, The Mamluk City in the Middle East: History, Culture, and the Urban Landscape (Cambridge
University Press, 2014), 147.

¢ Behrens-Abouseif, “Wakf”. Valentine Denizeau and Sylvie Denoix mentioned a habis (i.e. a waqf)
established during the third/ninth century by the chief of the police (wali al-shurta) of Misr and
including the Jinan al-Zuhri, an area north of the first Islamic capital of Egypt, about which more
will be said in the first chapter of this work. See: Valentine Denizeau and Sylvie Denoix, “Le sultan
promoteur. Aménagement urbain dans Le Caire du VIIIe/XIVe siécle,” Annales Islamologiques 46,
(2013):172-3.

. Behrens-Abouseif, “Wkf”. Amin, al-Awgqaf, 59-68. The Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim (r. 386-411/996-1021),
for instance, established a large wagf foundation for the mosques of al-Azhar and al-Hakim. Part of
the deed survives in: al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 4:52-54. An Ayytbid-era waqf foundation was, as mentioned
in other instances in this work, the one established by Salah al-Din (r. 564-589/1169-1193) for the
khangah (Sufi lodge) of Sa‘id al-Su‘ada’. See: Nathan Hofer, The Popularisation of Sufism in Ayyubid
and Mamluk Egypt, 1173-1325 (Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 35; Leonor Fernandes, The Evolution
of a Sufi Institution in Mamluk Egypt: The Khanqah (Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1988), 21-15.
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be fully understood. Among the factors facilitating the dissemination of the awqaf,
the introduction of the quadruple system of justice promoted by al-Zahir Baybars in
663/1265, and the appointment of a chief qadi for each of the four main madhahib
(Islamic school of law) certainly played an important role. In a context that until
then had been dominated by the Shafi‘1 madhhab, the official inclusion of the other
Sunni schools of law created a more flexible legal framework which allowed a greater
variety of legal solutions also in matters related to the awqaf.® Baybars’ legal reform
facilitated the utilization of awqaf by founders and waqf managers for their respective
political and economic agendas.

Recent scholarship has focused mainly on motives connected to financial benefits
among the factors influencing the dissemination of awqaf during the Mamlik period.
Imad Abu Ghazi and Daisuke Igarashi highlighted how igtd" lands were frequently
converted into waqf properties. This conversion allowed the lands to be transmitted
to the founders’ descendants instead of reverting to the bayt al-mal (the benefit of
an iqta’ was granted to the military on a temporary basis).”® Igarashi also remarked
that, by endowing their assets in a waqf foundation, the founders sought a solution
to shield their properties from any mulcting or confiscation.® In practice, as we will
see, this purpose was not always met. Julien Loiseau, as well as Thierry Bianquis and
Muhammad Amin before him, remarked that awqaf were also used by the founders to
manage their patrimony and transmit it to their descendant and relatives, bypassing
at the same time the rigid norms imposed by the Islamic inheritance law.** Carl Petry
has successfully demonstrated how wagqf foundations could be harnessed as lucrative
enterprises. On the basis of the endowment deeds of the sultans al-Ashraf Qaytbay
(r. 872-901/1468-1496) and al-Ashraf Qanisawh al-Ghawri (r. 906-921/1501-1516), Petry
showed that up to almost 90% of the estimated revenues of these sultanic foundations
represented an “unassigned surplus”, not spent for charitable endeavours but kept
in the hands of the founders and their households.”* With a similar strategy Sultan
al-Ashraf Barsbay (r. 825-841/1422-1437) assigned the surplus of his foundation’s
proceeds to himself and his descendants. With a later deed, this sultan added

% Yossef Rapoport, “Royal Justice and Religious Law: Siyasah and Shari'ah under the Mamluks,” MSR
16 (2012): 76-79. More concrete examples on the repercussions of these reforms will be discussed in
the second chapter of this thesis.

- Imad Badr al-Din Abu Ghazi, Tatawwur al-Hiyaza al-Zird‘iyya Zaman al-Mamalik al-Jarakisa: Dirasa fi
Bay‘ Amlak Bayt al-Mal (Ein, 2000); Igarashi, Land Tenure and Mamluk Waqfs, 7.

% lgarashi, Land Tenure and Mamluk Waqfs, 18; Amin, Izdihar al-Awqaf, 252..

2 Julien Loiseau, “Boy and Girl on Equal Terms”: Women, Waqf, and Wealth Transmission in Mamluk
Egypt,” ORIENT 54, (2019): 23-39. Thierry Bianquis, La Famille Arabe Medievale (Editions Complexe,
2005), 80; Amin, Izdihar al-Awqaf, 253; Denoix, “Formes juridiques,” 15.

% Carl Petry, “A Geniza for Mamluk Studies? Charitable Trust (Waqfy Documents as a Source for
Economic and Social History,” MSR 2, (1998): 51-60.
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more profitable properties to the first endowment but kept the same charitable
expenditures, thus increasing the surplus benefitting himself and his household.*
Substantial discrepancies between income and charitable expenditures were also
observed in the waqf foundations of Sultan al-Ashraf Inal (r. 857-865/1453-1461), his
son al-Mu’ayyad Ahmad, and the influential eunuch Jawhar al-Lala (d. 842/1438), who
served as educator to Sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay’s sons.”

Daisuke Igarashi, Julien Loiseau, Jo Van Steenbergen, and Maya Termonia have
revealed that the administratorship of certain important foundations in Cairo
consistently became a prerogative of specific courtly offices.” While some earlier
foundations were entrusted to court officials even when their original deed
designated other individuals as administrators, after the mid-eighth/fourteenth
century the designation of a court official as nazir (manager) was commonly
stipulated directly in the waqf deeds of large foundations. For instance, Sultan al-
Mu’ayyad Shaykh's foundation for his madrasa, established in 818/1415, explicitly
designated the Dawadar Kabir—one of the highest courtly positions—as the eligible
nazir.”” Numerous other foundations, including some analysed in this work, similarly
entrusted their administration to high court officials. Given that the nazir typically
received the highest salary among the foundation’s employees and exerted full control
over the foundation’s revenues, this phenomenon implies that waqf foundations
became lucrative revenue streams for court officials. Foundations whose deeds
designated court officials as administrators, therefore, might have intentionally
fulfilled this function. This phenomenon, which created an overlap between courtly
institutions and charitable foundations, will be further discussed in Chapter 2.

Although economic considerations are now prominent in studies of Mamlak-
era awqaf, it is crucial to recognize that the proliferation of these foundations also
stemmed from a particular perspective on charity and almsgiving. A traditional
line of waqf studies attributes the dissemination of awqaf to the religious zeal of the
Mamltk “military elite”, and to their desire of gaining divine favour and forgiveness

o Amin, Izdihar al-Awqaf, 250.

- Daisuke Igarashi, “Waqf as a Means of Securing Financial Assets: The ‘Self-Benefiting Waqf* in
Mamluk Egypt and Syria,” in Egypt and Syria under Mamluk rule: Political, Social and Cultural Aspects,
ed. Amalia Levanoni (Brill, 2022), 279; Lucian Reinfandt, Mamlukische Sultansstiftungen (Klaus
Schwarz Verlag, 2003), 87-91.

- Igarashi, Land Tenure, Fiscal Policy, 188-197 and 206-211; Loiseau, Maison, 434-440; Van Steenbergen
and Termonia, “Social Infrastructures,” 827-31.

o7 Igarashi, Land Tenure, Fiscal Policy, 206-7.
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in the afterlife, and legitimacy in the eyes of their subjects in this life.”® In light of
the more recent studies, the terms of such interpretation seem outdated. However,
it would be a mistake to dismiss socio-political motivations stemming from the
religious consciousness of Mamltk-era endowers. In a society where, as Michael
Chamberlain nicely put, “gaining and giving benefit was seen as the point of life”, the
charitable deeds supported by awqaf were likely perceived as a way for those enjoying
the privileges of the dominant social group to repay divine favour.® A similar mindset
is also what emerges from a Mamlik-era religious treatise, the Mu ‘id al-ni‘am wa-
mubid al-nigam (“The restorer of Favours and the Restrainer of Chastisement”) by
Taj al-Din al-Subki (d. 771/1370 ). As elaborated in Chapter 4 of this thesis, which is
dedicated to charitable water provision, al-Subki’s treatise is based on the two key
concepts of ni ‘mat Allah and shukr al-ni‘'ma, meaning the divine grace that is granted
to the individual in this life and in the hereafter, and the gratitude for such grace the
individual should express with their heart (shukr bi-al-qalb), words (shukr bi-al-lisan),
and deeds (shukr bil-af"al).'>° Moreover, while the idea that the dominant social groups
sought some sort of legitimation by dispensing charity is probably inaccurate, certain
forms of evergetism suggest that, if not legitimacy, the founders sought to showcase
their social status.™ Finally, some founders kept the power of interfering with the
religious institutions (e.g. madrasas and Sufi lodges) endowed in their awgaf, and
therefore of exerting political influence over part of the religious establishment.>

The proliferation of endowments stemming from these social, economic, and political
factors, generated a vast amount of documentation. While a great deal of waqf deeds
must have been lost throughout the course of history, a confluence of historical, legal,
and archival circumstances has ensured the preservation of a substantial amount of
waqf and waqf-related documents (such as istibdal, or property exchange agreements)
that are now kept in the Egyptian Archives. This constitutes the largest extant
documentary corpus from Mamlak Egypt.* Due to the wealth of information they

- Amin, Izdihar al-Awqaf, 243-6; Yehoshua Frenkel, “Piety and Charity in Late Medieval Egypt and
Syria,” in Charity and Giving in Monotheistic Religions, ed. Miriam Frenkel and Yaacov Lev (De
Gruyter, 2009), 175-202; Yaacov Lev, Charity, Endowments, and Charitable Institutions in Medieval Islam
(University Press of Florida, 2005), 21-52; Adam Sabra, Poverty and Charity in Medieval Islam. Mamluk
Egypt, 1250-1517 (Cambridge University Press, 2000), 69.

»- Michael Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190-1350 (Cambridge
University Press, 1994), 111.

1o Taj al-Din al-Subki, Mu ‘id al-ni‘am wa-mubid al-nigam, ed. David W. Myhrman (Luzac, 1908), 37-43.

. On this interpretation see also: Sylvie Denoix, “Les notions de ‘privé’ et de ‘public’,” 131-149.

2. Frenkel, “Piety and Charity,” 198; Fernandes, The Evolution of a Sufi Institution, 47-51 and 60-63.

3 Petry, “A Geniza for Mamluk Studies?,” 51-52; Daisy Livingston, “Documentary Constellations in
Late-Mamlik Cairo: Property- and Waqf-Related Archiving on the Eve of the Ottoman Conquest of
Egypt,” Itinerario 44, no. 3 (2021): 528-530.
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provide, these documents have enormous potential as historical sources, and can
offer a broader perspective onto aspects of Mamlik society that could not be fully
reconstructed on the basis of the narrative sources alone. Crucial evidence related to
the material characteristics and socio-economic dynamics of water supply in Mamlak
Cairo can be found in these documents. As discussed below, however, the use of these
sources requires to take certain caveats into account.

I11. Methodology

The present work aims to understand the role and interaction of various socio-
political actors and economic forces shaping water supply in Mamlak Cairo.
Achieving this goal necessitates drawing upon a diverse range of sources, which is
possible thanks to the rich legacy of written documentation from the Mamlak period.
Extant waqf documents play a pivotal role in this analysis, providing a wealth of
information on water structures. This dissertation relies significantly on previously
unedited waqf deeds housed at the Dar al-Wath2’iq al-Qawmiyya (the National
Archive) in Cairo. However, the documentary evidence from waqf documents must be
critically compared and integrated with evidence found in narrative sources. Because
waqf documents are legal and non-narrative in nature, they alone cannot sufficiently
illuminate the dynamics of events that impacted the city’s water supply or the
foundations themselves. Moreover, since waqf foundations were not the sole agents
of water provision in Cairo, these documents alone do not permit a comprehensive
reconstruction of the roles of other providers. Therefore, other sources are essential
for understanding the full range of protagonists and the dynamics of water supply
in Mamltk Cairo. These include chronicles, biographies, and manuals providing
moral and hygienic guidelines for workers. This section details the types of sources
used, explains their contribution to the investigation, and outlines how they were
integrated into the analysis.

iii.i Using waqfdeeds as documentary sources

Provided that there are no lacunas, a waqf deed contains precise references to the
founder (wagqif), a description of the properties endowed (mawgqif), the indication
of the beneficiaries (mawqif ‘alayhi), and of the modalities by which the foundation
operates, including the criteria for appointing its administrator (nazir). For this
reason, waqf documents are a rich source of data that can be exploited in various
types of historical research. For example, the detailed description of the endowed
properties represents a precious resource for reconstructing the aspect, layout,
and location of buildings, or even neighbourhoods, that no longer exist. Historians
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specialized in Mamluk (and Ottoman) art and architecture, and in the history of
the urban space during these periods, have largely used waqf documents especially
for their detailed building descriptions.”®* Though this dissertation does not
focus on architecture, understanding the value of the endowed water systems
required a detailed examination of their descriptions to reconstruct their layout
and functioning. Equally important was the identification of the endowed water
structures’ locations, given that certain sites, as detailed in Chapters 3 and 4, held
substantial socio-economic significance in Cairo.

The inclusion in waqf documents of honorific titles and other personal details—such
as nisbhas (names indicating an individual’s place of origin or tribal affiliation) and
patronymics—provides rich prosopographical insight into the individuals mentioned
in these documents. Such data allow researchers to delineate the backgrounds
and social group affiliations of the founders and other involved parties, including
beneficiaries (if specified), the nazir (administrator), and the qadi and witnesses
validating the deed.™s Furthermore, by combining information related to the identity
of founders and other parties, researchers can uncover potential connections,
which might provide a valuable insight into founders’ motivations for establishing
their wagqfs. Instances where the wagif designates themselves as the foundation’s
administrator, for example, illuminate their intent to exercise continued control over
the endowed assets, which are formally no longer their properties. Especially when
cross-referenced with evidence from chronicles and biographical dictionaries, this
information facilitates the identification and profiling of the individuals mentioned
in the documents. In Chapter 2, this dissertation extensively integrates wagqf
documents and narrative sources to reconstruct the socio-economic backgrounds
of individuals connected to urban water structures. This integrative approach
sheds light on who, via the establishment of waqf foundations or other waqf-related

4+ To mention a few examples: on the basis of a waqf document, Husam Ismail has reconstructed the
qaysariyya of the Sultan al-Ashraf Inal. See: Husain Ismail, “The Qaysariyya of Sultan al-Ashraf Inal
According to Waqf Documents,” in The Cairo Heritage. Essays in Honor of Laila Ali Ibrahim, ed. Doris
Behrens-Abouseif (AUC Press, 2000), 183-190. In the same volume, see also: André Raymond, “The
Sabil of Yusuf Agha Dar al-S2ada (1088/1677) According to its Waqf Document,” 223-233. In an
article published in 1994, James and Janusz Bylinski reconstructed the layout of the Darb Ibn al-Baba
neighbourhood on the basis of several waqfiyyat. See: Janusz Bylinski and James Bylinski, “Darb
Ibn Al-Baba. A Quarter in Mamluk Cairo in the Light of Waqf Documents,” Journal of the American
Research Center in Egypt 31, (1994): 203-222. Waqf documents have been used also for a more recent
archaeological study: Ghazwan Yaghi, al-Qusir wa-al-buyit al-Mamlikiya fi al-Qahira (Brill, 2021).

5. Sylvie Denoix, “Pour une exploitation d’ensemble d’un corpus. Les Waqfs Mamelouks du Caire,” in
Le waqf dans lespace Islamique: outil de pouvoir socio-politique, ed. Randi Deguilhem (IFPO, 1995), 29-
44. See also Jo Van Steenbergen, “Mamluk Eunuchs, Habashish and Waqf in the 1340s,” Orientalia
Lovaniensia Analecta 169, (2007): 542--3.
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transactions, founded, benefited from, managed, or took possession of these urban
water structures. This approach also proves crucial for understanding the economic
and social value of specific urban water structures, enabling the formulation of
hypotheses on why and how an individual acquired a particular water structure, or
with what aim they endowed it at a specific moment of their life.

The meticulously formulated conditions (shurat) prescribed by founders for the
maintenance and upkeep of their endowments, legally binding as rules, also
constitute a valuable source of information."® The shurut provide insights into pious
obligations, budgetary allocations, and daily practices related to the management of
an endowment. Furthermore, the shurit enumerate the duties and salaries of service
workers—such as doorkeepers, cleaners, gardeners, and plumbers—who, though
largely overlooked by the chronicles, demonstrably fulfilled important functions
in the upkeep of the endowed properties and were part of the daily life of the city.
The analysis of the shurif was fundamental to understanding how charitable water
structures, such as the sabils, functioned. It also enabled the reconstruction of the
socio-economic profiles of the workers employed by the foundation to operate these
structures. Such analysis was crucial for comprehending the significance of these
endowed charitable water structures and for formulating hypotheses regarding their
role in the city.

Owing to this wealth of information in waqf documents, a growing number of studies
examining the socio-economic history of the Mamltk Sultanate have emerged,
particularly following the publication of Muhammad Amin's groundbreaking
monograph on the role of the awgaf in Mamlak Egyptian society.*” The use of
these documentary sources, however, has its own limits as well. The inclusion
of founder identity, date, attestation by religious authorities, and descriptions
of endowed buildings within these documents constitutes factual evidence of
actual circumstances. However, in utilizing shurit to elucidate the socio-economic
dimensions of these foundations, one must proceed with caution. These are in fact
rules dictated by the founders, and do not necessarily depict the foundation’s lived
reality. The waqf documents selected for this study, for instance, prove that a certain
person endowed such and such water structure at a specific time, but they do not necessarily
prove that the endowed water structures in question worked as intended by the
endower after the waqf was established.

106 According to the legal formulation, “the conditions of the wagif are like a shari‘a text” (shurat al-waqif
ka-nass al-shara‘). Abbasi, “The Classical Islamic Law of Waqf,” 142..
7 Amin, al-Awqaf.
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To understand what actually happened to these foundations after their establishment
it is necessary to integrate, when possible, the information of the documents with
those provided by the chronicles. A very emblematic case in this sense is represented
by the foundation of Baybars al-Jashankir (r. 709-710/1309-1310). In 707/1308, one
year before becoming Sultan, al-Jashankir established a khangah (Sufi lodge) in
the north-eastern area of Fatimid Cairo. The functioning of this structures, which
was supposed to host and cater for 400 Sufis every day, was regulated by a series
of detailed conditions stipulated by al-Jashankir and recorded in two waqf deeds
which are still extant today.® Al-MaqrizT’s ninth/fifteenth-century topography of
Cairo, however, indicates that al-Jashankir’s khanqah remained closed for a while
after the ascent of al-Nasir Muhammad to the throne in 709/1310. It reopened after
726/1325, but due to the environmental problems that affected Cairo in the second
half of the eighth/fourteenth century, the khanqah had to reduce its services and
close some of its facilities, such as its bakery and kitchen, which according to al-
Jashankir’s deeds should have provided daily meals to the Sufis.*® By the first half of
the ninth/fifteenth century, when al-Maqrizi wrote his topography, the khanqah was
still functioning and hosting a number of Sufis, but it did not operate according to
the conditions stipulated in the wagfiyya. As discussed in this thesis, the example of
al-Jashankir’s khangah is not an isolated case. Environmental adversities, economic
crises, and socio-political changes which are recorded in the chronicles but not in the
waqf documents affected the functioning of the foundations. Therefore, these factors
must be taken into account when reconstructing a long-durée history of the role of
the awgafin Mamlak Cairo.

In addition to being integrated with narrative sources, waqf deeds must be analysed
in conjunction with other related documentary records. The extant condition of
some Mamliak-era waqfiyyat occasionally proves advantageous. Within certain scrolls,
successive records pertaining to the same foundation, spanning periods of up to a
century, are recorded on the margins or verso of the original deed, designated as
the “documentary matrix” or “matrice documentaire”."™ Among these logs one finds
proofs of validity (such as isjal—judicial authentications—and testimonies); and

8% DW22 and 23. On this foundation see also: Leonor Fernandes, “The Foundation of Baybars al-Jashankir:
Its Waqf, History, and Architecture,” Mugarnas 4 (1987): 21-42; The Evolution of a Sufi Institution, 25-29.

- Al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 4:286.

o Julien Loiseau, “Le silence des archives. Conservation documentaire et historiographie de I'Etat
dans le sultanat mamelouk (XIIle-XVle s.),” in Lautorité de Iécrit au Moyen Age, actes du XXXIXe
congres, ed. SHMESP (Publications de la Sorbonne, 2009), 285-298; Konrad Hirschler, “From Archive
to Archival Practices: Rethinking the Preservation of Mamluk Administrative Documents,” Journal
of the American Oriental Society 136, no. 1 (2016): 1-28; Livingston, “Documentary Constellations,” 528-
551; “Managing paperwork,” 57-64.
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records of modifications to the original stipulations, such as ta'dil shurat al-waqf
(adjustments—generally stipulated by the founders—to properties or salaries),
istibdal (asset exchanges), intiqal (property transfers), and sales. The existence of
these logs reflects the decentralized nature of Mamltk archival practices, a subject of
recent scholarly inquiry. Scholarly contributions by Julien Loiseau, Daisy Livingston,
and Konrad Hirschler have shown in fact that wagfiyyat and related documents
were stored in various locations, including the households of founders and the
foundations themselves, rather than a central archive. Likewise, some chancery
documents were kept in the palaces of sultanic secretaries, not at the Citadel.™ As
a result of such archival practices, some documents were continuously annotated,
updated, or cross-referenced by successive administrators or judicial authorities.
Since waqf deeds and wagqf-related logs record their exact drafting dates, they provide
a precise chronological framework for the accurate historical reconstruction of the
endowments’ trajectories. This makes it possible to use these documents as stratified
sources or “veritable archives” recording various stages of a given foundation’s
life beyond its initial establishment.”* The potential of this layered nature of wagqf
documents is demonstrated in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, which tracks the
trajectory of lucrative urban properties that housed water systems, namely residential
palaces and hammams. The successive records and cross-references found in the case
studies reveal that some of these palaces and hammams were acquired, endowed,
or exchanged multiple times throughout the Mamluk period, thus showing a great
dynamism in the life of these structures.

iii.i.i Introducing the case studies

While previous studies have generally stated that waqf foundations controlled several
water facilities and participated in the water management of Mamlik-era Cairo,
the actual nature and precise extent of these foundations’ involvement remain to
be explored in detail. The vast amount of unpublished wagf-related documentary
material kept at Cairo’s Dar al-Watha’iq holds immense potential to reveal crucial
aspects of the foundations’ role in the city’s water management. As the volume of
this material is too vast to be addressed in a single study, this project necessarily
based its analysis on a limited number of unedited documents selected as case

u. Livingston, “Documentary Constellations,” 531; Hirschler, “From Archive to Archival Practices,” 3-7;
Loiseau, “Le silence des archives,” 289.

u2 Loiseau, “Le silence des archives,” 292; Livingston, “Documentary Constellations,” 531; Lucian
Reinfandt, “Mamlik Documentary Studies,” in Ubi sumus? Quo vademus? Mamluk Studies, State of the
Art, ed. Stephan Conermann (Bonn University Press, 2013), 287; Linda Northrup, “Documents as
Literary Texts: Mamluk Historiography Revisited,” in Mamluk Historiography Revisited, ed. Stephan
Conermann (Bonn University Press, 2018), 123. As Linda Northrup nicely put “documents, when
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studies. However, such a limitation does not hinder the validity of the findings. On
the contrary, a case study approach allows for an in-depth and detailed analysis that
yields nuanced and contextualized results. This close-up perspective allows one to
delve into the complexity of specific phenomena while simultaneously enabling the
identification of recurrent patterns essential for formulating general hypotheses
based on the particular data from individual cases.

The nine case studies analysed in this thesis are based on a set of Mamltk-era
documents from the Dar al-Watha’iq, which are listed in the table below. The choice
of such documents was the result of a deliberate and complex selection process, the
criteria of which are outlined in this section. During the initial phase of fieldwork at
the Dar al-Watha’iq (between late 2021 and early 2022), I conducted a preliminary
survey of the archive’s collection, which contains almost 300 Mamluk-era documents,
including several lengthy ones. From this extensive corpus, I selected documents
containing mentions or descriptions of water facilities, hydraulic systems, or water
related practices, using keywords such as saqiya (waterwheel), bi'r (water well), sabil
(water-dispenser), tasbil (water distribution), sahrij (cistern), hammam (bathhouse),
aqsab (conduits). The resulting selection, while refined, still comprised over 8o
documents, largely from the ninth/fifteenth century. This distribution mirrored
the archive’s collection of Mamlak waqf documents, where ninth/fifteenth-century
records are also most prevalent.™ The selection was then further narrowed by a
second criterion: ensuring that the documents selected dated from different periods
between the mid-seventh/thirteenth and early tenth/sixteenth centuries, and were
issued by different social groups (military, non-military, eunuchs, women). I also
prioritized documents containing descriptions of water structures both among the
revenue generating assets (e.g., hammams, domestic hydraulic systems) and among
the charitable endeavours sponsored by the foundations (e.g., sabils). Finally, I have
chosen documents that display, as much as possible, the documentary stratification
discussed above. Some of the documents selected are connected to records written in
different scrolls.”* Most of them feature marginal and verso logs that, in conjunction
with the “matrice documentaire”, enable the reconstruction of the properties’
history. The documentary stratification of these records is in fact crucial for
understanding the dynamic life of the waqf foundations, as it reveals different stages

- This situation emerges clearly also from Muhammad Amin’s catalogue of pre-Ottoman archival
documents in Cairo, which lists the 296 documents kept at the Dar al-Watha‘iq. See Muhammad
Amin, Fihrist watha iq al-Qahira hatta nihayat ‘asr salatin al-mamalik, 239/853-922/1516 (IFAO, 1981),
3-72. Daisy Livingston included a very helpful graph summarizing the archival situation in her
dissertation. Livingston, “Managing Paperwork,” 87.

u4 For example there is a connection between DW125 (analysed in this work) and DW79; DW177 and
DW184 were issued by the same founder (and are both analysed in this work).



of transformation, expansion, or reduction. The final selection of documents and
their water-related information are summarized in the table below (Tab. 1):
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Table 1: Selection of the case studies and outline of their water-related information

Document No. Date Document type and issuer Water reference
DW7 659/1261  Wagqfof amir Majd al-Din Abt Bakribn ~ Charitable drinking water
As‘ad ibn Yahya al-Hakkar1 distribution,
Hammams
DW26 717/1317 Wagf of Khawand Ardukin bint Sayf Hammams
al-Din Nakya
DW3s5 810/1408  Wagqf of Fath Allah ibn Mu‘tasim ibn Sabils and cisterns,
Nafis Charitable waterwheels
DWo1 830/1427  Wagqfof Sharaf al-Din Miisa ibn al- Domestic hydraulic system,
Burhan Sabils and cisterns
DW125 864/1460  Istibdal of the eunuch ‘Anbar ibn ‘Abd Hammam
Allah al-Nari
DW175 879/1474  Wagqfof Zayn al-Din Aba Bakr ibn Domestic hydraulic system,
Muzhir Sabil
DW177 880/1475  Wagqfof amiral-Sayfi Qardja al-Jamali Charitable waterwheel,
al-Khassaki al-Maliki al-Ashrafi. Sabil and cistern,
DW184 882/1477 Charitable drinking water
distribution
DW198 890/1485  Wagqfof amir Azbak min Tutukh Pond,
Domestic hydraulic system,
Hammams,
Sabil and cistern
Waterwheel
DW241 908/1503  Wagqfof amir Azdamur min ‘Ali Bay Domestic hydraulic system,

Sabil and cistern
Charitable waterwheel

In selecting case studies, I prioritized previously unedited documents, and gathered

my edition of the relevant excerpts in the appendix, hoping to offer a valuable

contribution to the study of Mamlak-era waqf documents.” Other edited documents

and studies based on Mamlak-era waqf deeds, including waqfiyyat issued by sultans,

were used as supplementary sources providing a framework for comparison with the

selected case studies. The decision to use unedited documents as case studies allowed

- Only a partial edition of DW355 was published in: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, Fath Allah and Abi Zakariyya:
Physicians under the Mamliiks (IFAO, 1987), 39-44. The edited excerpt of this document in the Appendix

includes a section that was not edited before. Overall, the editing process presented challenges

stemming from the variety of scripts, the systematic omission of diacritics, and the absence of a

dedicated reference work for waqf documents on the model of the Arabic Papyrology Database. The

occasional uncertainties are indicated within the editions. Any remaining errors are my own.
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for the inclusion of deeds from a more heterogeneous group of individuals, thereby
illuminating the diverse actors involved in Cairo’s water supply.

While the selection of case studies was carefully executed, it still presents certain
issues that must be addressed here. As illustrated in the table, the selection aimed
to span the two-and-a-half-century of the Mamlik period. However, the majority
of selected documents date from the ninth/fifteenth century, reflecting the greater
prevalence of documents from this period within the collection. Although I included
a foundation established by a woman (DW26), the founders mentioned in the selected
documents were predominantly males, as is also the case for most of the founders
represented in the broader archive collection. Moreover, all the documents presented
in this study were written by members of the Muslim community. The Jewish and
Christian foundations that existed in Mamlak Cairo alongside the Islamic ones were
not taken into consideration, because I did not have access to any relevant documents
and 1 do not possess the expertise on these religious communities required to
effectively utilize such materials. Nevertheless, as Lucian Reinfandt rightfully
remarked, the documentary material produced by these communities is also crucial
to the field of Mamlik studies.” Reinfandt also emphasized the importance of
viewing documents as “complex and multilayered information carriers”, which tell
their story through both their textual and non-textual components such as writing
supports, and traces of use, reuse, and destruction.”” However, as I could examine
only the microfilm version of the documents at the Dar al-Watha’iq, I was not able
to integrate the non-textual elements in my analysis. Finally, while the selected
documents constitute a valid sample of the Dar al-Watha’iq collection, it is important
to acknowledge that this archive does not contain all extant Mamluk-era wagf
documents from Cairo. The nearly 300 Mamlik-era documents housed in this archive
form a substantial corpus, yet a larger collection resides at the Wizarat al-Awqaf (the
Ministry of Awqaf) in Cairo,”® to which, unfortunately, I had no access. Expanding
this research to include a wider array of documents would undoubtedly be valuable,
and it is hoped that future research will advance in this direction. Nonetheless, the
dynamics revealed by the limited sample of documents selected for this work still
offer compelling insights into Mamlak Cairo’s water management.

ue- For a brief overview of the publications using documentary material from the Jewish and Christian
communities see: Reinfandt, “Mamlik Documentary Studies,” 290-1.

w7 Reinfandt, “Mamlak Documentary Studies,” 287-301.

"S- Amin, Fihrist, 73-318; Livingston, “Managing Paperwork,” 86-7. Livingston emphasized that the
majority of the documents kept in the Wizarat al-Awqaf date from the last 30 years of Mamlik rule,
and a great deal of them are connected to the foundation of Sultan al-Ghawrl.
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iii.ii Looking at water through the narrative sources

A comprehensive assessment of the complex forces and dynamics of Mamlak Cairo’s
water management requires an analysis of diverse sources. Beyond documentary
evidence, the Mamluk-era’s extensive literary production offer crucial insights,
illuminating the circumstances surrounding the establishment and evolution of
water structures, the motivations and methods of individuals involved in the creation,
acquisition, or dismantling of water facilities in Cairo, as well as the socio-political
and environmental factors that dictated the continuity or disruption of specific
water-related practices. As previously noted, chronicles and narrative sources also
offer crucial supplementary information to documentary evidence. For instance,
they provide valuable insights into the socio-political role and significance of specific
foundations, as well as the lives of their founders. This enrichment deepens our
understanding of both the documents and the institutions they represent. To use
Reinfandt’s words, narrative sources are crucial for understanding the documents’
“living background”, meaning the broader historical phenomena and the context
in which documents were issued. * A detailed survey of the abundant historical
literature that has come down to us from the Mamlak period goes beyond the scope
of this introduction. However, as some of these narrative sources have been used
more consistently in the present work, it is worth briefly introducing them, to justify
their prominence and delineate their limitations.

The study of urban water supply is inherently environmental and spatial. As the
preceding discussion demonstrated, understanding a society’s water management
fundamentally requires examining both resource availability and environmental
challenges to water supply. Furthermore, as Chapter 1 will underscore, the
development of water-rich areas and the strategic placement of water facilities
held significant socio-economic value. Fortunately, the rich literary output of the
Mamlak period includes several important topographies, which are essential for
mapping water availability and facilities within and around Cairo’s urban space.
The earliest of these works, al-Rawda al-bahiyya al-zahira fi khitat al-mu‘izziyya al-
qahira of the seventh/thirteenth-century scholar and secretary Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir (d.
692/1293), is a relatively brief compilation of the main courtly landmarks, religious
and secular buildings of Fatimid Cairo.> Although largely used as a source by later

1w Reinfandt “Mamlak Documentary Studies,” 300.

2o Tbn ‘Abd al-Zahir, al-Rawda al-bahiyya al-zahira fi khitat al-Mu'izziyya al-Qahira (Maktaba Dar
al-‘arabiyya lil-kitab, 1996); Frédéric Bauden, “Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam Three
Online, ed. K. Fleet, G. Kramer, D. Matringe, J. Nawas and D. J. Stewart (Brill, 2017) doi: https://
doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_30652; Nasser Rabbat, “Maqrizi’s Khitat: An Egyptian Lieu de
Mémoire,” in The Cairo Heritage. Essays in Honor of Layla Ali Ibrahim, ed. Doris Behrens-Abouseif (AUC
Press, 2000), 21.
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authors, this topography, of which only one manuscript has survived, does not always
provide historical data on the development of the urban space.” As it was written
before the large expansion of Cairo in the eighth/fourteenth century, however, this
topography has been useful to reconstruct the spatial distribution of water structures
in the early Mamluk period. The second topography, al-Intisar li-wasitat ‘iqd al-amsar
by the scholar Ibn Dugmaq (d. 809/1406), is only partially extant. Compiled possibly
between 796/1394 and 804/1401, this topography is essential for reconstructing the
urban layout of Fustat-Misr, the description of which dominates the extant part of
the work.”> However, as the majority of the water structures analysed in this work
were located within or around the perimeter of al-Qahira, al-Maqrizr’s al-Mawa ‘iz
wa-al-i‘tibar bi-dhikr al-khitat wa-al-athar (known as Khitat) served as the primary
topographical reference for this study.

Al-Magqrizi’s Khitat is invaluable for reconstructing the development of Cairo’s water
landscape up until the early ninth/fifteenth century. It meticulously reports the
history of the creation, evolution, and occasional disappearance of water bodies
around the city, along with details on dykes and embankments built on the Nile (a
topic discussed in Chapter1). The work also records the urbanization of the Nile shores
and of areas surrounding canals and ponds. Furthermore, this topography provides
detailed information on specific water structures, aiding in the reconstruction
of the functioning and historical trajectory of urban water facilities. The account
related to the khanqah of Baybars al-Jashankir, mentioned above, demonstrates the
importance of integrating al-MaqrizT’s spatial history of the city with data derived
from documentary sources.” This author often indicates whether a facility was part
of a waqf foundation, provides biographical details about its founders, and informs
the reader about the foundation’s successive phases of evolution or decline.” The
Khitat, however, ought to be read knowing that the themes of ruin (kharab) and urban
decline are its pervasive leitmotif. The many instances in which al-Maqrizi laments
the destructions of buildings or entire neighbourhoods is partially justified by the
historical circumstances after which this work was compiled—the first decade of the
ninth/fifteenth century was indeed marked by political disorders and environmental

2. Bauden, “Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir”; Ayman Fu‘ad Sayyid, “Lévolution de la composition du genre de Khitat
en Egypte Musulmane,” in The Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950-1800), ed. Hugh Kennedy (Brill,
2001), 83-4.

22 Tbn Duqmag, al-Intisar li-wasitat ‘iqd al-amsar (Bulaq, 1892), vols. 4-5; Sayyid, “Lévolution,” 85-6. Sami
Massoud, “Ibn Duqmagq,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam Three Online, ed. K. Fleet, G. Krdmer, D. Matringe,
J. Nawas and D. J. Stewart (Brill, 2017) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_30127.

2. al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 4:286.

2+ One such example is represented by the biography of Fath Allah ibn Mu‘tasim ibn Nafis, inserted
within the description of his palace. See al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:115-117.
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calamities, including a devastating outburst of pneumonic plague in 806/1403."%
At the same time, with his elegiac tone al-Maqrizi transforms Cairo in a “lieu de
memoire” offering moral lessons through past examples to emulate or avoid.*
Thus, while the Khitat remains the quintessential topography of Mamlak-era Cairo,
historians must consider al-MaqrizI’s remarks on decline within the context of a work
intended to give moral lessons about the past. Perhaps the destruction lamented by
this author was not as dire as depicted, since documents sometimes indicate that
ruins could become a valuable resource for new development.’”

Alongside topographies, biographical dictionaries are sources of pivotal importance
to this research. Given this study’s distinctly social approach and focus on the
agents of water supply in Mamlak Cairo, biographical dictionaries are essential for
reconstructing the identities of those individuals who initiated or supervised the
city’s water-related projects. For example, the earliest biographical dictionary among
those quoted in this work, the A‘yan al-‘asr wa-a ‘wan al-nasr of the scholar Khalil ibn
Aybak al-Safadi (d. 764/1363), provided relevant information on the individuals in
charge of water projects promoted by the sultans throughout the eighth/thirteenth
century.”?® In addition, biographical dictionaries often complement waqf documents
by providing detailed information about the individuals mentioned therein. These
biographical entries typically outline the backgrounds and careers of these figures,
sometimes even including relevant anecdotes that shed further light on their lives.
Some ninth/fifteenth-century biographical dictionaries proved particularly helpful
for delineating the socio-political profiles and reconstructing the broader networks
of the individuals mentioned in the selected documents. The most important of
these biographical dictionaries were al-Durar al-kamina by Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d.
852/1449), and al-Daw’ al-lami” fi a'yan al-qarn al-tasi’ by Shams al-Din Muhammad
ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi (d. 902/1497), alongside al-Maqrizi’s Durar al-‘uqid
al-farida fi tavajim al-a'yan al-mufida, and al-Manhal al-saft wa-al-mustawfa ba‘da al-waft
by Ibn Taghri Birdi (d. 874/1470). However, a critical limitation is that the majority
of entries in these works are biographies of individuals who were either religious
scholars or members of the ruling group. Consequently, these sources offer little

5. Loiseau, Maison, 25-27; Shoshan, “Notes sur les épidémies de peste,” 396.

126 Rabbat, “Maqrizi’s Khitat,” 24; “The Historian and the City: al-MaqrizT’s Kitab al-Mawa'iz wa-1-i‘tibar
bi-dhikr al-khitat wa-1-athar,” ASK Working Paper 30 (2018), 5-6. Rabbat emphasized that terms al-
mawa ‘iz (“moral sermons”), and al-i ‘tibar (“deducing moral lessons”) in the title clearly show the
moralizing nature of this topography.

27 This perspective will be discussed in detail in the third chapter of this thesis. See also: Loiseau,
Maison, 139-40.

28 In the A'yan al-‘asr wa-a ‘wan al-nagr, al-Safadi collected the biographies of notables of his own
lifetime. See: Franz Rosenthal, “al-Safadi,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English),
ed. P. Bearman (Brill, 2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_6437.
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information on the less privileged workers who nonetheless played a significant role
in Cairo’'s water supply. Moreover, the biographical records are sometimes insufficient
for a comprehensive reconstruction of the socio-political backgrounds even of
the individuals they describe. Therefore insights from biographical dictionaries
were corroborated and expanded upon, whenever possible, with information from
chronicles, some of which were authored by the same scholars.’

Without delving into the details of the abundant annalistic production of the
Mamlik period, it is important here to add a note on the limitations of this valuable
resource. Mamltk-era chronicles are the results of a meticulous yet partial selection
of information made by their respective authors. Some of these authors had access to
chancery documents and other documentary sources, and even reported parts of them
in their works.® Owing to the rich information they contain, chronicles are crucial
for understanding the economic factors, political dynamics, and environmental
circumstances that affected or were determined by Cairo’s water supply. However, the
selection and presentation of information and events in the chronicles are inevitably
shaped by the intellectual position and political allegiances of their authors.” For
instance, al-Maqriz?’s laudatory accounts of Fath Allah ibn Mu‘tasim ibn Nafis reflect
the fact that this person was al-Maqriz1’s patron.’2 Comparably, the criticism that the
historian Ibn Iyas (d. 930/1523) levels against the great construction project of Azbak
min Tutukh might stem from his aversion towards the late-Mamlak establishment.™
Therefore, a balanced and nuanced understanding requires the identification and
consideration of authorial biases. In this study, I have highlighted instances where
such biases potentially distorted the interpretation of certain events.

2. On the presence of anecdotes as a characteristic of biographical dictionaries see: Donald P. Little,
An Introduction to Mamlak Historiography (Franz Steiner Verlag, 1970), 135-6.

o Two such instances, discussed in the present work, are Ibn al-Furat’s inclusion of a sultanic decree
in his work Ta'rikh al-duwal wa-al-muliik (7:196-200), and al-MaqrizT’s inclusion of a section from
Caliph al-Hakim’s waqf deed in the Khitat (4:52-54). About this documentary attitude see also: Chase
F. Robinson, Islamic Historiography (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 143-148.

B Jo Van Steenbergen, “History Writing, Adab, and Intertextuality in Late Medieval Egypt and Syria:
Old and New Readings,” in New Readings in Arabic Historiography from Late Medieval Egypt and Syria
Proceedings of the Themed day of the Fifth Conference of the School of Mamluk Studies, ed. Jo Van Steenbergen
and Maya Termonia (Brill, 2021), 15-19; Petry, “A Geniza for Mamluk Studies?,” 51-2. For an emblematic
case study on the relationship between intellectual position and literary production within this
period, see: Li Guo, ‘Al-Biqa’T’'s Chronicle: A Fifteenth-Century Learned Man’s Reflection on his Time
and World,” in The Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950-1800), ed. Hugh Kennedy (Brill, 2001), 121-148.

52 More on this will be said in Chapter 2. On the importance of Fath Allak's patronage for al-Maqrizi,
see: Nasser Rabbat, Writing Egypt: Al-Maqrizi and his Historical Project (Edinburgh University Press,
2023) 80-99.

5. On Ibn Iyas’ comments on Azbak min Tutukh’s project see Chapter 2. See also: Doris Behrens-
Abouseif, Egypt’s adjustment to Ottoman rule. Institutions, waqf and architecture in Cairo, 16th and 17th
centuries (Brill, 1994), 9.
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Another element that must be taken into account is that these chronicles focus
primarily on events involving members of the court or the religious establishment.
This angle reflects the social background of the historians, who were either
prominent religious scholars or members of the sultanic entourage.?* While it offers
valuable insights into dynamics related to the ruling groups, this perspective limits
the chronicles’ coverage of less privileged social groups and aspects of everyday city
life—both crucial for a comprehensive understanding of the urban water supply.
Including these actors, who are sparsely documented in the chronicles, necessitates
the utilization of supplementary source materials. The analysis of manuals providing
practical and moral guidance tailored to distinct elements of the population can
partially fill such lacunae.

iii.iii “Commanding good and forbidding wrong”: moral guidelines
as sources

The humble workers and the commoners, ubiquitous in the urban space, seldom
attracted the attention of authors recording the history of Mamliak-era Cairo.
Nevertheless, their involvement in matters pertaining to the water supply of Cairo,
at minimum as consumers, is undeniable. In addition, waqf documents hint at the
presence of workers whose profession involved the transportation of drinking
water or the maintenance of certain water facilities. As neither these documents
nor the chronicles provide much detail in this regard, it is necessary to seek further
information in an alternative type of source material: the hisba manuals. These texts
provide normative guidelines to the muhtasib, a figure usually described as “market
regulator” or “market inspector”, and associated with moral and fiscal policing in
the markets of the pre-modern Islamic world. The Arabic word hisba and its derivate
muhtasib are in fact etymologically connected with the idea of “seeking God’s favour
by acting righteously” and by enforcing the Qur’anic precept of “commanding
right and forbidding wrong” (al-amru bi-al-ma'vufi wa-al-nahyu ‘an al-munkari).”
Specifically, hisha manuals provide muhtasibs with guidelines for preventing market

B+ For instance, Ibn Hajar and al-Sakhawl were prominent figures within the religious scholarly
milieu. Al-Maqrizi had a turbulent affiliation with the court of Barqiiq. See: Rabbat, Writing Egypt,
72-83). Ibn Taghri Birdi was active at the court of Sultan Barsbay. See: W. Popper, “Abu ’l-Mahasin
Djamal al-Din Yasuf b. Taghribirdi,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), ed.
P. Bearman (Brill, 2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_o227. Ibn lyas was close
to the ruling circles of the late Mamlak period, See: W. M. Brinner, “Ibn Iyas,” in Encyclopaedia of
Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), ed. P. Bearman (Brill, 2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-
3912_islam_SIM_3225. See also: Robinson, Islamic Historiography, 161-170.

55 Jonatan P. Berkey, “The muhtasibs of Cairo under the Mamluks: towards an understanding of an
Islamic Institution,” in The Mamluks in Egyptian and Syrian politics and society, ed. Michael Winter
and Amalia Levanoni (Brill, 2004), 245; Ahmad Ghabin, Hisba, Arts and Crafts in Islam (Harrassowitz
Verlag, 2009), 13.
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frauds and abuses, controlling weights and measures, safeguarding public hygiene
and morality in streets and communal spaces (such as hammams), and addressing
immoral conduct in public, including through discretionary punishments (ta ‘zir).=
By virtue of these moral duties, Muslim scholars traditionally described the position
of the muhtasib as a religious post (wazifa diniyya)—so did, for instance, al-Mawardi (d.
450/1058), al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), and Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328)."7 It must be said,
however, that this description is not representative of the complex evolution this post
underwent during the Mamlak period. In fact, if up until the late eighth/fourteenth
century the muhtasibs of Cairo were selected mainly from among the ‘ulama’ (the
religious scholars), later on many of the individuals who held this position were
appointed from outside the religious establishment and, most importantly, worked
as fiscal agents of the sultans, extorting taxes on behalf of the treasury rather than
enforcing moral precepts for the integrity of the community.*

This transformation in the muhtasib’s role however is not reflected in the hisbha
manuals, which maintained a distinctly normative nature and an ethical and
hygienic focus. In the context of this study, these normative texts prove invaluable
for reconstructing the roles of workers and daily practices integral to Cairo’'s water
supply, yet underrepresented in other sources. Indeed, the two hisha manuals
written in the eighth/fourteenth century, namely the Ma‘alim al-qurba fi ahkam al-
hisba, and the Nihayat al-rutba fi talab al-hisba, provide “a lively picture of the Muslim
town in the late middle ages”.” The former manual, authored by the Egyptian
Shafi‘t Muhammad al-Qurayshi, known as Ibn al-Ukhuwwa (d. 729/1329), refers to
85 different types of crafts and occupations active in the city’s market (siq), streets,
and communal spaces. It also describes the practices of certain craftsmen and the
materials they employed in their professions. The other manual, Nihayat al-rutba fi

6. Berkey, “The muhtasibs of Cairo,” 248, 250 and 260.

u7. Berkey, “The muhtasibs of Cairo,” 247; Ghabin, Hisba, 117; Claude Cahen, M. Talbi, R. Mantran, A.K.S.
Lambton, and A.S. Bazmee Ansari, “Hisba,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English),
ed. P. Bearman (Brill, 2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0293.

5. Berkey, “The muhtasibs of Cairo,” 253-8; Ghabin, Hisbha, 96-118; Kristen Stilt, Islamic Law in Action.
Authority, Discretion, and Everyday Experiences in Mamluk Egypt (Oxford University Press, 2011), 68 and
203-4. Three main muhtasibs were active in Egypt during the Mamluk period—one in Cairo, one
in Fustat and one in Alexandria. The muhtasib of Cairo was the most influential and his authority
extended to the cities of the Delta area. These muhtasibs did not work alone but with a variety of
trusted informers (‘arif), spies (‘uyin), and assistants (a ‘wan). Ghabin, Hisba, 100 and 166; Berkey,
“The muhtasibs of Cairo,” 251.

- Ibn al-Ukhuwwa, Ma alim al-qurba fi ahkam al-hisba, ed. Reuben Levy (Luzac, 1938), xiii. Ghabin,
Hisba, 163.

ue- Ghabin, Hisba, 161-162; Stilt, Islamic Law in Action, 59-60; Maaike van Berkel and Edmund Hayes,
“Governing Water and Public Health in a Muslim City: Cairo in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Century CE,” forthcoming.
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talab al-hisba, was written by Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Bassam, an Egyptian author
of whom little is known and who probably lived in the eighth/fourteenth century.™

This treatise is the most extensive of the two, and lists as much as 118 different crafts,
thus providing us with an even wider picture of the variety of different specialized
workers active in the city.* Both these manuals are based on an earlier model, the
Nihayat al-rutba fi talab al-hisba by al-Shayzari (d. 589/1193 circa), written in Syria at
the beginning of the Ayyubid period and often quoted verbatim by Ibn al-Ukhuwwa
and Ibn Bassam.™ The reliance on this earlier model from a different geographical
context indicates a continuity in moral norms for market regulation, stemming from
the Islamic legal tradition, rather than an unchanged urban reality. It appears in fact
that the works of Ibn al-Ukhuwwa and Ibn Bassam refer to the markets of Egypt.
Nonetheless, the normative nature of these works does not fully account for the
complex variables of urban reality. Therefore, when utilizing these texts as sources—
as done in Chapters 2 and 3 of this work—one must discern the underlying facts of
the actual Cairene situation behind the stated norms. For example, when the manuals
mandate that street water-sellers clean the mugs in which they serve consumers, the
critical insight is not necessarily that the rule was always followed, but that water-
sellers were present and provided water in mugs on the streets.

Similar insightful glimpses of everyday realities can also be drawn from two moral
treatises written in the eighth/fourteenth century—the already mentioned Mu ‘1d al-
ni‘am by Taj al-Din al-Subki, and the more extensive Madkhal al-shar" al-sharif ‘ala
al-madhahib al-arba‘a (“Introduction to the Sublime Law of the Four Legal Schools”)
by the religious scholar Ibn al-Hajj al-‘Abdari (d. 737/1336).* Although these are
essentially doctrinal texts, they exhibit an overlap with the hisha manuals as they
describe specific ethical guidelines designed for various professions, including
water-related ones. Al-SubkT’s treatise, which deals with how a person should behave
in order to deserve the divine benevolence and show gratitude to Allah, lists over a
hundred professions and offices of his time, and provides for each one of them a

. Ghabin, Hisba, 165; Stilt, Islamic Law in Action, 60.

2. Ghabin, Hisba, 165-166; Stilt, Islamic Law in Action, 61.

- R.P. Buckley, The Book of the Islamic Market Inspector: Nihayat al-Rutba fi Talab al-Hisba (Utmost Authority
in the Pursuit of Hisba) by ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Nasr al-Shayzari (Oxford University Press, 1999) 12; Van
Berkel and Hayes, “Governing Water.”

u - Stile, Islamic Law in Action, 56-58; Van Berkel, Hayes, “Governing Water”. Ibn Bassam in particular
refers to Egyptian weights and measures. The large circulation of Ibn al-Ukhuwwa’s manuscripts
in both Egypt and Syria indicates that the manual was valid throughout the Middle East. See: Stilt,
Islamic Law in Action, 60-61; Ghabin, Hisba, 163.

4 On the latter scholar see: Jon Hoover, “Ibn al-Hajj al-‘Abdari,” in Christian-Muslim Relations. A
Bibliographical History, ed. David Thomas and Alex Mallet (Brill, 2012), 4:893-6.
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specific code of conduct.” Similarly, a part of Ibn al-Hajj’s Madkhal is devoted to
providing moral guidance to different professions, and reprimanding the behaviours
of workers that do not comply with the Islamic values.'*” Even if the character of these
sources is normative and not descriptive, in these authors’ comments and complains
the modern scholar can find a remarkable wealth of details, crucial for understanding
the role of essential yet almost invisible workers such as the water carriers and the
bath attendants.

iii.iv Avoiding terminological traps

The preceding discussion reveals that uncovering the actors and dynamics of
water supply in Cairo requires the use of many different sources. The picture
that emerges is that of a complex and multilayered reality. In order to accurately
represent this complexity, I found it necessary to omit terms that are familiar to
the Western context, but fail to capture the nuances of late-medieval Cairo. The
problem of terminology is obviously not new. As early as 2003, sociologist Shmuel
Eisenstadt argued that the critiques against the orientalist approach had so far
missed the opportunity to explore non-Western societies “in their own terms”, and
avoid categories that would automatically prompt a biased comparison with the
Western context.*® Nearly a decade earlier, historian Michael Chamberlain had
already emphasized how the use of categories proper to the Modern Western context
for describing realities of the medieval Middle East had led to anachronisms and
confusion, and fostered the tendency to identify the phenomena that did not fit such
categories as abnormalities.® Chamberlain’s remark clearly indicates that certain
terms and concepts are far from neutral, unhelpful for historical analysis, and should
not be applied uncritically.

In the last few decades, several studies have questioned the application of such
misleading labels and terms in the medieval Middle Eastern context. A first issue
to be addressed, notably by the scholars Sylvie Denoix and Miriam Hoexter, is
the existence of two sharply defined “public” and “private” dimensions in pre-
Modern Islamic societies.*® As already discussed above, both Denoix and Hoexter
emphasized that institutions such as the waqf urge researchers to take alternative

16 al-Subki, Mu ‘id al-ni‘am, 43-7; Ghabin, Hisba, 169-170.

w- Ibn al-Hajj al-‘Abdari, Madkhal al-shar* al-sharif ‘ala al-madhahib al-arba‘a, (Cairo: Maktaba Dar al-
Turath), vol. 4; Cahen, “Hisba.”

18- Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, Comparative Civilizations and Multiple Modernities 1 (Brill, 2003), 420.

- Chamberlain, Knowledge and social practice, 1-2..

5o This issue was mentioned also by Chamberlain. See: Chamberlain, Knowledge and social practice, 52.
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dimensions into consideration.®® Denoix in particular showed that the terms
“collective” and “communal” are more appropriate to describe the organization of the

awqaf's resources. In line with this scholar, I have purposefully avoided describing
water facilities as “public” or “private”’, whether or not they were endowed in wagqf
foundations. I have opted for different terms, such as “domestic”, or “communal”,
more suited for the context and not loaded with misleading implications. The
unsuitability of the term “public” in particular emerges in Chapter 4 of this thesis,
where [ argue that the water facilities waqf foundations sponsored as forms of
charitable endeavours, such as the sabils, cannot be described as “public fountains”
like many scholarly works have done so far.

Besides the wagqfs special status, another reason to avoid the term “public” is its
intrinsic connection, in modern Western societies, to the notion of “State” as provider
of “public services”. The source material analysed in this work, however, does not
justify such association. In fact, as Chamberlain already highlighted, the notion of
an impersonal “State” entity is absent from these sources, which instead provide
clear evidence of a political order essentially founded on fluid networks of personal
ties.”> To designate this dynamic power structure, this work utilizes two terms
derived from Mamlak-period Arabic sources: dawla and ahl al-dawla. The use of the
term dawla, etymologically linked to the idea of alternation (the root d-w-I indicating
in Arabic the change from a condition to another), better conveys the notion of a
political order that, grounded in a specific set of interpersonal connections, is prone
to change.™ In this work, the term dawla denotes a political order intended not as
a long-durée institution but as a temporary power configuration, encompassing
specific sets of hierarchies, centred around a certain sultan. This understanding
of dawla in Mamluk-era sources has been underscored by Jo Van Steenbergen, who
showed how authors such as the historian Ibn Taghri Birdi used this term to indicate
a social construction “built around a relational core of individual agents”. *** The term
ahl al-dawla was instead used by the historian al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1442) to specifically
designate the group of individuals who, as part of the dawla, shared access to the
main financial resources of the Sultanate.s Indeed, the word ahl in Arabic denotes a

st Hoexter, “The Waqf and the Public Sphere,” 119-120; Denoix, “Formes juridiques,” 14 and 20; “Les
notions de ‘privé et de ‘public’,” 131-149.

52 Chamberlain, Knowledge and social practice, 60.

- Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 940.

5+ Jo Van Steenbergen, ‘Appearances of Dawla and Political Order in Late Medieval Syro-Eygpt:
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 Institute for Advanced Studies 11, ed. S. Conermann (Bonn University Press 2016), 65.

55 al-Maqrizi, Ighathat al-umma bi-kashf al-ghumma (Dar al-Hilal, 1990), 12.1.
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group of people sharing a connection to the same entity (which could be a family, or
a city, or a less concrete element).”® Following al-Maqrizi’s example, in this work ahl
al-dawla designates the heterogeneous group of individuals connected to the dawla
and benefitting from its associated socio-economic privileges, either via “formal” ties
(such as holding official positions within the sultanic administration) or “informal”
ones (households members, or clients of various nature).

Historian Julien Loiseau already used the term ahl al-dawla in his work, translating it
as “people of the State”.’” However, I purposefully avoid translating dawla as “State”
due to its intrinsically dynamic nature and the different connotations it carries
compared to the modern concept of the State. Unlike a rigid “State” model, the term
dawla better represents a socio-political order arranged not as a predetermined asset,
but rather, as Michael Mann put it, as a set of “overlapping and intersecting socio
spatial networks of power”.”s® I have also refrained from employing “Mamlak state”
or “Mamlik Sultanate” since, as Jo van Steenbergen has extensively argued, these
terms contradict the sources’ tendency to refer to the ruling system as dawlat al-Atrak
(“dawla of the Turks”), and do not reflect the evolving political situation between
the mid-seventh/thirteenth and the early-tenth/sixteenth century.” Moreover, the
designation “Mamlak Sultanate” fails to adequately acknowledge that the members
of the dawlat al-Atrak were primarily identified by their Turkish ethnic background,
rather than by their status as mamliks (military slaves).* I do, however, refer to the
timeframe 648-923/1250-1517 as “Mamlak period” for the sake of brevity.

In this dissertation, I consistently employ the term “court” as an equivalent for
dawla, moving beyond the common spatial connotation of court as the sovereign’s
residence. Instead, I align with Christian Mauder’s eloquent description in his
recent publication on al-GhawrT’s reign, where he conceptualizes the court as “fluid
concentric circles arranged around the ruler, with members moving from one circle
to the other depending on their current relationship with the ruler”.” Mauder

6. Ibn Manzar, Lisan al-‘Arab, 11: 28-3. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 121.

57 Loiseau, “Boy and Girl',” 24; Les Mamelouks (xiiie-xvie siécle): Une expérience de pouvoir dans islam
medieval (Paris: Seuil, 2014).

58 Michael Mann, The sources of social power, Volume 1: A history of power from the beginning to AD 1760
(Cambridge University Press, 2012), 1.

- Van Steenbergen, “Appearances of Dawla,” 55; Van Steenbergen, Wing, and D’hulster, “The
Mamlukization I1,” 561-6.

1. Koby Yosef, “Dawlat al-Atrak or Dawlat al-Mamalik? Ethnic Origin or Slave Origin as the Defining
Characteristic of the Ruling Elite in the Mamluk Sultanate,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 39,
(2012): 391.

6. Christian Mauder, In the Sultan’s Salon. Learning, Religion, and Rulership at the Mamluk Court of
Qanisawh al-Ghawri (r. 1501-1516) (Brill, 2021), 55.
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emphasized that this understanding of “court” embraces a heterogeneous assembly
of influential figures linked to the ruler and to one another through intricate ties of

clientelism. Building on this conceptualization, in this dissertation the meaning of
“court” extends beyond the formal offices of the sultanic administration to include a
broader network of informal relationships and influential individuals who collectively
controlled access to the Sultanate’s primary financial resources, and hence covers the
same meaning as dawla.’®

Regarding the term ahl al-dawla, 1 found no suitable English equivalent. While
“elite” is frequently used in contemporary scholarship, it often fails to account for
the heterogeneity and transient nature of the ahl al-dawla network. Throughout the
Mamltk period, individuals from diverse social backgrounds became part of the
ahl al-dawla in various ways. The term “elite”, typically used to indicate a unified
group enjoying specific socio-economic privileges, thus does not adequately capture
the heterogeneity that characterized the ahl al-dawla. A recent paper successfully
circumvented this homogeneous connotation by employing the plural form, “elites”,
considered as more representative of the “diversity and complexity of early Islamic
social structures”.’ Nonetheless, even this solution proves unsuitable to fully capture
the precarious nature of the ahl al-dawla as it emerges from this investigation.
As Chapter 2 discusses, the privileges of the people who were part of this network
were entirely contingent upon their often ephemeral connection with the power
configuration of the moment. A person’s inclusion within the ahl al-dawla persisted
only as long as their ties with the dawla remained intact. If an event, such as a fall
from grace or a broader change in the power configuration, caused these ties to be
severed, the individual ceased to be part of the ahl al-dawla. The consistent use of
the term ahl al-dawla in this work facilitates an understanding of the economic and
political dynamics that permitted certain individuals to enhance, alter, or interfere
with Cairo’s water management throughout the Mamlak period.

. Mauder, In the Sultaw’s Salon, 57-9.

¥ Hannah-Lena Hagemann, Katharina Mewes and Peter Verkinderen, “Studying Elites in Early
Islamic History: Concepts and Terminology” in Transregional and Regional Elites: Connecting the Early
Islamic Empire, ed. Hannah-Lena Hagemann and Stefan Heidemann (De Gruyter, 2020), 33.

14 The term nas (“people”) frequently appears in the chronicles utilized for this dissertation (especially
within the accounts analysed in Chapter 1) to indicate groups having clear socio-economic
privileges. My investigation reveals that, in these specific instances, nas refers to the same
identifiable group of individuals designated as ahl al-dawla. To maintain analytical precision, I have
not translated the term nas in Chapter 1.
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IV. Structure of the thesis

This dissertation offers a comprehensive and analytical investigation into the diverse
actors and dynamics that shaped water supply in Mamlak Cairo. Building on previous
scholarship that underscored the hybrid nature of this medieval metropolis’ water supply,
this research demonstrates that this essential aspect of urban life was concurrently
reliant on multiple, interconnected, and co-dependent socio-political entities that were
not solely defined by water-related practices. To gain a nuanced understanding of their
roles, this work adopts a multi-angled approach, revealing urban water supply’s inherent
complexities. This approach highlights in fact that a comprehensive understanding
of water in society must account for its multifaceted significance—whether viewed as
a resource, a hazard, a divine gift, or a commodity. Each interpretation shapes social
dynamics and institutions, which, in turn, contribute to shaping society itself.

This thesis comprises four chapters, each delving into a distinct angle and focus that
collectively illuminate the complexities of water supply in Mamlak Cairo. Chapter
1 explores the role of the sultanic institution in managing water, both as a natural
resource and a natural hazard, through the construction and maintenance of Cairo’s
major waterworks. The chapter begins by analysing the provincial irrigation system
under sultanic control, showing how water, in this context, was managed as a natural
resource crucial for generating agricultural revenues that fuelled the Treasury. This
analysis also reveals how environmental and political shifts that occurred between
the late eighth/fourteenth and ninth/fifteenth centuries transformed the sultanic
management of this resource. Investigating this apparent sultanic prerogative to
manage water, both as a natural resource and a hazard, the chapter examines the
sultans’ involvement in Nilotic ceremonies taking place in Cairo. It also analyses
the sultans’ role in the construction of waterworks around the city, including those
built in response to water-related crises, such as the Nile’s westward recession. The
core objective of this chapter is to illuminate the nature and scope of the sultans’
institutional involvement in the management of water resources.

Chapter 2 shifts the focus to a broader network of stakeholders involved in Cairo’s
water provision. The first, and more extensive, section of this chapter analyses
the nine case studies chosen for this work, identifying the key protagonists. By
reconstructing their social backgrounds, political careers, and connections to the
dawla from documentary evidence and historical accounts, this section proposes
hypotheses about the motivations driving their respective foundations, which
incorporated water-related facilities or practices. Moving from these wealthy patrons
to less privileged labourers, the second part of this chapter examines the vital role



Introduction | xlvii

of water carriers in Cairo’s drinking water supply. Though they were an important
element of the urban fabric and played a crucial role in Cairo’s drinking water supply,

sources offer scant information about these workers. My analysis seeks to reconstruct
their activities and significance through normative texts, notably hisha manuals, and
scattered mentions in foreign travel accounts. By juxtaposing the waqf founders from
the ahl al-dawla and the water carriers, this chapter underscores that the water supply
of the city was a multilayered reality depending on a wide range of actors.

In contrast to Chapters 1 and 2’s actor-oriented focus, Chapters 3 and 4 investigate
water-related structures and practices as documented in the selected waqf deeds. The
analysis within these chapters illuminates broader socio-economic dynamics, showing
how they both influenced the trajectory of water-related infrastructure and were
shaped by specific water practices. Chapter 3 centres on lucrative water structures
in which water represented a valuable amenity, specifically communal hammams
and hydraulic systems within lavish residential palaces. Through the documentary
stratification exhibited by some of the selected waqf deeds, the chapter traces the
convoluted trajectories of construction, reuse, and disrepair of these water facilities.
This analysis reveals that lucrative water structures were integrated into a dynamic
asset market that shaped their existence over long periods. Additionally, this chapter
examines the impact of other agents and dynamics on these lucrative structures.
Through the lens of a specific event—a clash between al-Ghawri and the tenants of the
awqaf's revenue-generating properties—this chapter reveals that the lucrative water
facilities embedded in the foundations responded not only to dynamics proper to the
foundations themselves, but also to broader economic and political forces.

Chapter 4 examines facilities and practices funded by awqaf as charitable initiatives,
through which water was provided as a symbolically imbued gift to the community. The
analysis includes the periodic drinking water distribution (tasbil) stipulated by some
waqfdeeds, as well as charitable water dispensers (sabils) and charitable well-waterwheel
systems sponsored by wagf foundations. Moving beyond previous quantitative
assessments that questioned the impact of these charitable structures based on the
amount of water they could potentially provide, this work instead emphasizes how these
facilities contributed to shaping society through the creation of multiple employment
posts with specific responsibilities over the charitable water structures.

The result of this multi-angled analysis is a mosaic-like representation of society—an
assembly of distinct and seemingly independent elements that, taken together, form
the picture of a complex, multilayered urban space in which water, in various forms,
continually flows.



33, Cne 1




1.

Institutional Obligations vs
Strategic Interventions

Sultans managing water as natural resource or hazard



4| Chapter 1

Introduction

This chapter investigates the nature of the sultanic involvement in matters pertaining
the management of water resources and structures. The question whether the
sultans ruling over Egypt throughout the Mamlik period had special prerogatives
over the management of the country’s water resources is a crucial starting point to
the study of the political dynamics and the governmental practices related to water
management. This question is historically and scholarly justified. The first part
of this chapter shows in fact that, for what concerns the management of Egypt’s
provincial irrigation system, late-medieval sources clearly defined the rights and
responsibilities of the sultans. The participation of sultans or their representatives
in long-standing Nilotic ceremonies in Cairo further suggests a symbolic connection
between the river and those in power. Therefore, for scholars studying Cairo’'s water
supply organization, searching a parallel set of sultanic duties within the urban
context seems unavoidable. Furthermore, recent scholarly work highlighted the
absence of a dedicated bureaucracy for water management in Mamlak-era Cairo.!
This scholarly approach appears to be based on the assumption that the Sultan held
certain political prerogatives over the city’s hydraulic systems.>? Whether this was a
political ideal or a reality remains a point requiring further clarification, and this
chapter intends to offer a new perspective to the debate.?

To understand more broadly what role Mamltk-era sultans played in Cairo’s
water management, this chapter begins by outlining the sultan’s responsibilities
regarding the irrigation system. There are numerous primary historical sources
that, by codifying his responsibilities regarding the irrigation system, establish a
bureaucratic framework that clearly defines the sultan’s role in provincial irrigation.
This framework included rules and traditions, inherited from earlier periods, that
were crucial to the Sultanate’s taxation system. While existing texts formally outlined
continuous sultanic responsibilities for provincial irrigation, the practical application
of these customary rules significantly changed from the late eighth/fourteenth
century. These transformations, resulting from shifts in Egypt’s environmental

I Denizeau, “Conduire l'eau,” 388-9; Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 272..

> Denizeau, “Conduire l'eau,” 162. Denizeau argued that the water supply of the city relied, as much
as the irrigation of the provinces, on the sultans’ intervention.

> Levanoni claims that the responsibilities of the sultans for the water supply of the city had a moral
and religious basis. See: Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 257; and “Water Supply,” 180.
Levanoni’s claim is based on the religious precept that the funds of the bayt al-mal (the Treasury)
has to serve for the maintenance of the waterways, as remark in the politico-religious work of Ibn
Taymiyya and Ibn al-Ukhuwwa. See: Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Taymiyya on Public and Private Law in Islam
or Public Policy in Islamic Jurisprudence, trans. Omar A. Farrukh (Khayats, 1966), 61; Ibn al-Ukhuwwa,
Ma ‘alim al-Qurba, trans. Reuben Levi, 8.
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and socio-political conditions, corroborate this chapter’s argument that sultanic
involvement in irrigation management was primarily fiscal-oriented. Indeed, as new
revenue streams emerged and altered courtly dynamics, the sultans’ involvement in
the maintenance of the irrigation system waned.

The second part of this chapter focuses on the sultanic involvement in the management
of Cairo’s water system, starting from the rulers’ symbolically charged participation
in yearly Nilotic ceremonies. Unlike the more clearly defined and institutionalized
framework governing provincial irrigation, the sultanic involvement in the
management of the urban water system appears to have lacked a formal structure.
Yearly ceremonies connected with the Nile plenitude may have represented an urban
display of the rulers’ authority over the water resources of the Sultanate, but the Sultans’
participation in these events was not consistent throughout the Mamluk period.
Several Mamliik-era sources document instances in which the Sultans actively engaged
in the creation of waterworks or in the implementation of water-related projects
around Cairo. A thorough analysis of these accounts is essential for understanding the
nature of the sultanic intervention in the water system of the city, and for assessing the
motives and goals driving the implementation of large-scale undertakings, as well as
the organizational and financial strategies adopted for their implementation.

While other chapters of this dissertation rely heavily on documentary evidence, this
chapter primarily draws upon Mamlak-era chronicles, encyclopaedias, and normative
texts. Although these sources offer valuable insights, it is crucial to acknowledge
that the reported events are filtered through the perceptions and potential biases
of the authors. Therefore, especially when dealing with remarks that express awe at
the grandeur of past rulers or bitterness at the decline of contemporary situation,
researchers must strive to construct a nuanced understanding of these Mamlak-era
texts by carefully considering the complex interplay of socio-political and economic
factors that inform the author’s writing. For this reason, this study analyses each
sultanic water project within its specific historical and political context, while
simultaneously developing a more organic and nuanced understanding of these
projects to avoid the imposition of linear narratives of progress or decline.

Re-examining the sultanic involvement and institutional obligations within the
water system presents a challenging endeavour. In the past few decades numerous
scholars have approached the same question in various ways, most of them
analysing the very same source materials used in this chapter. Stuart Borsch and
Tarek Sabraa’s comprehensive analysis of the provincial irrigation system of Egypt
during the Mamltk period focused on the rules governing floodwater distribution
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and emphasized the critical importance of these rules for the agricultural prosperity
of the Nile Delta.* Linda Northrup and Yossef Rapoport’s works insisted on the role
provincial irrigation played in the success of the igta‘ system and the Sultanate’s
tax revenue stream.’ Together, these studies provide a crucial foundation for this
chapter, which explores the complex environmental and socio-political dynamics that
led to changes in how the Sultans engaged with the irrigation system in the Egyptian
provinces, especially from the ninth/fifteenth century onwards.

In the last decade, Valentine Denizeau and Amalia Levanoni have specifically
addressed the sultan’s institutional role in the water management of Mamluak Cairo,
discussing also some of the large-scale urban water projects examined in the second
part of this chapter.® Both scholars primarily emphasized, as anticipated above,
the absence of a formalized “bureaucratic system™ and established procedures for
addressing water-related challenges in Mamlak Cairo. In her comprehensive PhD
thesis “Conduire I'eau dans Le Caire mamliik”, Denizeau stated that the sultans
reserved the exclusivity of the construction and maintenance of water infrastructure
“with great symbolic significance”, and interpreted any lack of sultanic interventions
as the relinquishment of an urbanizing prerogative.® Denizeau also highlighted
that sultanic interventions in Cairo’s urban water infrastructure were inconsistent,
and observed that, in the “organized disorder” that defined these interventions,
the military undertook water projects compensating for the lack of an institutional
body dedicated to water management, but only during times of political stability.’
Levanoni presented a thorough overview of the large-scale water projects in Cairo
that saw the involvement of the sultanic authority. This scholar underscored that
such projects were characterized by a “lack of professional water management” and
a clear technological stagnation, concluding that the sultanic involvement in the
capital’s water management was limited to sporadic ad-hoc interventions focused on
coping with disasters rather than preventing them.

#  Stuart Borsch and Tarek Sabraa. “Qaniin al-Riyy: The Water Law of Egypt,” Sophia Journal of Asian,
African, and Middle Eastern Studies 35 (2017): 87-124.

s Linda Northrup, From Slave to Sultan: The Career of Al-Mansur Qalawun and the Consolidation of Mamluk
Rule in Egypt and Syria (678-689 A.H./1279-1290 A.D.) (Stuttgart: Steiner, 1998), 253-269; Yossef
Rapoport, Rural Economy and Tribal Society in Islamic Egypt. A study of al-Nabulus?’s Villages of Fayyum
(Brepols, 2018), 53-74.

6 Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 255-276; Denizeau, “Conduire 'eau,” 347-389.

3 Levanoni in particular used this term. See: Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 257 and 272.

Denizeau, “Conduire l'eau,” 357-9.

> Denizeau, “Conduire I'eau,” 355, 366 and 389.

- Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 272-3.
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By building on this existing scholarship but adopting an alternative perspective
focused on the underlying motivations of large water projects initiated by the
Sultans, this chapter argues that sultanic interventions into Cairo’s water system
were essentially driven by the economic and court-oriented goals of each individual
Sultan. This perspective challenges linear historical narratives that suggest sultanic
water management steadily declined throughout the Mamlak period due to
institutional disorganization.” As the historical trajectory of the irrigation system
reveals, established bureaucratic institutions alone would not have been sufficient
to guarantee the prosperity of Cairo’s water systems. Furthermore, this chapter’s
analysis of major Sultanic water projects in Cairo reveals recurring patterns in
organization, funding, and labour recruitment throughout the Mamlak period.
While these patterns do not account for a specialized institutional apparatus, they
suggest the existence of established practices in managing large-scale waterworks in
the capital.

1.1 Exploiting the Most Precious Resource: Plenitude
and Irrigation Management in the Provinces

1.1.1 Time is money: customary practices to exploit the plenitude

As an agrarian economy based primarily on grain production, pre-Modern Egypt
largely depended on the cultivation and irrigation of land.” The areas around the
Nile course and the Delta represented the bulk of Egypt's agricultural areas. The
prosperity of these lands relied on the presence of the river and its yearly flood, the
primary source of water for the irrigation of Egypt’s land. For this reason, the Nile
level was closely monitored by means of scales, the nilometers. In 96/715 one of these
scales was installed on al-Rawda, the island in front of the first Islamic settlement
of Fustat. From then on, the Nile cycle was monitored with the Nilometer of al-
Rawda.” Every year, the summer rainfall on the Ethiopian Highlands flowed into the
Nile, and the level of the river started to increase in Egypt around mid-July. By mid-
August (corresponding to the Coptic month of Misra) the Nile level typically reached

u Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 271.

2 Ira Lapidus, “The Grain Economy of Mamlik Egypt,” JESHO 12, no. 1 (1969): 2..

8- The origins of the nilometers are pre-Islamic: other such scales already existed (e.g. in Memphis)
before the Islamic conquest of Egypt. More about the Nilometer of Rawda will be said in the second
part of this chapter. See: William Popper, The Cairo Nilometer. Studies in Ibn Taghri Birdi’s Chronicles of
Egypt I (University of California Press, 1951), 5; Fekri A. Hassan, “Extreme Nile floods and famines
in Medieval Egypt (AD 930-1500) and their climatic implications,” Quaternary International 173-174,
(2007): 102; John P. Cooper, The Medieval Nile. Route, Navigation and Landscape in Islamic Egypt (AUC
Press, 2014), 107-113.
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its highest point. If the scale of the Nilometer showed a reading between 16 and 18
cubits (one cubit measuring about 0.54 meters), the “Fulfillment of the Nile” (Wafa’
al-Nil) was declared, signifying a plentiful year ahead. A lower peak (when the Nile
level indicated by the Nilometer remained below 16 cubits) signified insufficient
water and poor harvests. Conversely, a much higher peak (between 18 and 20 cubits)
foreshadowed a devastating flood.” After August, the Nile level would then remain
stationary for a while, possibly with a further rise in the month of October, after
which it decreased until reaching its minimum level by May.” As floodwater was
available only for a short period of time every year, its timely exploitation was vital to
the subsistence of the region.

The regime that established its domain over Egypt from 648/1250 inherited a set of
traditional water management and irrigation practices to optimize the exploitation
of the annual Nile flood for the irrigation of the agricultural lands. At the core of
these traditions lay a sophisticated set of rules, including calibrated schedules
regulating the distribution of floodwater in the rural areas. Two partially extant
administrative manuals written before the mid-seventh/thirteenth century include
detailed regulations for distributing floodwaters in the provinces. The earliest of
these manuals, the Minhaj fi ‘ilm kharaj Misr (“Instructions on the science of taxation
in Egypt”), was authored by the secretary al-Makhzami (d. 585/1189), who served first
in the Fatimid and then in the Ayyabid administrations, under Salzh al-Din (r. 564-
589/1169-1193). Al-Makhzimi compiled the first version of the Minhaj in 569/1169-
70, immediately after Salah al-Din gained control over Egypt, and he completed
a second extended version of the manual in 581/1185-6.7 The second manual, the
Kitab Qawanin al-dawawin (“The book of rules for the diwans”) by the secretary Ibn
Mammati (d. 606/1209), was written approximatively two decades after the Minhaj
and shared similar information.” Both these manuals describe the various categories
of lands in Egypt, the times at which these lands should be cultivated and harvested,

% The exact equivalence of an eighth/fourteenth-century Egyptian cubit (dhira") is unclear. At the
Nilometer it corresponds to 0.54 meters, but when used for measuring land areas it was probably
about 0.58 meters. Valentine Denizeau and Sylvie Denoix, “Le sultan promoteur. Aménagement
urbain dans Le Caire du VIIIe/XIVe siécle,” Annales Islamologiques 46, (2013): 170.

5 al-Nuwayrl, Nihayat al-arab fi funan al-adab (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2004), 1:246; al-Maqrizi,
Khitat, 1:12-13. Al-Maqrizl mentions a prayer uttered by people at the time of the inundation to
avert the damages of a devastating high rise: “we take refuge from Allah from a finger in twenty
(cubits)” (na ‘udhi bi-llah min isba“ min ‘ashrin). al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 1:113.

e Hassan, “Extreme Nile floods and famines,” 101-2; Cooper, The Medieval Nile, 108-110; Mikhail, Nature
and Empire, 9-10.

7~ Hasan Rabie, The Financial System of Egypt, A.H. 564-741/A.D. 1169-1341 (Oxford University Press,
1972), 11.

- Northrup, From Slave to Sultan, 255; Rabie, The financial System, 14-15.
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and the types of crops produced in each region of Egypt. The cultivation and harvest
schedule in Ibn Mammatr’s work, based on the Coptic calendar, details how the
Nile’s floodwaters should be used for irrigation.” These regulations were reported
almost identically in two early-ninth/fifteenth-century works —the encyclopedic
administrative manual Subh al-a ‘sha fi sina‘at al-insha’ by the chancery official Shihab
al-Din Ahmad al-Qalqashandi (d. 821/1418), and the topographical work al-Mawa ‘iz wa
al-i‘tibar fi dhikr al-khitat wa al-athar by the historian Taqt al-Din Ahmad al-Maqrizi (d.
845/1442).>° This consistent reporting of similar information regarding agricultural
practices in Egypt’s provinces reveals the existence, on a textual level at least, of
well-established customs in land use and crop production. However, while these
works outlined what was considered the most effective way of enhancing Egypt’s
agricultural production, their normative or encyclopedic nature may have precluded
them from accurately reflecting the realities on the ground.

The title of al-MakhzamT’s work indicates that these texts were not only husbandry
manuals (known as the kutub al-filaha), but also administrative works instructing
authorities on when and how to collect agrarian taxes (khardj) from the provinces
of Egypt.” Taxation was calculated on the basis of land measure and agricultural
yields, and throughout the Ayyubid and the first half of the Mamlak periods, rents
and taxes from Egypt’s agricultural lands represented the bulk of the sultan and igta’
holders’ yearly revenue.?? Exploiting the agricultural lands to their fullest in order

- Rabie, The Financial System, 11 and 15.

2 al-Qalqashandi, Subl al-a‘sha fi sina‘at al-insha’ (Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1922), 3:450-452; al-
Magqrizi, Khitat, 1:188-194. Al-Maqriz did not mention Ibn Mammati as a source, but it is likely that
he also used his material, which the Khitat reproduces with only minor changes. Northrup, From
Slave to Sultan, 256.

2 Rabie, The Financial System, 11 and 15; Rapoport, Rural Economy, 21. Both Rabie and Rapoport showed
that these works were part of a cluster of administrative manuals composed throughout the
Ayyubid period. The kutub al-filiha are agricultural manuals, or books on farming, that drew upon
the knowledge of peasant farmers and botanical science. They combined theoretical and scientific
principles with practical, hands-on instructions. Bethany Walker, “The Struggle over Water.
Evaluating the ‘Water Culture’ of Syrian Peasants under Mamluk Rule,” in Developing Perspectives in
Mamluk History. Essays in Honor of Amalia Levanoni, ed. Yuval Ben-Bassat (Brill, 2017), 296.

2 Lapidus, “The Grain Economy,” 3-5. As explained in the Introduction, the igtd" system consisted in
the distribution of land lots (the iqta") belonging to the Treasury for tax farming, and it was used
as a way of compensating the members of the army for their military services. The sultan bestowed
the igta‘ lands on a temporary basis, and if an iqta" holder (mugqta‘) died or was dismissed, the lot
under his control had to be returned to the Treasury (the bayt al-mal) and could not be inherited
by his descendants. The igta" system was introduced in Egypt by the Ayyubids, though a similar
land-holding system existed already under the Fatimids. For an overview of the igta" system and
an historical overview of its use during the Ayytubid and Mamlik periods see: Rabie, The Financial
System, 26-45; Sato Tsugitaka, State and Rural Society in Medieval Islam. Sultans, Muqta's and Fallahun
(Brill, 1997), 42-76.
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to increase their yields and produce greater tax revenues required a well-organized
irrigation system. The sources mentioned above describe a system of dykes and
canals connecting the Nile to Egypt’s provincial cultivations, and show that this
irrigation system was regulated by a specific set of rules (ganan al-riyy) that included
a carefully calculated schedule for when to open which dykes and canals to ensure
the equal distribution of floodwater in the provinces.? These dykes and canals were
classified into two categories, each of which fell under the responsibility of distinct
political entities. The first category, the jusur al-baladiyya (the baladi irrigation
system), connected larger waterworks to village cultivations.?* They were managed
by local village communities and iqta’ holders, who disbursed the sums necessary
for their maintenance.” Al-Qalqashand1’s Subh al-a‘sha reveals that if a muqta® had
paid for the maintenance of the dykes and canals within his assigned iqta" but was
no longer the holder of that igta’ when the taxes and harvest were collected, he
could claim reimbursement for the expenses incurred.* The second category, the
jusur al-sultaniyya (the sultani irrigation system), fell under the responsibility of the
Sultan and encompassed major dykes and canals directly connected to the Nile.”
Al-Qalqashandi and al-Magqrizi explained the difference between the two categories
with an evocative metaphor: the jusir al-sultaniyya in the villages are like a city wall
(sur al-madina), the care of which is a duty of the Sultan (yata ‘ayyanu ‘ala al-sultan al-
ihtimam bi-‘imaratihi); while the jusir al-baladiyya are like the houses inside the city
walls (al-dur allati min dakhil al-sir), the maintenance and upkeep of which is a duty of
the house owners (fa-yulzam sahib kulli dar an yaslahahd wa-yuzayyila dararaha).

The functioning of the sultani irrigation system and the sultan’s responsibilities for
its proper maintenance are clearly described in two documents written during the
reign of Sultan al-Manstr Qalawiin (r. 678-689/1279-1290). These documents, known
as tadhkirat (memoranda), outline governing guidelines for the vice-regents, including
how to properly maintain and manage the sultani irrigation system. The tadhkirat were

2 Borsch and Sabraa, “Qanan,” 88. The schedule rotated the dyke and canal openings to best maintain
and regulate the waterflow into the villages. Borsch and Sabraa created an experiment to simulate
the schedule and concluded that it was the result of a sophisticated hydraulic calculation based on
environmental (not political) considerations. Also, this schedule was calculated according to the
Coptic calendar. See Borsch and Sabraa, “Qaniin,” 104-111.

% Borsch and Sabraa, “Qaniin,” 91.

= al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:449; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 1:189.

2. al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:449.

7. al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:448-9; al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 1:189. A description of this system is also reported
by the mid-ninth/fifteenth century scholar Ibn Shahin al-Zahiri. See: Ibn Shahin al-Zahiri, Zubdat
Kashfal-mamalik (Mat‘aba al-Jumhiriyya, 1894), 129-30. See also: Borsch and Sabraa, “Qantin,” 91.

2 al-Qalqashandi, Subl, 3:449; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 1:189. Al-Qalqashandi attributes this metaphor to
Ibn Mammati.
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customarily issued for the sultan’s representatives upon his departure from Egype,
and they had the value of sultanic decrees to be read in the mosques “on all minbars,
section by section” in order to be “heard by everyone, close-by or far away”.? Of these
two tadhkirat, one was addressed to amir Kitbugha al-Mansari (d. 702/1303), who
was appointed na'ib al-saltana (vice-regent) in 679/1280. The document is reported
in the chronicle Ta rikh al-duwal wa-I-mulik by historian Ibn al-Furat (d. 807/1405),
and was originally written by the chancery official Ibn al-Mukarram, also known as
Ibn Manzur (d. 711/1311), the author of the famous dictionary Lisan al-'Araibn*° The
other tadhkira was authored by the historian and chancery official Muhy1 al-Din ibn
‘Abd al-Zahir (d. 692/1293), and it was issued to Sultan Qalawan’s eldest son, al-
Salih “Ali (d. 687/1288), who ruled in his father’s place while he was in Syria.* As they
tackle a variety of socio-economic aspects related to the Sultanate organization
in the early Mamlak period, these documents have attracted the attention of
modern scholarship.*

Both the memoranda devote a few sections to instructing the sultan’s representative
on how to manage the sultani dykes and canals, and though they vary somewhat in the
information they provide, the two documents address the same core matters. First,
they both urge the sultan’s representative to proactively issue royal decrees (al-amthila
al-sharifa al-sultaniyya) “for the construction of dykes, their repair and extension,
the investigation of the bridges (qanatir) and small canals (tura"), the reconstruction
of those in ruin, the repair of the weak portions and broken water gates, and the
collection of various taxes required at the time of the flood of the Nile”.* Ibn ‘Abd
al-Zahir’s tadhkira states that the sultan’s representative (al-walad) must issue orders
to local governors (al-wulat) to repair and maintain the dykes (al-jusur) and irrigation

»- Sato Tsugitaka, State and Rural Society, 107-8; Leonor Fernandes, “On conducting the Affairs of the
State: a Guideline of the Fourteenth Century,” Annales Islamologiques 24, (1988): 89.

- Northrup, From Slave to Sultan, 36-7; Sato, State and Rural Society, 107; Fernandes, “On conducting the
Affairs,” 81.

% Northrup, From Slave to Sultan, 259; Axel Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria Eines Agyptischen
Sultans,” in Festschrift Eduard Sachau zum siebzigsten Geburtstage gewidmet von Freunden und Schiilern,
ed. Gotthold Weil, (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1915), 408. Muhy1 al-Din ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir was also the
author of the early topography of Cairo (al-Rawda al-bahiyya al-zahira fi khitat al-mu‘izziyya al-
qahira) mentioned in the Introduction, and of the biographies of three early Mamlak Sultans: al-
Zahir Baybars (r. 658—76/1260-77), al-Mansar Qalawan (r. 678—-89/1279-90), and al-Ashraf Khalil (r.
689-92/1290-3). See: Gowaart Van Den Bossche, “Muhyi al-Din Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir,” in Arabic Textual
Sources for the Crusades, ed. Alexander Mallett (Brill, 2024), 42-63.

- Sato, State and Rural Society, 105-123; Northrup, From Slave to Sultan, 257-60; Moberg,
“Regierungspromemoria,” 406-421; Fernandes, “On conducting the Affairs,” 81-91.

3 Sato, State and Rural Society, 111; Ibn al-Furat, Ta rikh al-duwal wa-lI-muliik, ed. C. Zurayk (Beirut,
1942), 7:198.
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canals (al-tura’, sic) during the Nile plenitude.** Both documents insist on the
importance of prompt communication between the sultanic court in Cairo and the
provinces controlled by local governors (the walis).* The memorandum for al-Salih “Ali
recommends that the walad set up carrier pigeons (al-hamam al-rasa ili) when dykes
and canals are being repaired or maintained “so that if a break (khalal) occurs, the
damage can be quickly dealt with by a high-ranking amir (amir kabir), who will be
sent to oversee the reparations”.* The memorandum for Kitbugha also adds that, upon
finishing any maintenance or repairs, “the walis are to write themselves that the dikes
have been completed (...) according to what was ordered”.”

These documents also urge the vice-regents to make sure that the provinces are
provided with the equipment necessary to repair and maintain the dykes and canals.
The availability of maintenance equipment was necessary “so that no levee is broken
without the necessary tools being at hand”.*® The memorandum for Kitbugha states
that “harrows (jarrafa) and large ploughs (muqalgila) are to be furnished according to
these orders”.* The memorandum for al-Salih ‘Al also recommends that irrigation
experts (khawld) and engineers (muhandisin) be entrusted with supervising the
dyke openings.* Finally, both documents urge the sultan’s representative to prevent
any abuses in the distribution of floodwater and ensure that all lands are irrigated
properly.# Any form of favouritism or himaya (paid protection) that would jeopardize
the equal distribution of water must be avoided,” and it was the representative’s

*#*  Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413.

» Later on, probably beginning in the early-eighth/fourteenth century, the post of wali coexisted
with the office of kashif al-jusiir, an inspector in charge of supervising irrigation dykes and canals.
See: Takenori Yoshimura, “The Role of Middle and Lower Rank Military Officers in Fourteenth-
Century Mamluk Egypt: Establishment and Development of the Regional Administration Offices of
wali and kashif,” in Studies on the History and Culture of the Mamluk Sultanate (1250-1517), ed. Stephan
Conermann and Toru Miura (Bonn University Press, 2021), 300. The provincial officers were meant
to work together with engineers (muhandisiun) and irrigation experts (khawla). See: Borsch and
Sabraa, “Qantin,” 112.

3 Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413.

7 Sato, State and Rural Society, 112; Ibn al-Furat, Ta rikh, 7:198.

- Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413.

» Sato, State and Rural Society, 111; Ibn al-Furat, Ta'rikh, 7:198; Fernandes, “On conducting the
Affairs,” 86.

“- Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413. The participation of these expert workers in maintaining
the sultani dykes and canals is also attested in: al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:449.

4 Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413.

- Sato, State and Rural Society, 111; Ibn al-Furat, Ta rikh, 7:198; Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413.
In an insightful article on the extortion of protection taxes, John Meloy points out that the himaya
in rural areas consisted of extorting money from farmers in lieu of the resources normally requested
from farmers for the work done on the irrigation system. See: John Meloy, “The privatization of
protection: extortion and the state in the Circassian Mamluk period,” JESHO 47, no. 2 (2004): 205.
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responsibility to enforce the established irrigation schedule and ensure that no amir
broke a dyke for the benefit of their own iqta’, thus violating the orders of the local
governors and the agreements stipulated by village authorities and irrigation experts
(akabir al-bilad, masha’ikh, and khawla).®

Like the administrative manuals discussed above, the tadhkirat also represent
normative sources—as such, they do not necessarily describe the realities on the
ground, but highlight the key measures the sultan or his representative needed to
take to guarantee the proper functioning of Egypt’s provincial irrigation system.
Also, like the administrative manuals, the memoranda’s concerns stemmed from the
sultani irrigation system’s importance to tax revenues. Linda Northrup emphasized
how the taxation system determined sultanic management of the irrigation system,
arguing that the sultans’ relationship with provincial irrigation was “dictated by fiscal
motives and the fiscal structure itself”, for with agricultural production at the basis
of the kharaj revenues, a functioning irrigation system was “of primary interest to the
tax collector”.* Northrup’s emphasis on the fiscal underpinnings of irrigation system
management provides a crucial lens for understanding the broad scope of sultanic
involvement in water projects in Mamlk Egypt.

Although this involvement was primarily driven by the aim of enhancing tax
revenues, eighth/fourteenth and ninth/fifteenth-century authors considered diligent
care for the sultani irrigation system and proactive involvement in maintaining its
provincial dykes and canals to be hallmarks of a “good ruler”. The historian Ibn Fadl
Allah al-“Umari (d. 749/1349), for instance, described the Ayyabid Sultan al-Kamil (r.
615-635/1218-1238) as an “honourable, venerable and resolute ruler” (malikan jalilan
muhiban haziman), who personally inspected the status of the dykes (wa-kana yakhruju
al-kamil bi-nafsihi fa-yanzur fi umur al-jusur).* Likewise, the later historian Ibn Taghri
Birdi (d. 874/1470) lauded Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawtn (third reign:
710-741/1310-1341) for spending two months personally overseeing the construction
of dykes in every village of the Giza province.* Both these authors lived much later
than the rulers they praised in their works, so the accuracy of their information may

#- Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413.

#- Northrup, From Slave to Sultan, 256; Fernandes, “On conducting the Affairs,” 90.

- al-‘Umari, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiya, 2010), 27:199. The
information is also attested in a treatise by al-NabulasT on the villages of Fayyam (mentioned
below). Al-Nabuliisi, The Villages of the Fayyum. A thirteenth Century Register of Rural Islamic Egypt, ed.
Yossef Rapoport and Ido Shahar (Brepols, 2018), 44.

. Ibn Taghri Birdi, al-Nujam al-zahira fi muliak Misr wa-al-Qahira, (Mu’assasa al-Misriya al-‘Ammah,
1963-1972), 9:190. Al-Nasir Muhammad’s interventions in the maintenance and expansion of the
provincial irrigation system has also been discussed in: Sarah Kate Raphael, Climate and Political
Climate. Environmental Disasters in the Medieval Levant (Brill, 2013), 97-101.
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be somewhat questionable. However, despite living in different moments of the
Mamlik period, both historians consistently identified effective management and
maintenance of the sultani irrigation system as a hallmark of a Sultan’s successful
rulership. As will be discussed in the next section, other authors from the ninth/
fifteenth century, echoing this perspective, saw in the neglect of the irrigation system
a symptom of the Sultanate’s mismanagement.

1.1.2 Old customs versus new realities

Albeit of a regulatory nature, the two tadhkirat reveal an important aspect of the
regulations concerning the maintenance of the provinces’ irrigation system. The
memorandum for amir Kitbugha refers to the duties required from the rulers and
the local governors as a custom, ‘ada, already in use during the days of Sultan al-
Malik al-Salih (‘ala al-‘ada fi al-ayyam al-Salihiyya).*” The memorandum for al-Salih Ali
refers to these regulations as qawanin al-riyy. The term qanun generally designates
a norm established by the rulers, distinct to the religious shari‘a rules, and implies
that such norm had a customary or traditional value.* Clearly, the tadhkirat imply
that the irrigation of the provinces had to be regulated according to customary rules
established already before the mid-seventh/thirteenth century. Something in the
application of these customary norms, however, visibly changed from the beginning
of the ninth/fifteenth century onwards.

Throughout the ninth/fifteenth century, a number of authors lamented the disrepair
of the provincial irrigation system, suggesting its failings were caused by sultanic
mismanagement and misallocation of tax revenues.® In his chancery manual,
al-Qalqashandi stated that by his time the majority of the baladi dykes were being
neglected (taraka ‘imarat akthar al-jusur al-baladiyya), while the sultani ones were not
maintained well enough to have a positive impact on the provincial lands (iqtasara
ft ‘imarat al-jusar al-sultaniyya ‘ala al-shay’ al-yasir alladhi 1a yahsal bihi kabir naf).
A few years later, al-Maqrizl denounced Sultan Faraj ibn Barqiq’s (r. 801-815/1399-
1412) abuses in administrating the tax levies collected from the provinces. In his
topographical work, al-Maqrizi mentions that before Faraj ibn Barqiq’s ascent to

- Sato, State and Rural Society, 111; Ibn al-Furat, Ta 'rikh, 7:198. Al-Malik al-Salih, last Ayyubid Sultan of
Egypt, ruled between 637/1240 and 647/1249.

#- Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 413; Clément Huart, “Kanan” in Encyclopaedia of Islam First
Edition Online (Brill, 2012) doi:https://doi.org/10.1163/2214-871X_ei1_SIM_3900; Mikhail, Nature and
Empire, 14; Borsch and Sabraa. “Qantin,” 92. As these authors emphasize, in the case of Egyptian
irrigation systems, the term ganiin was not used to indicate a corpus of codified laws, but rather a
set of long-lived norms.

#- Stuart Borsch, The Black Death in Egypt and England. A Comparative Study (University of Texas Press,
2005), 44.

o al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:449.
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the throne, the taxes collected from the provincial districts were used to finance the
repairs of dykes and canals, and that any surplus from the tax levies was sent to the
bayt al-mal (the Sultanate’s treasury). During the reign of Faraj ibn Barqiq, however,
despite a great amount of tax levies being collected from villages (fa-sara yujba min

al-bilad mal azim), these levies were delivered to the sultan and distributed among
the members of his entourage instead of being used to maintain the irrigation
system (yurfi ‘a ila al-sultan wa-yatafarraqa kathir minhu bi-aydi al-a ‘wan).* On multiple
occasions (not only in the Khitat but in other works as well), al-Maqrizi blamed
Faraj ibn Barqiiq and his administration for the Sultanate’s state of disarray at the
beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century.’? In his 808/1405 economic treatise Ighathat
al-Ummah bi-Kashf al-Ghummah (“Saving the community by revealing distress”), al-
Magqrizi blamed the “malfeasance and poor judgement” of the court for the appalling
state of the country and its agriculture.” In al-Maqrizl’s eyes the economic crisis
affecting the Sultanate at the time stemmed not only from the characteristic increase
in prices that followed a scarce Nile rise in 806/1403, but also (and especially) from
the fact that “the state monopoly kept foodstuff out of the reach of people”, causing
a severe grain scarcity and a reduction in cultivation. Al-Maqrizi connected Faraj ibn
Barqiiq’s unsuitable response to the crisis with the pervasive sale of administrative
positions and the subsequent spread of corrupt practices, claiming in particular that
Faraj ibn Barquq’s rule led to the rise of oppressive political figures who exploited
the provincial districts with heavy taxation and forced labour. Consequently, the
population of some provinces, “burdened with a multitude of taxes and a variety
of injustices”, abandoned the lands, further exacerbating the deterioration of the
irrigation system.>

Also the Syrian author Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Khalil al-Asadi, active in the
mid- ninth/fifteenth century, denounced over-taxing villages and exploiting the local

st al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 1: 189.

s> Julien Loiseau, “Les événements de I'année 806. Ou comment al-Maqrizi a pensé une rupture
majeure dans I'histoire de 'Egypte,” Médiévales 64, (2013): 119-134. As various recent studies have
pointed out, al-MaqrizT's aversion towards Faraj ibn Barqiiq stemmed from his personal experience.
The historian gradually lost patrons’ support under this ruler, which eventually led to his retirement
from public life. See Nasser Rabbat, “Who was al-Maqrizi? A biographical sketch,” MSR 7, no. 2
(2003): 15-16; Writing Egypt. Al-Maqrizi and his Historical Project, (Edinburgh University Press, 2023),
146-9; Jo Van Steenbergen, Caliphate and Kingship in a Fifteenth-Century Literary History of Muslim
Leadership and Pilgrimage: al-Dahab al-masbuk fi dikr man hajja min al-khulafa’ wa-l-muluk (Brill, 2016),
35; Sami Massoud “al-Maqrizi as an Historian of the Reign of Barqiiq,” MSR 7, no.2 (2003): 119-136.

- al-Magqrizi, Mamluk Economics, 51-52..

s al-Magqrizi, Mamluk Economics, 52; Ighathat al-umma bi-kashf al-ghumma (Dar al-Hilal, 1990), 81-3.
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workforce in his treatise al-Taysir wa-I-i ‘tibar, completed in 855/1451.° According to al-
Asadi, the Sultanate’s authorities were neglecting the construction and repair of the
canal and dyke system (ihmal...hafr al-khuljan wa-I-tura..wa-islah al-jusir wa-1-qanatir)
due to pervasive corruption (fasad) within the government.*® This author suggested
that the disarray of the sultani irrigation system was one of the leading causes of
the crisis affecting Egypt during his time.”” Al-Asadi stated that there had to be a
large number of peasants in both Upper Egypt and the Delta region working on the
supervision and maintenance of the sultani irrigation system, and that, as mentioned
in the earlier tadhkirat, these peasants had to be provided with the necessary
equipment for these jobs. In the past these peasants had fulfilled their duties with a
clear understanding of their responsibilities and no undue restrictions, and they were
aware of the tax fluctuations and when to expect an increase or decrease in tax levies.
But by the mid ninth/fifteenth century, peasant men were gathered with violence and
threats, forced to carry out their labours in harsh and debilitating conditions, and
pressured by extremely heavy taxation.*® In concluding his overview of the situation,
al-Asadi observed that the mismanagement of taxes and workforces was detrimental
to the maintenance of the irrigation system.*

Both al-Magqrizi’s Ighatha and al-Asadi’s al-Taysir emphasize the disastrous
consequences of the irrigation system’s neglect in their etiological analyses of the
“ordeals” (mihan, in al-Maqrizi) or “disorder” (khalal, in al-Asadi) afflicting the
Sultanate during their time. In both these works, such analysis serves as a foundation
for proposed solutions, such as fiscal reforms, which the authors offer to the ruling
authorities.® Although each of these treatises discusses economic problems in
a unique way, they are not unprecedented in bringing problems related to the

5 Abdul Azim Islahi, “Economic and Financial Crises in Fifteenth-Century Egypt: Lessons From
the History,” Islamic Economic Studies 21, no. 2 (2013): 84. The birth and death dates of al-Asadi are
unknown, and the Taysir is the only source we know of written by al-Asadi, who lived in Damascus.
In this treatise, the full title of which is al-Taysir wa-al-i ‘tibar wa-al-tahrir wa-al-ikhtibar bi-ma yajib
min husn al-tadbir wa-al-tasarruf wa-al-ikhtiyar (“Facilitation and Consideration, Registration and
Scrutiny in matters that need Good Governance, Management and Choice”), al-Asadi deals with
various issues of the time, such as the monetary situation, corruption, and oppressive taxation.

¢ Mubhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Khalil al-Asadi, al-Taysir wa-I-i ‘tibar wa-I-tahrir wa-I-ikhtiyar (Dar
al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, 1968), 92-3.

s Islahi, “Economic and Financial Crises,” 84; Meloy, “The Privatization of Protection,” 199.

8 al-Asadi, Taysir, 93. The importance of fair treatment of local workers seems to have been already in
the mind of the author of the memorandum for al-Salih ‘Ali, who recommends the vice-regent to
make sure that “the peasants are sent back home [from the work on the dykes and canals] so they
can take care of their families”. Moberg, “Regierungspromemoria,” 414.

- al-Asadi, Taysir, 92-3; Islahi, “Economic and Financial Crises,” 83.

¢ Islahi, “Economic and Financial Crises,” 83 and 86-7; John Meloy, “The Merits of Economic History:
Re-Reading al-Magqriz’s Ighathah and Shudhir,” MSR 7, no. 2 (2003): 190.
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Egyptian irrigation system to the attention of the rulers. As early as the mid-seventh/
thirteenth century, the Ayyubid functionary Aba ‘Amr ‘Uthman Ibn al-Nabulusi had
compiled a treatise called the Izhar sanat al-hayy al-qayyim fi tartib bilad al-Fayyum
that listed the fiscal obligations of al-Fayyum villages for the Ayyubid chancery. In
one section of his book, al-Nabulusi deplored the ruinous state of two irrigation
canals in the district of al-Fayyim, and concluded that the refurbishment of these
canals was only possible “over a long period of time and with considerable expenses”
(la yumkin ‘imaratu-huma illa...fi al-mudda al-tawila bi-al-amwal al-jazila).* The nature
of al-Nabulus?’s work, however, is very different than that of the Ighatha and al-Taysir,
which reflect different historical circumstances. Al-Nabulus?’s book represents in
fact a fiscal survey commissioned by the Ayyubid court, which needed to increase
the revenues of the khardj taxes to pay their army.*> The Ighatha and al-Taysir are
instead the product of two scholars affected by profound changes happening within
the Sultanate, which they both interpreted as signs of an ongoing crisis.® Although
their analyses are carefully planned to introduce suggestions for improving the
Sultanate’s financial situation, they also bear the signs of a complex and stratified
socio-economic transformation that visibly altered the organization of the Sultanate
at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century.

Underlying the disrepair of the irrigation system deplored by al-Asadi and al-Maqrizi
was a substantial decrease in the population of the Egyptian rural areas. Both al-
Asadi and al-Maqrizi hinted at the decrease of workforce in the provinces, the former
comparing it with the amount of people which used to be involved in the maintenance
of the irrigation system in the past, the latter commenting that a great number of
peasants fled the villages. To a large extent, this demographic crisis was a direct
consequence of the successive epidemics that affected Egypt between the second

- al-Nabulsi, The Villages of the Fayyum, 47; Rapoport, Rural Economy, 62.-66.

62 al-Nabulasi, The Villages of the Fayyum, 8. For a thorough discussion on the taxation of igta " holdings
in Fayyum see: Rapoport, Rural Economy, 143-170. Rapoport emphasizes that in the late-Ayytubid
period the igta" holders in al-Fayyim became dependent on the cooperation of the local village
communities to collect the yearly taxes. On the importance of these revenues for the Ayyabid and
early-Mamlak armies, see Rabie, The financial System, 32-41.

8 While little is known about al-Asadi, we can presume that, like al-Maqrizi, he was close to the
institutions of learning financed by waqf foundations. In the Ighatha, al-Maqrizi laments that the
scholars who received a fixed income from the awqaf had been heavily affected by inflation and the
increase of prices at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century. al-Maqrizi, Mamluk Economics, 75;
Meloy, “The Merits of Economic History,” 195.
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half of the eighth/fourteenth century and the mid- ninth/fifteenth century.® Stuart
Borsch argued that the post-plague population decline in rural Egypt led to a shortage
of labour that hampered the maintenance of both the sultani and baladi irrigation
systems and drastically diminished agricultural production, with essential staples
(such as grain) becoming a scarce commodity.* At the same time, both al-Asadi and
al-Maqrizi witnessed multiple migratory waves of people abandoning Egypt’s villages
and establishing themselves in major cities, especially Cairo.® This rural-to-urban
migration was a phenomenon that not only changed the configuration of the city,
where tenement houses for poor people (the hawsh) became more prominent, but also
changed the socio-economic situation of the villages that had been depopulated. Al-
Asadi explained that the decay of the irrigation system led to upheaval among the Arab
tribes (al- ‘urban) that had previously been agricultural workers, and as a consequence
of this upheaval, those people with power and money took possession of rural lands
while those with no means were forced to flee.®® When discussing this social and
economic upheaval, al-Asadi seems to be referring to the Arab tribes settled in rural
villages and devoted to cultivating cereals, for their agricultural production depended
on the seasonal inundation of the Nile and the irrigation systems that fed their land.
As Yossef Rapoport remarked, these Arab tribes were also the only part of the rural
population that could bear arms, so they could use violence to seize power.% Indeed,
the power of some Arab families controlling the resources in rural areas increased so

¢ Jean-Claude Garcin, “The Regime of the Circassian Mamluks,” in The Cambridge History of Egypt I, ed.
Carl Petry (Cambridge University Press, 1998), 308. Garcin lists a succession of epidemics in 1388-9,
1397-8, 1403-7, 1410-11, 1415-19, 1429-30, 1438-39, 1444-9, and 1455; plus others from the second half
of the ninth/fifteenth century to the end of the Mamlik period in 1459-60, 1468-9, 1476-7, 1492, 1498,
1504-5 and 1513-14.

& Stuart Borsch, “Environment and Population: The Collapse of Large Irrigation Systems
Reconsidered,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 45, no. 3 (2004): 459-63.

- al-Maqrizi, Mamluk Economics, 52-54; al-Asadi, Taysir, 93; Garcin, “The Regime of the Circassian
Mamlaks,” 309; Borsch, “Environment and Population,” 461.

& Garcin, “The Regime of the Circassian Mamliks,” 309; Garcin et al. Palais et maisons du Caire. Tome I
(CNRS Editions, 1982), 202-3.

¢ al-Asadi, Taysir, 93-4.

@ Yossef Rapoport, “Invisible Peasants, Marauding Nomads: Taxation, Tribalism, and Rebellion
in Mamluk Egypt,” MSR 8, no. 2 (2004): 10-11. Rapoport emphasizes that these Arab tribes (also
indicated as badw) represented the majority of Egypt’s rural population and included not only the
descendants of the first Arab settlers in Egypt, but also part of the local population that converted
to Islam and adopted a “badw identity” (which did not necessarily entail pastoral nomadism and
could be adopted by sedentary agricultural people as well). Kitbugh's memorandum contains a note
ordering the sultar’s representative to forbid the sale of weapons to the ‘urban and confiscate those
already in their possession. Sato, State and Rural Society, 113. Clearly, then, these tribal insurrections
already represented a threat to the Sultanate by the late seventh/thirteenth century.
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much during the ninth/fifteenth century that they became the substitutes (if not the
opponents) of the sultanic authorities in the provinces.”

Indeed, the growing power of the Arab tribes corresponded to the weakening
authority of the sultanic officials in the provinces along the Nile valley.” Until the
early-ninth fifteenth century, the sultan appointed each year three amirs as kashif al-
jusur (“inspector of the dykes”)—a practice established at the beginning of the eight/
fourteenth century. These sultanic officials were in charge of overseeing the state
of the sultani dykes in the provinces and collecting the tax revenues necessary to
maintain the irrigation system.” Ibn Shahin al-Zahiri (d. 873/1468), active in the court
of Sultan al-Ashraf Barsbay (r. 825-841/1422-1438), reports, however, that by his time
these inspectors were more numerous and had lost much of their political influence.”

Yet, despite this decreased political influence, sultanic officials’ abuses of power
were still a problem for peasants when the Ighatha and al-Taysir were written. Both
al-Asadi and al-Maqrizi deplored in fact the fiscal oppression of the villagers by the
local governors, and the mistreatment of the local workforce. Al-Maqrizi stated that
tax levies were collected with increased frequency from already oppressed peasants,
and al-Asadi condemned the violence used to force rural workers into slavery-like
conditions after they had already been deprived of their financial resources. Both
authors concluded that the oppression of the local communities was detrimental to
the provincial irrigation system, and criticized the authorities for appropriating funds
forcibly collected from farmers, rather than allocating them for the maintenance

7 Garcin, “The Regime of the Circassian Mamliks,” 314-6.

7 Jean Claude Garcin emphasizes how, from the second half of the eighth/fourteenth century onward,
the demography crisis which followed the plague, the general impoverishment of the Nile valley,
and the clashes between the Sultanate’s authorities and the Bedouins caused a shift in the axis of the
Sultanate’s power. Since the Fatimid period, the Nile valley had been pivotal to the Sultanate’s power
over Egypt, but beginning in the ninth/fifteenth century, the Sultanate’s focus shifted to the coastal
regions around the Mediterranean. See Jean Claude Garcin, “La ‘Méditerranéisation’ de 'Empire
Mamelouk sous les Sultans Bahrides,” Rivista degli Studi Orientali 48, no. 1/2/3/4 (1973): 109-16.

7 Borsch and Sabraa. “Qantn,” 112-4; Yoshimura, “The Role of Middle and Lower Rank Military
Officers,” 300-3. The three inspectors were delegated to oversee the sultani dykes throughout Egypt:
one oversaw Upper Egypt (kashif al-wajh al-qibli), one Lower Egypt (kashif al-wajh al-bahr?), and
one the district of Giza (kashif al-jiza). Ibn Shahin claims that these inspectors were selected from
among the amirs of a thousand (Zubda, 129), while al-Qalqashandi suggests that they were chosen
from among the amirs of forty (umara’ al-tablkhana). Al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 4:25 and 8:221.

7 Ibn Shahin, Zubda, 130.
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of provincial dykes and canals.” While the increased number of certain officials
(such as the kashif al-jusir) resulted from institutional changes within the sultanic
administration, the fiscal oppression of the villagers represented instead a symptom
of a radical, although non-institutionalized, transformation in courtly dynamics.
Al-Magqrizi and al-Asadi vehemently argued that the widespread practice of selling
administrative positions represented one of the main causes of the “crisis” described
in their texts—such practice, they suggested, led to the political ascent of unqualified
individuals who, having expended considerable sums to secure their posts, resorted
to fiscal extortion to recover these costs.” The fiscal exploitation of villages and
peasants was the obvious consequence of the sale of administrative posts, which
especially from the ninth/fifteenth century onwards became a consistently adopted
practice at court. Toru Miura has argued that the selling of official posts emerged as
a courtly fiscal response to the economic challenges marking the end of the eighth/
fourteenth century, and became a standard practice and an indispensable source of
funds for the sultanic administration from the ninth/fifteenth century onwards.”
The creation of this source of income may be part of the “relative growth...in the
financial means available to the sultans” which Jean-Claude Garcin indicated as one
of the large-scale transformations the Sultanate underwent from Sultan Barqiq’s
reigns (784-791/1382-1389 and 792-801/1390-1399) onwards.”

While these transformations should not be reductively explained as a “crisis” or
“decline” because they represented different aspects of broader and complex socio-
economic dynamics,” it is clear that they corresponded to the Sultanate’s increasing
disinterest in both managing the sultant irrigation system and investing the funds
needed to maintain its dykes and canals. Only a few cases of (not always successful)
sultanic interventions into repairing the sultani irrigation system were recorded in
the ninth/fifteenth century. Al-Ashraf Qaytbay (r. 872-901/1468-1496), for instance,
financed repair works for the gqanatir of the Giza district in 877/1472. During these
repairs, thousands of workers were forcibly conscripted and placed under the

7 al-Maqrizi, Mamluk Economics, 52-4; al-Asadi, Taysir, 93. This kind of dynamic is also attested
in much later periods. Ibn Iyas (d. 930/1523), for instance, reports that in 918/1512 the kushshaf of
Gharbiyya and Sharqiyya violently extorted money for the himaya from the local farmers. Ibn Iyas,
Bada'i* al-zuhir fi waqa’i* al-duhir, ed. M. Mustafa (Franz Steiner Verlag, 1960-1975), 4:262; Meloy,
“The Privatization of Protection,” 205.

7 al-Maqrizi, Mamluk Economics, 52; al-Asadi, Taysir, 95-6; Loiseau, Maison, 192..

6 Miura, “Administrative Networks,” 42-8. John Meloy objects to Miura’s conclusion that the sale of
offices was “institutionalized”, but he recognizes this form of systematized himaya (protection)
as a key feature of the Mamlak Sultanate from the ninth/fifteenth century onwards. Meloy, “The
Privatization of Protection,” 208.

7 Garcin, “The regime of the Circassian Mamliks,” 299.

7 Walker, “Sowing the Seeds,” 173.



Institutional Obligations vs Strategic Interventions

supervision of the amir and atabak al-‘asakir (commander of the army) Azbak min
Tutukh (d. 904/1498).” The same sultan invested in maintaining these structures in
Giza also in 883/1479, and again in 896/1491.%° Overall, however, the sultani irrigation
system throughout the Nile valley became less of an urgent matter for a Sultanate
that, from the beginning of ninth/fifteenth century onwards, focused on the
Mediterranean coastal regions, where its lucrative trade monopolies concentrated.®

This brief overview of the organization and development of the sultani irrigation
system during the Mamlik period cannot do justice to the system’s long history and
importance to the Sultanate’s finances, but this overview was necessary to introduce
the following case studies of sultanic water projects around Cairo. The case of the
provincial irrigation system shows that the political configuration established in
mid-seventh/thirteenth-century Egypt inherited long-lived water management
practices based on the cooperation of sultanic officials and local communities. It also
reveals that the sultans’ institutional commitment to irrigation system maintenance
stemmed essentially from the critical role of agricultural production in generating
kharaj tax revenues. When environmental and socio-political changes transformed
the configuration of the Sultanate on the eve of the ninth/fifteenth century, the state
of the irrigation system was also affected. The decreased availability of manpower,
the clashes between the Arab tribes and sultanic authorities, and the Sultanate’s
growing use of revenue sources alternative to the kharaj disrupted the traditional
relationship between the local communities and the sultanic administration. The
institutional apparatus that governed the sultani irrigation system remained in
place, but its concrete capacity in maintaining the irrigation system appears to have
significantly diminished. This goes against Levanoni’s claim that the absence of
specific bureaucratic institutions jeopardized the development of water management
in Mamlak Cairo.® Clearly, the existence of apposite water-managing institutions
alone could not ensure the effective functioning of a water system that relied on the
collaborative efforts of multiple socio-economic agents.

7 Ibn al-Sayrafi, Inba al-Hasr fi Abna’ al-'Asr, ed. Hasan Habashi, (Hai’a al-misriyya al-‘amma li-I-
kitab, 2002), 483. These repair works were partially unsuccessful because the Nile’s rise capsized the
structures (kullu-ma zada al-bahr itlaffa ma sana ‘ahu). The importance of Azbak min Tutukh during
Qaytbay’s reign will be discussed in the next chapter.

o Ibnlyas, Bada'i', 3:150 and 277-8. In both cases, Azbak min Tutukh was entrusted to supervise the work.

8. Garcin, “La ‘Méditerranéisation’,” 110-11; Apellaniz, Pouvoir et Finance, 42. Apelliniz emphasizes
how the ninth/fifteenth century was marked by a gradual “commercialization”, which implied
the Sultanate’s growing participation in lucrative trades and the emergence of a new group of
merchants at the Sultan’s service.

2 Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 272..
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1.2 Managing the Nile in Cairo: Power Displays,
Financial Strategies, and Ineffective Solutions

1.2.1 Continuation Is Political: The Takhliq al-Miqyas and the Fath al-
Khaljj as Inherited Manifestations of Sovereignty

As the seat of power, Cairo played a significant role in the management of Egypt’s
irrigation system: the Nile’s water level was monitored in the capital, its dyke was the
first to be opened each plenitude, and the Sultanic orders to open the dykes in the
provinces were issued there. By the mid-seventh/thirteenth century, Cairo’s urban
space stretched far north of Fustat, but the heart of the Nile economy remained
confined to a small area in front of the first Islamic capital of Egypt, specifically
between the southern end of al-Rawda Island and the Great Khalij inlet on the Nile’s
eastern shore, an area that contained the Cairo Nilometer (migqyas al-Nil) and the
dyke closing Cairo’s main canal. Monitoring the Nilometer and opening the Great
Khalij represented the sultans’ core responsibilities in Cairo’s water system, and
these responsibilities were intertwined with the Nilotic traditions inherited from
previous regimes.

The first nilometer on al-Rawda was built during the Umayyad period, but devices
used to measure the Nile’s water level already existed in other locations before the
Umayyad period.®® Al-Rawda was selected as an installation site for a new nilometer
as soon as 92/711, during the caliphate of al-Walid I (r. 86-96/705-715), and a second
nilometer was built there in 97/715 by al-Walid’s successor, Sulayman ibn ‘Abd
al-Malik (r. 96-99/715-717).% However, the Nilometer known as miqyas al-hashimi
(“the Hashemite Nilometer”), which was used as the main device for measuring
the Nile’s water level throughout the Mamltk period, dates from the caliphate of
the Abbasid al-Mutawakkil (r. 232-247/847-861) and was built on the remains of the
Umayyad Nilometer of 97/715.% The structure (part of which still exists) consists of an
octagonal, graduated column, vertically divided into 22 cubits (dhira‘a) and a total of
576 fingers (isha ).* The column is situated in the middle of a well-staircase, and the
combination of these two elements (the well and the column) is a hybrid design based

8. al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 1:108; al-Suyuti, Kawkab al-rawda fi tarikh al-Nil wa-jazirat al-Rawda, ed.
Muhammad al-Shishtawi (Dar al-Afaq al-‘Arabiyya, 2002), 146; Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 5-15;
Heba Mostafa, “The Nile as Nexus. The Nilometer at al-Rawda Island between Veneration and
Mediation is Medieval Islamic Egypt,” in The Nile Delta. Histories from Antiquities to the Modern Period,
ed. Katherine Blouin (Cambridge University Press, 2024), 431.

8 al-Suyati, Kawkab, 148; Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 16-19.

8. al-Suyati, Kawkab, 148; Mostafa, “The Nile as Nexus,” 434. The term “Hashemite” refers to the tribe of
the Abbasid dynasty.

% al-Magqrizi, Khifat, 1:111. Al-Maqrizi states that the first 12 cubits were divided in 28 equal fingers
each, while the remaining ones were divided in 24 equal fingers each.
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on two different types of late-Antique nilometers.*” The construction of the Abbasid
Nilometer took place in 247/861 under Yazid ibn ‘Abd Allah (in office: 242-253/856-
867), and its construction was entrusted to the engineer (muhandis) and astronomer
Muhammad ibn Kathir al-Farghani, who was summoned from Iraq to undertake
the project.®® Yazid ibn ‘Abd Allah also appointed as sahib al-miqyas (guardian of
the Nilometer) the Iraqi Abt al-Raddad, from Basra, who became the progenitor of
a dynasty of Nilometer attendants. Each subsequent sahib al-miqyas assumed the
symbolic name Ibn Abi al-Raddad (“son of Abu al-Raddad”), signifying their descent
from the original officeholder.® The sahib al-miqyas announced the plenitude when
the Nile’s water level reached the sixteenth cubit of the Nilometer’s column, a task
that held immense economic and political significance since accurate calculations of
staple food prices and tax revenues could only be made after determining the precise
level of the annual Nile rise. Each year, the Nile plenitude was announced by hanging
a drape at the window of the Nilometer that faced Fustat. The colour of the drape—
black under the Abbasids and yellow during the Mamlak period—represented the
official colour of the power in charge.* The role the Nilometer played in the economy
of Egypt was so great that the country’s leader maintained strong control over it and
sometimes changed how the Nilometer announced the Nile’s water levels to protect
their power. For example, in 362/973, to prevent commercial instability caused by
a discontinuous rise in the Nile’s water level, the Fatimid Caliph al-Mu‘izz (r. 341-
365/953-975) prohibited the sahib al-miqyas from publicly announcing the Nile’s level,
instead instructing him to report this information exclusively to the caliph or the
wazir until the plenitude reached its peak.”

8. Mostafa, “The Nile as Nexus,” 433.

8. al-Suytti, Kawkab, 148. Al-Farghani was also responsible for the (unsuccessful) Ja‘fari canal (nahr
al-Ja ‘fari) project in Samarra, and he held a prestigious position at the Abbasid court before being
summoned to Egypt to construct the Nilometer. Mostafa, “The Nile as Nexus,” 443.

®- al-Suyti, Kawkab, 148. Al-Suyuti claims that both al-Farghani and Aba al-Raddad were summoned
to Egypt from Iraq; however, Popper emphasizes the existence of traditions which identified both
these persons as Copts. Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 25 and 58. The sahib al-miqyas is also indicated
in the sources as mutawalli or amin al-miqyas, qadi al-bahr (“qadi of the Nile”), qayyas (“measurer”), or
munadi (“announcer”).

- al-Suyati, Kawkab, 146; Ibrahim ibn Muhammad Ibn Duqmaq, Al-Intisar li-Wasitat ‘Iqd al-Amsar
(Bulaq, 1893) 4:114. On the use of yellow as the colour of Mamlak royalty, see: Karl Stowasser,
“Manners and Customs at the Mamluk Court,” Mugarnas 2 (1984): 19; Boaz Shoshan, Popular Culture
in Medieval Cairo (Cambridge University Press, 1993), 74.

o al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 1:114-15; al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:516; Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 59; Paula
Sanders, Ritual, Politics, and the City in Fatimid Cairo (SUNY Press, 1994), 99-100. Al-Maqrizi praises
al-Mu‘izz’s decree as a wise political strategy (min ahsan al-siyasat) that would avert a shortage of
supply caused by the people who had hoarded staples when prices had been expected to raise.
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Under the Fatimids, the Nilometer of al-Rawda became the object of particular
political and cultural attention for the rulers. Large funds for the maintenance of this
Nilometer were invested already by Ahmad ibn Talan in 266/879, but only under the
Fatimids, after the mid fifth/eleventh century, the structure became the stage of a
ritualized ceremony, the takhliq al-miqyas (“the anointment of the Nilometer”).>* The
ceremony, held the day after the official announcement of the Nile’s plenitude, was
presided over by the Fatimid Caliph and his deputies and started with a procession
from the Fatimid city to the Nilometer. Once at the Nilometer, the Caliph performed
two rak ‘as (the sequence of movements in Muslim prayer) before handing a cup filled
with a mixture of saffron and musk to the secretary of the Treasury (the wakil bayt
al-mal). The secretary then handed the cup to the sahib al-miqyas, who jumped into
the well-staircase of the Nilometer fully clothed and anointed the column with the
contents of the cup.® The day following this ritual, the sahib al-miqyas was bestowed
with a robe of honour (khil‘a) and offered a substantial cash reward.* The takhliq,
which likely originated from pre-Islamic ritualistic practices and exhibited parallels
with the worship of relics, remained an important Nilotic festivity throughout the
Mamlik period, although over time its ceremonial became less rigid.”

Along with the takhliq al-miqyas, another Nilotic ceremony connected with the
plenitude was maintained during the Mamlik period: the opening of the Great Khalij
(fath al-khalij). This ceremony corresponded with the yearly breaking of the dyke
(kasr al-sadd) that closed the inlet of the Great Khalij (the Khalij al-Kabir, also called
Khalij al-Misr1 or Khalij al-Hakimi). This pre-Islamic canal was reopened during the
reign of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 13-23/634-644) following the conquest of Egypt in
23/643, and since that time it had remained the most important canal running near
the Islamic capital.®® The opening of the Great Khalij typically occurred a few days
after the plenitude was officially announced, and it was a key event not only for the

2 Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 25. For the dating of the takhliq al-miqyas, see: Sanders, Ritual, Politics,
and the City, 114-17. Sanders argues that there was no such ceremony before 441/1049, and that it
might have been introduced between 485/1092 and 516/1122..

9 al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:516-17; al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 1:246; Sanders, Ritual, Politics, and the City, 113;
Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 71-3; Shoshan, Popular Culture, 73.

s al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:517. Al-Qalqashandi states that the cash prize consisted of five bags (akiyas),
each one filled with 500 silver dirhams.

% Ibn Duqmagq, al-Intisar, 4:114-15; Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 72-3; Mostafa, “The Nile as Nexus,” 445.

% al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 1:135. In the early Islamic period, this canal was also called Khalij amir al-
mu’'minin (“Canal of the Commander of the Faithful”) after Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab. As
mentioned in the introduction, this canal ran north-east of Cairo. The Roman and early-Islamic
canal connected Misr/Fustat to the Red Sea, but in an attempt to repress an anti-Abbasid rebellion,
this connection was cut at the beginning of the Abbasid period to prevent Egypt’s food supply from
reaching the Hijaz. See Cooper, The Medieval Nile, 96-7.
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areas crossed by this canal but also for the entire region because it signalled the
start of the sequential openings of Egypt’s provincial irrigation canals. The tadhkira
written for Kitbugha lists the maintenance of this Khalij (khalij al-qahira) as among
the duties that by “custom” (‘ada) fell under the direct responsibility of the sultan
or his representative.”” The Great Khalij thus synecdochally represented the entire
sultani irrigation system, and Egypt’s leaders had long played an important, if largely
symbolic, role in its annual opening.

A royal procession for the fath al-khalij was introduced in the early Fatimid period,
thus existed even before the takhliq al-miqyas ritual was established. Al-Mu‘izz, the
first Fatimid Caliph to rule over Egypt, led a grand procession to open the dyke,
although at the time it was probably not the Khalij al-Kabir dyke but that of Khalij
Bani Wa’il which ran south of Fustat. Paula Sanders argues that, by participating in
the opening of this canal, the Fatimid Caliph intended to demonstrate that he was
in control of the irrigation system and of Egypt’s resources at large.®® The Persian
traveller Nasir-i Khusraw (d. circa 470/1077), who visited Egypt around 437/1045
under the Caliphate of the Fatimid al-Mustansir (r. 427/1036-487/1094), described the
fath al-khalij ceremony in his travelogue (the Safarnama). In his account, this traveller
depicts an enormous parade with “ten thousand horses with gold saddles and
bridles and jewel-studded reins”, as well as “many camels and mules with handsome
panniers and howdahs, all studded with gold and jewels” and coverings “sewn with
pearls”. Nasir-i Khusraw also mentions that an enormous amount of the Caliph’s
soldiers were standing “in groups and battalions” at the ceremony; that there was
a “contingent of princes from all over the world” and “people from other ranks and
stations”; and, finally, that the Caliph appeared as “a well-built, clean shaven youth
with cropped hair”, accompanied by the bearer of an “extremely ornate” parasol.®
The grandiose procession Nasir-i Khusraw describes in his travelogue served as a
powerful display of the Caliph’s power, wealth, authority, and legitimacy—even the
bejewelled parasol, or shamsa, held above the Caliph’s head was a royal insignia used
by the Fatimids at the time."* Even though Nasir-i Khusraw’s vivid description is
perhaps exaggerated to some extent, it nonetheless reveals the purpose of the fath al-
khalij procession: to awe and impress onlookers with a dazzling display of the ruler’s
power and authority.

- Ibn al-Furat, Ta rikh, 7:198; Sato, State and Rural Society, 111; Fernandes, “On conducting the Affairs,” 85.

% Sanders, Ritual, Politics, and the City, 102..

9 Nasir-i Khusraw, Naser-e Khosraw’s Book of Travels, ed. and trans. Wheeler McIntosh Thackston
(Bibliotheca Persica, 1986), 48-50.

o H. Halm, “Shamsa,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), ed. P. Bearman (Brill,
2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_6814.
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During the Ayyubid and the Mamlak periods, both the takhliq al-miqyas and fath al-
khalij remained key socio-political events connected to the annual Nile plenitude.™
In the chancery manual of al-Qalqashandi, the rukub (ride) for the anointment of the
Nilometer and the opening of the khalij are treated as a single event within a section
dedicated to the sultan’s “appearances” (hay'at) in the organization of the reign
(fi tartib al-mulk).*> Al-Qalqashandi, who in the same work described the solemn
takhliq al-miqyas and the fath al-khalij ceremonies of the Fatimid court, specified that
the sultans of his time did not follow a rigid schedule for the annual parade for the
Nilometer’s anointment and the breaking of the dyke, but initiated these ceremonies
“at any time” (fi ayy waqt) after the guardian of the Nilometer announced that the
plenitude had been reached.” During these ceremonies, al-Qalqashandi further
notes, it was not customary (lam tajri al-'ada) for the sultans to ride “with the canopy
or with a retinue of cavalry or with a cortege,” as was the custom in parades at the
hippodrome (maydan) and during the ‘idayn (the two Muslim holidays). Rather, the
sultan’s parade for the takhliq al-miqyas and fath al-khalij only involved the presence
of banners (sandjiq), halberdiers (al-tabardariyya), and heralds (al-jawishiyya).*
Moreover, while under the Fatimids the rituals for the takhliq al-miqyas and fath al-
khalij were spread over two days, by the ninth/fifteenth century sultans attended both
ceremonies on the same day, presiding over both the Nilometer’s anointment and
the breaking of the dyke from their embellished boat (the dhahabiyya).” Regarding
popular participation, sources spanning the Fatimid and the Mamlak periods, as well
as early-modern and modern accounts, consistently describe large crowds attending
these events. Until the nineteenth century, in fact, the fath al-khalij likely constituted
the largest annual festival in Cairo.™®

. While it is not in this chapter’s scope to delve into the significance of these events during the
Ayyubid period, it is worth mentioning that in 636/1239, the Ayyiubid Sultan al-Malik al-*Adil II
(r. 635-637/1238-1240) left the Citadel exclusively to participate in the Canal’'s opening despite his
safety being threatened by an amir plot against him. Al- Nuwayri, Nihaya, 29:164. His attendance on
that occasion is noteworthy because Ayytbid Sultans did not regularly attend Nilotic ceremonies.
Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 86.

2 al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 4:47-8.

3. al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 4: 47.

o+ al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 4:47. The tabardariyya and the jawishiya were also present during the accession
ceremonies of new Sultans. Stowasser, “Manners and Customs,” 16.

s al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 4:48.

w6 al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 4:48; Ibn Duqmagq, al-Intisar, 115; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 2:441; al-Suytti, Kawkab,
162 (emphasizes the importance of the fath al-khalij for the Fatimid court based on various sources),
168 (mentions the opening of the Canal under the Ayyabids); Shoshan, Popular Culture, 72-4. British
orientalist Edward Lane (1801-1876) described the celebrations of the Canal opening in the Modern
Era. Edward Lane, An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians (AUC Press, 2003),
493 (although in the modern period the opening of the Canal became unlinked from the date of
the plenitude); Agnieszka Dobrowolska and Jaroslaw Dobrowolsky, The Sultan’s Fountain. An imperial
Story of Cairo, Istanbul and Amsterdam (AUC press, 2011), 68; Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 86.
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Although they lacked the ceremonial dimension that they enjoyed under the Fatimids,
the fath al-khalij and takhliq al-miqyas do seem to have kept a distinct political
significance between the mid-seventh/thirteenth and the early tenth/sixteenth
century. The presence of the sandjiq, the tabardariyya, and the jawishiyya escorting the
Sultans to the Nilometer and to the Khalij’s dyke clearly indicates that these Nilotic
ceremonies represented important courtly events and power displays. The political
relevance these parades held during the Mamltak period becomes more evident when
examining the specific occasions on which sultans chose to participate. Indeed, not
all the sultans who ruled Egypt between 648/1250 and 923/1517 paid the same degree
of attention to this tradition. Sultan al-Manstr Qalawan (r. 678-689/1279-1290), for
instance, seems to have personally attended the takhliq al-miqyas and fath al-khalij
in Rabi‘ II 679 (August 1280)."” This sultan’s attendance at the events, however, is
only recorded in later chronicles (e.g. Ibn al-Furat, al-Maqrizi); while the chronicles
written during Qalawin’s reign instead focused on this ruler’s 679/1280 war against
the Mongols.™® Considering that in 679/1280 Qalawiin had only recently ascended to
the throne, and that in the same year he left Egypt for Syria appointing his son al-
Salih “Alf as his representative (hence the tadhkira mentioned above), it is possible
that his participation to the fath al-khalij represented a public display of his authority
as actual ruler. At the same time, it is also possible that later sources emphasized
the event to juxtapose Qalawin's commitment to the fath al-khalij with the less-
participated attendance of later rulers to this annual festival.

Indeed, few Mamlik rulers participated in the Nilotic ceremonies throughout the
eighth/fourteenth century, choosing instead to visit the dykes at their leisure or
send high ranking officials in their stead. Al-Maqrizi for example records, though
without much detail, that in Rajab 755 (August 1354) Sultan al-Malik Salih ibn al-Nasir
Muhammad (r. 752-755/1351-1354) rode to the maydan overlooking the Nile after the
Khalij had been opened.* In Jumada 783 (August 1381) it was not the young Sultan
al-Salih Hajj1 (r. 783-784/1382 and 791-792/1389-1390) who presided over the opening
of the Khalij, but one of his high-ranking amirs (amir kabir)." In recounting Sultan
Barquq’s participation in the takhliq and fath al-khalij in Jumada I 785 (July 1383), al-

w7 Ibn al-Furdt, Ta'rikh, 7:181-2; al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 2:135. Both historians refer to this day as a
participated event (yawm mashhid). Al-Suytti, Kawkab, 169.

8 For instance, I could not find any mention of this event in: Baybars al-Manstri. Zubdat al-Fikra fi
Tarikh al-Hijra. al-Juz’ al-Tasi’, ed. Zubayda Muhammad ‘Ata (‘Ayn, 2001), 163-175 (accounts of the
year 679/1280); or in Ibn Habib al-Halabi, Badr al-Din al-Hasan ibn ‘Umar, Tadhkirat al-Nabih fi
Ayyam al-Mansir wa-Banih, ed. Muhammad Amin (Matba‘at Dar al-Kutub 1976-1986), 1:53-61.

109 a]-Magqrizi, Suliik, 4:205.

ue- al-Maqrizi, Suliik, 5:120. The name of the amir in question is not specified. Al-Salih Hajji, who was
born in 774/1372, was just a child by then.
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Maqrizi remarks that Barquq was the first Sultan to show commitment to the Nilotic
ceremonies since al-Zahir Baybars (r. 658-76/1260-77)." Indeed, Barqiiq personally
attended the fath al-khalij also in Dhu al-Qa‘da 800 (August 1398).”* Barqiq’s
participation in these ceremonies can be interpreted as a display of loyalty to the
long-lived custom, or ‘ada, of Egypt’s rulers—a custom the descendants of Qalawiin,
whose dominance was ended by Barqiq, had not honoured.

However, Barqiq’s regard for these ceremonies was not shared by his successor
Faraj (r. 801-815/1399-1412). During the disastrous year of 806/1403, which, as al-
Maqrizi indicates, was the beginning of the crisis due to high prices and spreading
diseases, it was once again an amir and not the sultan who opened the canal—and
the opening took place even though the plenitude level had not been reached.™ The
presiding of these ceremonies by high-ranking court officials, rather than the sultans
themselves, continued after Faraj’s death: in Jumada I 815 (August 1412), during the
brief interregnum between the death of Faraj ibn Barqiq in 815/1412 and the ascent
of al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh in the same year, a group of high-ranking amirs presided over
the takhliq and fath al-khalij, not the Caliph al-Musta‘in Billah (r. 815/1412), who had
been symbolically nominated as sultan.™

Sultan al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh (r. 815-824/1412-1421) serves as a noteworthy exception
to the Mamlak rulers’ propensity toward skipping or sending functionaries to the
Nilotic ceremonies, for Al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh not only attended the takhliq and fath
al-khalij habitually (for instance in Rajab 822/August 1419 and Sha‘ban 823/August
1420), but also threw himself into the Nile to invoke the plenitude despite his poor
health.™ Thus, as Julien Loiseau has underscored, al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh paid special
attention to ceremonies and displays of power,” and he may have done this because
he saw these ceremonies as a way to solidify his leadership. Al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s

1 al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 5:150.

m2 al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 5:417. In this case, al-Maqrizi does not emphasize the sultan’s participation at
the fath al-khalij, but he inserts the information within the account of an incident that caused some
tension between Barqiiq and amir Ula Bay.

. al-Maqrizi, Suliik, 6:99 and 107. Also in 694/1294, during the short reign of Kitbugha (r. 694-696/1294-
1296), the Great Khalij was opened despite an alarmingly low Nile rise. On such occasion the fath al-
khalij, usually a joyous event, became a day of distress for the population. See: Badr al-Din Mahmad
ibn Ahmad al-“Ayni, ‘Iqd al-juman fi tavikh ahl al-zaman, ed. Muhammad Muhammad Amin (Dar al-
Kutub, 2010), 3:275. The reign of Kitbugha was marked by a series of low Nile rises. See: al-Maqrizi,
Mamluk Economics, 43.

me al-Magqrizi, Sulik, 6:335. The group included amir majlis Yalbugha al-Nasiri, amir silah Shahin al-
Afram, and amir dawadar Tughan al-Hasani.

v Tbn Taghri Birdi, Nujum, 14:87; al-Maqrizi, Suliik, 7:16; Garcin, “The Regime of the Circassian
Mamluks,” 313.

us.- Loiseau, Maison, 201.
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ascent to power came in fact after the violent end of Barqiiq’s household dominance,
and al-Muw’ayyad Shaykh himself had played a key role in the revolt against and
assassination of Faraj ibn Barqiq."” Showcasing his loyalty to long-lived customs
may therefore have been al-Mu’ayyad Shaykl's way of legitimating his power after
helping to overthrow his predecessor. When he came to power four decades later,
al-Zahir Khushqadam (r. 865-872/1461-1467) followed the example of his former
master, al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh, in his commitment to the Nilotic ceremonies.”® In the
meantime, al-Ashraf Barsbay (r. 825-841/1422-1438) personally attended the takhliq
and fath al-khalij for the first and only time in 833/1430, eight years after ascending
to the throne,™ and during the Sultanate of Jagmaq (r. 842-857/1438-1453), his young
son al-Manstr ‘Uthman presided over the takhliq and fath al-khalij in Jagmaq’s stead
more than once.’” This may be explained by Jagmaq’s intention to pass the reins
of leadership to his son: Jagmaq abdicated the Sultanate to al-Mansar ‘Uthman in
857/1453,™ so it is likely that ‘Uthman’s participation in the Nilotic ceremonies was
intended as a way to promote the prospective ruler.

Under al-Ashraf Qaytbay, the powerful atabak al-‘asakir Azbak min Tutukh, presided
over the fath al-khalij at least twelve times, in the years 876/1471, 877/1472, 879/1474,
880/1475, 881/1476, 883/1478, 885/1480, 887/1482, 892/1487, 894/1489, 897/1492, and
900/1495."* Azbak’s political influence during the reign of Qaytbay will be discussed
more thoroughly in the following chapters since his wagqf foundation is one of
the case studies examined in this thesis—for now, it suffices to say that Azbak’s
documented participation in the fath al-khalij likely makes him the person who
most often presided over this Nilotic ceremony during the Mamlik period. Azbak’s
consistent participation in this ceremony is explained by his prominent and stable
position within Qaytbay’s court, as well as by his pivotal role in sultanic construction

w7 Holt, “al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), ed. P. Bearman
(Brill, 2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_5285; Clément Onimus, Les maitres du
jeu Pouvoir et violence politique a l'aube du sultanat mamlouk circassien (784-815/1382-1412) (Editions de la
Sorbonne, 2019), 219-70.

u8- Ibn Iyas, Bada'i', 1.1:324. In this instance, Ibn Iyas reports a list of the Sultans who presided over
these ceremonies, including al-Zahir Baybars Barqiiq, Faraj ibn Baqiq, al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh, al-
Ashraf Barsbay, and Khushqadam. The list omits Qalawin, but it clearly shows that direct sultanic
involvement was somewhat scarce throughout the ninth/fifteenth and especially scarce in the
eighth/fourteenth century. See also: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, “The North-eastern Extension of
Cairo under the Mamluks,” Annales Islamologiques 17, (1981): 168.

9. Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, 14:346.

2o Loiseau, Maison, 201.

2. Tbn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, 16:23.

22 Tbn lyas, Bada i’, 3:63, 76, 97, 108, 120, 146, 169, 195, 248, 267, 292, 310. Qaytbay ordered parts of the
Nilometer to be repaired in 886/1481, but not on the occasion of the takhliq. See: Ibn Iyas, Bada'1’,
3:182; Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 27.
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projects.’® Sultan Qanisawh al-Ghawrl (r. 906-922/1501-1516), the penultimate ruler
of the Mamlak period, seemed more concerned with the Nilometer and the Nilotic
festivals than his predecessors, probably as part of his overall interest in using court
ceremonies as representations of power.'* In Safar 917/May 1511, al-Ghawri personally
inspected the Nilometer and ordered its repair before the plenitude season.
Between 919/1513 and 920/1514 al-Ghawri also built a palace with a loggia (maq ad)
overlooking the Nile east of the Nilometer—the same location where the drape
announcing the plenitude was traditionally hung.’” By constructing this loggia, al-
Ghawrl appropriated a space symbolically linked to the rulership of Egypt, thereby
implicitly asserting his strong connection to the Nilotic ceremonies.

Thus, while the takhliq and fath al-khalij were ceremonies with deep historical
roots, the Mamlak-era sultans’ participation in these events appears to have been
inconsistent. Al-Manstr Qalawin appears to have been one of the first Sultans to
participate in the Nilotic ceremonies in the late seventh/thirteenth century, though
later chronicles suggested that al-Zahir Baybars was more concerned with these
ceremonies than Qalawtn.” Historical sources are silent regarding the continuation
of sultanic participation in these Nilotic rituals under the reign of Qalawin’s
descendants in the eighth/fourteenth century, and it seems possible that high-
ranking amirs may have presided over the annual opening of the dyke during this
time. The situation seems to have changed with the late-eighth/fourteenth century
ascent of al-Zahir Barqiiq, who is presented in the sources as the ruler that revived
the sultanic interest in the Nilotic traditions. From Barqiiq’s reign, the takhliqg and fath
al-khalij, heirs of the earlier Fatimid rituals, appear to have been performed with less
rigid ceremonial rites, but they are still clearly symbolic of the sultan’s court since the
sultanic parades included his insignia, heralds, and halberdiers. The sultan’s direct
participation in these ceremonies remained somewhat discontinuous after Barqiq,

2. For a comprehensive overview of Qaytbay’s reign and its relative stability see: Carl Petry, Twilight of
Majesty. The Reigns of the Mamlak Sultans al-Ashraf Qaytbay and Qansih al-Ghawri in Egypt (University
of Washington Press, 1993), 15-118. More will be said about Azbak’s importance in Qaytbay’s court
in the next chapter. See:Ibn Iyas, Bada'i’, 3:150 on Azbak’s involvement in great court-related
construction projects; 3:277-8 on his involvement in the construction and repair of qanatir in the
district of Giza; 3:292 on his role as shadd in the restoration of the Nasirl maydan; and 3:301 on his
role in the restoration of the madrasa at the ManstrT hospital.

24 Carl Petry, Protectors or Praetorians?: The Last Mamluk Sultans and Egypt’s Waning as a Great Power
(SUNY, 1994), 164. Christian Mauder has thoroughly analysed al-GhawrTs use of court ceremonials
for “reestablishing his supreme position”. Mauder, In the Sultan’s Salon, 958-982..

25 Ibn lyas, Bada 1, 4:212-13; Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 27.

26 Popper, The Cairo Nilometer, 27-8; Ibn Iyas (Bada'i’, 4:384), writes about a celebration held at the
palace of the miqyas upon its completion in Rabi* IT 920 (June 1514); Mauder, In the Sultan’s Salon, 934.

2. al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 5:150; Ibn Iyas, Bada i’ 1.1:324.
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but it occurred more frequently in the ninth/fifteenth century than before. In line
with Julien Loiseauw’s argument, this increased frequency merely reflects a renewed
courtly interest in demonstrations of power rather than any actual control over the
sultant irrigation system that the takhliq and fath al-khalij originally symbolized.
The ninth/fifteenth-century revival of these traditions may have been motivated by
sultanic desires to display a connection with past regimes in a bid to solidify their
legitimacy, especially after violent disruptions that overthrew previous sultanic
households, as in the cases of Barqiiq and al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh. In this context, the
continuation of Nilotic ceremonies takes on a distinct political function.

1.2.2 Innovation Is Personal: Great Waterworks as Courtly-Oriented
Financial Enterprises

Understanding the significance of the urban water projects initiated by different
Mamltk-era sultans requires a thorough analysis of both the historical context in
which these projects were undertaken and the specific goals they were intended to
achieve. That some Mamlak-era sultans were involved in the construction of large-
scale urban water projects is well attested in the chronicles, and one such project,
the aqueduct, still stands today. However, this section argues that the realization
of these urban water projects does not, in itself, prove an institutionalized sultanic
prerogative governing urban water management or the development of water
facilities serving the city’s water supply; and consequently, it refutes Denizeau’s
and Levanoni’s suggestion that the sultans’ neglect of urban water-related projects
reflected a “relinquishment” of such a prerogative.”?® This section examines some of
the major urban water projects commissioned, repaired, or altered by Mamlak-era
sultans (Fig. 2). While it acknowledges the architectural and functional significance
of these projects, this section primarily investigates the underlying motivations that
prompted their development, and argues that they were the byproducts of individual
sultans’ courtly-oriented projects rather than the outcomes of comprehensive urban
water policies designed to serve Cairo’s water supply.”® Three major water projects
financed by the Sultans are the object of this analysis: the creation of a pond, the
Birka al-Nasiriyya, during the reign of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad; the addition of
a canal, the Khalij al-Nasiri, also ordered by al-Nasir Muhammad, to the Cairene
landscape; and finally the reconstruction and enhancement of the Citadel aqueduct
under both al-Nasir Muhammad and al-Ghawri.

1.2.2.1  The Birka al-Nasiriyya: Transforming a Wasteland into a Profitable Asset

28 Denizeau, “Conduire 'eau,” 355-9; Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 268.
12 For a discussion on the functioning of the Cairo aqueduct see: Nasser Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo. A
New Interpretation of Royal Mamluk Architecture (Brill, 1995), 194-9.
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It is no coincidence that all these projects bear the name of al-Nasir Muhammad,
a ruler whom both Mamltk-era sources and modern scholarship consider one of
the most important urban developers in Cairo’s history.?® After two brief periods
of nominal rule (first between 693-694/1293-1294, and then between 698-708/1299-
1309), al-Nasir Muhammad effectively ruled the Sultanate for three decades, during
which time he showed a keen interest in large-scale construction projects and a clear
aversion towards the buildings of his non-Qalawanid predecessors.” The Birka al-
Nasiriyya is the product of one of al-Nasir’s large building projects—the 721/1321
expansion of the maydan al-mahari (the hippodrome located near the Qanatir al-
Siba‘) and the creation of an embankment (zariba) near the Taybarsi mosque on
the Nile’s shores, where al-Nasir Muhammad was investing in the construction of
multiple facilities.?* The realization of these works required a large amount of clay
called ibliz, used as construction material. A nearby area, known as Jinan al-Zuhri,
was selected for this clay extraction (maqati® yuqti® minha al-tin al-ibliz bi-rasm al-
‘amd’ir).”® The Jinan al-Zuhri was semi-deserted land that contained only a few
Christian monasteries and churches among piles of rubble, and it belonged to an
earlier waqf foundation that was established in the third/ninth century by ‘Abd al-
Wahhab al-Zuhri (d. 210/825), the wali al-shurta (head of the police) of Misr, for the

e Ibn Taghri Birdi, for instance, reports that the construction activity under al-Nasir was so intense
that “not a cubit was left without constructions” (fa-sara la yura qadru dhira" illa wa-fihi bina’). Ibn
Taghri Birdi, Nujum, 9:185. The historian also reports a long list of construction projects promoted
by al-Nasir Muhammad and his entourage in the capital as well as in the provinces. See: Ibn Taghri
Birdi, Nujum, 9:178-210; Raymond, Cairo, 118-121; Doris Behrens-Abouseif, Islamic Architecture in
Cairo, An Introduction (AUC Press, 1989), 82.-83.

Bt This is clearly stated by al-Maqrizi, who reports that al-Nasir was annoyed by the presence of al-
Zahir Baybars’ emblem (two lions) at the Qanatir al-Siba‘, that al-Nasir hated any monument built
by his predecessors. Al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3: 260-1. Historian al-Shuja‘1 (d. after 756/1356) wrote a
similar statement about al-Nasir’s hatred of the aqueduct (see below).

52 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:291. The maydan al-mahari had been built by al-Nasir Muhammad the previous
year, in 720/1320. It was located near the Qanatir al-Siba‘ on the west of the Great Khaljj. Al-
Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:348. The Taybarsi mosque had instead been built by amir khazindar Taybars,
founder of the Taybarsiyya madrasa next to al-Azhar, around 707/1307. It was located on the Nile’s
shore between Fustat and Fatimid Cairo. The area, known as bustan al-khashshab, included lands that
were previously inundated by the Nile but emerged due to the westward shift of the Nile’s course
(a phenomenon discussed in the general introduction and mentioned again later in this chapter).
See: al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 4:102. In this same area, al-Nasir Muhammad had built another maydan (the
maydan al-Nasirl) after destroying, in 714/1314, the maydan built by al-Zahir Baybars. See: al-Maqrizi,
Khitat, 3:350. The zariba that al-Nasir Muhammad built south of the Taybarsi mosque was a large
embankment upon which the Sultan built a palace, a wikala, and two large apartment units (rab"),
one of which was endowed in the waqf for the khanqah he built in Siryaqis, and the other of which
was donated to amir Baktamur al-Saqi. See: al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:236.

- al-Nuwayrl, Nihaya, 33:7; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:291.
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benefit of his children.?* Al-Nasir Muhammad ordered the wakil (agent) of this waqf

li-lI-sultan bi-ujra ma'lima), thereby acquiring the right to build and invest in the
area.” Al-Nasir Muhammad intended to transform the large depression caused by
the extraction of ibliz clay from the Jinan al-Zuhri into a pond, the shores of which
could then be developed into an urban hub by leasing them as hikr lots.”¢ This plan
therefore allowed al-Nasir Muhammad to financially benefit from subletting the
surroundings of this pond as hikr leases, while simultaneously gaining the political
support of those to whom he conceded such advantageous leases. Indeed, the scholar
Shihab al-Din Ahmad al-Nuwayri (d. 733/1333) reports that al-Nasir Muhammad
sought to recreate the exclusive environment of the Birkat al-Fil, the pond below
the Citadel where members of the Sultanate ruling groups had built their palaces
and related facilities.” The Birkat al-Fil was also part of a waqf foundation, and its
surroundings were leased to high-ranking amirs with hikr contracts.”®

After al-Nagir Muhammad had personally inspected the Jinan al-Zuhri, the
excavation of the area started in Rabi‘ I 721 (April 1321) under the supervision of the

B+ Aba Sa‘id ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Ahmad al-Sadafi, Ibn Yanus, Ta rikh Ibn Yanus al-Sadafi, ed. ‘Abd
al-Fattah Fathi ‘Abd al-Fattah (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2000) 2:138-9. The historian claims to
possess a copy of ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-ZuhrT’s wagf deed. See also: Denizeau and Denoix, “Le sultan
promoteur,” 172-3.

B al-Nuwayrl, Nihaya, 33:7. Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 371 and 376.

3¢ The hikr, an arrangement similar to the emphyteutic lease, involved the long-term or permanent
lease of dilapidated or underutilized lands for construction projects. Hikr leases represented
favourable arrangements through which members of the sultanic entourage could obtain the
usufruct of empty lands and invest in construction projects. Moreover, since Islamic law establishes
that a hikr lessee is the legitimate owner of any construction on the rented lot, this arrangement
implied that these courtly investors automatically became the owner of what they built on their hikr
lots and could endow such buildings in their waqf foundations. Al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:205; G. Baer,
“Hikr,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), ed. P. Bearman (Brill, 2012) doi:
https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_8619; Denizeau and Denoix, “Le sultan promoteur,”
175; Loiseau, Maison, 57; Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 375-377. As this dissertation will demonstrate in
multiple instances, hikr leases played a pivotal role in the development of Cairo’s suburban areas.

v al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 33:7; Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 376.

B8 Sharaf al-Din Yahya ibn al-Maqarr ibn al-Ji‘an, Kitab al-Tulfa al-Saniyya bi-Asma’ al-Bilad al-Misriya,
ed. Bernhard Moritz (Maktabat al-Kulllyat al-Azhariyah, 1974), 6; Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 375.
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hajib (chamberlain).®® Engineers measured and delimited the excavation area, and
the workload was divided among the amirs proportionally to their rank (‘ald qadr
maratibihim). This distribution was based on the number of mamliiks under each amir's
command, who, along with their personal servants (ghulam) and other labourers,
could be employed as workforce.* The amirs camped with their mamliks on the
building site in a military fashion, under their respective bands (tablakhanah) and
insignia (sanjaqa).* Employing the army to help realize large construction projects
was not unprecedented—al-Zahir Baybars, for instance, had employed the army to
aid in the repairs of the Alexandria Canal in 664/1265."** This solution to the need for
workforce was adopted for several other projects discussed in this chapter, including
the excavation of the Khalij al-Nasiri.** During the excavations of the Jinan al-Zuhri,
the army and labourers constituting the project’s workforce violently attacked the
churches in the area, pillaging and destroying them as part of a larger-scale series
of riots which resulted in several churches around Cairo being set on fire.** Despite
these seemingly uncontrolled outbreaks of violence, however, al-Nasir Muhammad’s
project was completed in a short time, and the hollow created by the Jinan al-Zuhri
excavations, measuring seven faddans (1 faddan = 6,368 square meters)™*, was filled
with Nile water via a canal running around the hippodrome of al-Nasir Muhammad.
As he had planned, the sultan rented the shores of the resulting pond, the Birka
al-Nasiriyya, as hikr lots. Al-Maqrizi reports that these hikr lots were gradually

8- al-Nuwayrl (Nihdya, 33:8) attests that the amir entrusted to supervise these works was the hajib
Rukn al-Din Baybars. In a recent article on al-Nasir’s use of the army in civil works, Muhammad
Fawzi identifies this amir with the hajib Rukn al-Din Baybars who died in Rajab 743/1342, and whose
biography is reported in: Salah al-Din Khalil ibn Aybak al-Safadi, A'yan al-‘Asr wa-A'wan al-Nasr,
ed. ‘All Aba Zayd et al. (Dar al-Fikr 1998), 2:78-9. See: Muhammad Fawzi, “The Role of the Army
in Civil Works in Egypt During Al-Nasir Muhammad Ibin Qalawun era (709-741 H/1309-1340 AD),”
al-Majalla al-Tarikhiyya al-Misriyya 56, (2022): 276-7. 1 believe, however, that Fawzi’s identification
is problematic because the hajib Rukn al-Din Baybars mentioned by al-Safadi was imprisoned in
Alexandria between 715/1315 and 735/1334-5 and, thus, could not have supervised the excavation
of the pond in Cairo. The amir hajib’s (or hajib al-hujjab) involvement in the large water projects
will be a recurring discussion in this chapter. While the amir hajib did not typically have specific
responsibilities for construction projects (his duties were, in general, limited to announcing
foreign ambassadors and administering justice), his close relationship with the Sultan led to his
being trusted to supervise courtly projects on multiple occasions. Denizeau, “Conduire 'eau,” 376-7;
Loiseau, Maison, 42.8.

uo- al-Nuwayrl, Nihaya, 33:7-8; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:291.

- al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 33:8.

u2 Fawzl, “Role of the Army,” 267-8.

- Fawzl, “Role of the Army,” 268-283.

- al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 4:440-1; al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 33:8-9.

us- Walther Hinz, Islamische Masse und Gewichte (Brill, 1955), 65.
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populated and developed by the nas, ¢ a term that carries a generic meaning but, in
this context as well as in the cases discussed below, it typically denotes the sultans’
entourage or the social network associated with his court—thus corresponding to the
ahl al-dawla.*

The circumstances that led to the creation of the Birka al-Nasiriyya and its later
development deserve close attention, for the pond’s alleged purpose indicates it was
more a product of al-Nasir Muhammad’s personal political and economic plan rather
than an urban water project designed to serve Cairo’s water supply. The location
where this pond was excavated was in fact an empty suburban area between the two
main urban centres of Fustat/Misr (a few kilometres to the south) and al-Qahira (a few
kilometres to the north). Sylvie Denoix and Valentine Denizeau have claimed that the
creation of this pond was part of a large-scale, unfinished urbanization project aimed
at enlarging Cairo via the creation of multiple interconnected suburban hubs.®
This theory aligns with André Raymond’s argument that al-Nasir Muhammad’s
construction projects were part of a broader and ambitious (yet premature) policy
of urbanization of the areas west of Cairo.* However, to my view, the evidence of
the chronicles does not substantiate the interpretation that the Birka al-Nasiriyya
was part of a massive plan to expand Cairo’s urban space through the connection of
multiple newly-constructed suburban hubs. Certainly, as the sources clearly state, the
excavation of the hollow within the Jinan al-Zuhri was related to other construction
projects al-Nasir Muhammad promoted in the empty areas surrounding the capital,
such as the expansion of his hippodrome and the creation of an embankment on
the Nile shores where he installed commercial and residential buildings. However,
transforming the hollow into a pond and distributing its surrounding areas as hikr
lots, I would argue, is indicative of al-Nasir Muhammad’s entrepreneurial acumen
than any immense urbanizing ambition. By subletting these lands as hikr lots, al-
Nagir Muhammad was able to financially exploit a dilapidated area belonging to an
old waqf foundation while simultaneously benefitting from the hikr rents paid by his

ue. al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:291-2.. Al-Maqrizi adds that the quarter which flourished around the pond was
eventually depopulated and fell into disrepair after the first crisis of the ninth/fifteenth century.

7. Al-Maqrizi uses the term nds to refer to a large group of people from the sultan’s entourage who
either held official positions or simply benefitted from the socio-economic privileges of being
associated with the court. On the encompassing character of this term, and specifically for a
discussion of the term awldd al-nas, see: Anna Kollatz “Introduction: On to New Horizons—Tackling
the Mamluks’ Descendants,” in Mamluk Descendants: In search for the awlad al-nas, ed. Anna Kollatz
(Bonn University Press, 2022), 11. For a discussion on this network see: Hagemann, Mewes, and
Verkinderen, “Studying Elites,” 17—44.

us. Denizeau, “Conduire 'eau,” 175; Denizeau and Denoix, “Le sultan promoteur,” 188-9.

4. Raymond, Cairo, 137. Raymond even stated that “al-Nasir’s construction and urbanization policies
exhibit megalomania’.
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own entourage. The Birka al-Nasiriyya was simply a well-exploited byproduct of a
series of lucrative construction projects undertaken by Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad—
primarily for his own financial gain and that of his court.

1.2.2.2  The Khalij al-Nasiri: Carrying Supplies to the Sultan’s New District

Shortly after the creation of the Birka al-Nasiriyya, al-Nasir Muhammad embarked
on a new project which resulted in the addition of a large canal, the Khalij al-Nasir,
to the landscape surrounding the capital. Like the Birka al-Nasiriyya, the Khalij al-
Nasiri also represented a successful byproduct of a much larger courtly project: the
development of a new sultanic retreat district in Siryaqus, about 20 kilometres north
of al-Qahira, where in 723/1323 al-Nasir Muhammad began the construction of a Sufi
Lodge (khangah) and of other facilities.® As early as 724/1324, the Sultan ordered
the enlargement of a pre-existing canal, the Khalij al-Dhakar, that ran north-west
of al-Qahira, which he intended to connect to the Great Khalij to increase the water
intake of the latter, possibly with the aim of connecting Siryaqus to the Nile, thus
facilitating the transport of supplies into the new district.”* The operations on the
Khalij al-Dhakar started towards the end of Jumada II 724 (May-June 1324), and the
workload was apportioned among the amirs, each of whom financially contributed
to the associated expenses and utilized their recruits (al-jund) as the primary
labour force for the excavations.”* However, these excavations appear to have been
conducted without adequate planning. The bed of the Khalij al-Dhakar was excavated
to such a depth that groundwater began to seep in at various points. Moreover,
during the Nile’s annual flood, when the dyke separating the canal from the river was
opened, the influx of water was so forceful that it overwhelmed the bridges spanning
the canal and threatened to inundate Cairo.” Following these disastrous operations
on the Khalij al-Dhakar, al-Nasir Muhammad decided to dig a new canal connecting

5o al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 4:293-5; Fernandes, The Evolution of a Sufi Institution, 29-32..

s A canal in that location was first created during the reign of Kafur al-Ikhshid (r.355-357/966-968) as
an extension to the Fumm al-Khawr, a water inlet located in al-Mags. During the Fatimid period,
the area remained a suburban, courtly leisure ground, and the canal remained at its modest
dimensions until it was enlarged during the reign of the Ayytbid al-Malik al-Kamil (r. 615-635/1218-
1238). During the Sultanate of al-Zahir Baybars, the canal received maintenance work and was
eventually named after one of al-Zahir Baybars’s amirs, Shams al-Din al-Dhakar al-Karaki. Al-
Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:257; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, 4:45.

52 al-Nuwayrl, Nihaya, 33:52. This author states that the amirs invested a lot of their own money in the
works on the Khalij al-Dhakar.

53 al-Nuwayrd, Nihaya, 33:52; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:257.
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Siryaqus to the Nile. The intake of the Khalij al-Dhakar was then closed and this canal

eventually abandoned.™*

A few months later, al-Nasir started the excavation of the new canal to transport
supplies to Siryaqas (li-haml ma yahtaj ilayhi min al-ghilal wa-ghayriha).”s This time,
the na’ib al-saltana Sayf al-Din Arghain (d. 731/1330) was entrusted with the task of
planning the course of the new canal and supervising its construction. Escorted
by a group of engineers, Arghtin first examined the Nile’s shores and identified
a suitable inlet point at the mawrida al-ballat (where the Birka al-Nasiriyya’s inlet
was also located).”® After this examination, Arghtn designed the route of the new
canal from the nearby maydan al-Zahiri, through the Birkat Qarmat, between al-
Laq and al-Mags, and then through the outskirt of Bab al-Bahr and the area north-
west of Cairo called Ard al-Tibala, finally connecting the new canal’s route with
the Great Khalij north of Siryaqis.”” When the plan for this project was presented
to al-Nasir Muhammad, he ordered the amirs to mobilize the peasants from the
villages within their respective igqta‘ lands, in addition to asking the governors
of the provinces to send labourers from the areas under their jurisdiction. A few
days later, when the workers were gathered in Cairo, amir Arghtn, assisted by the
engineers and the chamberlains (hujjab), measured the length of the track to be
excavated and distributed the workload among the amirs. The excavations started at
the beginning of Jumada I 725 (April 1325). The properties located along the trajectory
of the new canal were demolished— some property owners (arbab al-amlak) received
compensation from the Sultan’s coffers (akhadha thamanahu min mal al-sultan) while
others demolished their structures and relocated the debris themselves (wa-minhum
man hadama darahu wa-naqala anqadaha).’

The canal excavations were completed by the end of the following month, and by
the time of the plenitude that year, the newly created Khalij al-Nasiri was filled with
Nile water. Ships transporting grains and other goods were able to navigate the
canal up to Siryaqus as planned,” and the shores of the Khalij al-Nasirl became a

s+ al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 33:135; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:257. Al-Maqrizi states that by the first half of the
ninth/fifteenth century, only a few sections of the Khalij al-Dhakar had survived and were covered
with reeds. He recalls as well that and acquaintance of his, the chief architect (shaykh al-mi‘mar)
Husam al-Din Husayn ibn ‘Umar al-Shahraziri, had shown him the remaining sections of the
Khalij al-Dhakar, in which he had swum a few times.

5 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:258.

6. al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:258. Here al-Maqrizi explains that the mawrida al-ballat was the lowest point on
the Nile’s shores, making it an ideal point for the inlet of the new canal and pond.

w7 al-Maqrizi, Khifat, 3:258; al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 33:135.

18 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:258.

- al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:258-9.
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coveted residential area for the nas, who made haste to buy land lots located along the
new canal from the bayt al-mal. Not long after its creation, the Khalij al-Nasiri was
surrounded by the residential palaces of this privileged social group, which financed
the construction of bridges across the canal and the installation of waterwheels
(sawagqi) along its shores.” Together with their residences, the nas constructed also
hammams, mosques, and markets in the area. In the following years, the shores of
the Khalij al-Nasirl became a place for feasts, promenades, boat trips, and leisure
activities, remaining such until the political unrest which, in 778/1377, led to the
assassination of Sultan al-Ashraf Sha‘ban (r. 764-778/1363-1377).1"

In many ways, the construction of the Khalij al-NasirT’s mirrors that of the Birka
al-Nasiriyya and both similarly served the economic ends of al-Nasir Muhammad
and his court more than they served the city’s water supply. Both waterworks were
initiated by the Sultan, and both were realized with the contribution of high-ranking
amirs and the use of their mamliks as a labour force. However, while local labourers
worked with the army to excavate the Birka al-Nasiriyya, the additional workforce
required to dig the Khalij al-Nasiri was gathered from the villages within the amirs’
iqta’ lots. This indicates that the amirs exploited the peasants of their igta" lots as
resources at their disposal, possibly benefitting also from the peasant’s expertise
in matters of canal digging. Despite the large-scale mobilization of workforce, the
Khalij al-Nasiri, like the Birka al-Nasiriyya, primarily served the economic interests
of al-Nasir Muhammad. The hypothesis, formulated by André Raymond, that
this canal was intended as an additional source of water supplementing the Great
Khalij, does not fully take into account the dynamics of its planning and subsequent
urbanization.**? Rather, it appears that both the Birka al-Nasiriyya and the Khaljj
al-Nasiri were instrumental to larger sultanic investments aimed at developing
specific quarters for courtly use. In particular, the Birka al-Nasiriyya resulted from
an opportunistic repurposing of a large excavation which had been necessary to the
development of a royal maydan and zariba south of Fatimid Cairo, while the Khalij

1o al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:259; al-Nuwayri, Nihdya, 33:135-6. The urbanization of the Khalij al-NasirT's
shores also boosted the development of the area around the Birkat al-Ratli. Al-Nasir granted the
pond to amir Baktamur al-H3jib (d. 729/1329), who had been in charge of the project that connected
it to the Khalij al-Nasirl. Around the end of the eighth/fourteenth century, the surroundings of
the Birkat al-Ratli were rented as hikr and became an important residential area for the courtly
bureaucrats, which will be further discussed in Chapter 3. Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 377.

. al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:259. The historian states that the passage of boats on the Khalij al-Nasiri was
forbidden after the assassination of al-Ashraf Sha‘ban. Al-Maqriz1’s description of the urbanization
along the Khalij al-Nasiri is likely somewhat exaggerated. It is more likely, as André Raymond has
argued, that only sparse settlements were built along this canal. Raymond, Cairo, 127.

12 Raymond, Cairo, 125.
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al-Nasirl was created as a navigable waterway connecting Siryaqas to the Nile, thus
promoting the development of this royal district.

The court’s disbursement of funds for the creation of these waterworks further
supports their characterization as courtly investments. Al-Nuwayri remarks that the
amirs partially covered the losses for the unsuccessful excavation works on the Khalij
al-Dhakar, and al-Maqrizi states that al-Nasir used his own funds to purchase some
of the assets along the Khalij al-NasirT’s trajectory. To be sure, the resources at the
disposal of the court included first and foremost the tax revenues of the Sultanate,
but it is significant that in these cases no special levies were collected from the
population, unlike in some of the examples discussed later. This funding strategy
suggests that, just like the Birka al-Nasiriyya, the Khalij al-Nasiri was not created in
response to a collective need, an assertion further supported by the fact that, also
just like the Birka al-Nasiriyya, the Khalij al-Nasirl was created in an area far from
the main urban centres of al-Qahira and Fustat. The construction of new facilities
along the Khalij al-Nasiri commenced following the creation of the canal once the
land surrounding it was distributed among the Sultan’s entourage, the nas. This
influential social group possessed not only the financial means to sponsor structures
such as waterwheels, bridges, hammams, and mosques, but also the socio-political
influence necessary to obtain hikr leases from the bayt al-mal. At the same time,
redistributing the lands around the Khalij al-Nasiri as hikrlots leased to the members
of his entourage must have been highly profitable for al-Nasir Muhammad himself.

1.2.2.3  The Aqueduct: Bringing Water to the Citadel and the Maydan

Of all the waterworks discussed in this section, the Citadel’s aqueduct has the longest
and most stratified history. First built during the Ayytbid period, this aqueduct
continued to undergo restoration and modifications until the early tenth/sixteenth
century. It was not the first structure of this kind to appear around the Islamic capital
of Egypt: by the mid-third/ninth century, during the reign of Ahmad Ibn Tultan (r.
254- 270/868-884), an extensive aqueduct had been constructed between the southern
outskirts of Fustat (specifically at al-Basatin on the northern shores of the Birkat al-
Habash) and the citadel of al-Qata’i‘.® While it is unclear exactly when this Tulunid
aqueduct fell into disuse, its northern extension might have been damaged as early as
the Abbasid destruction of al-Qata’i‘ in 292/905. However, at least one branch of the
Tulunid aqueduct was apparently reused in the Fatimid period during the vizierate

¢ For a thorough (but dated) description of what remains of this aqueduct see: K. A. C. Creswell, Early
Muslim Architecture II (Hacker Art Books, 1979), 329-32. For a historical account of the aqueduct’s
foundation see: Tarek Swelim, Ibn Talan: His Lost City and Great Mosque (AUC Press, 2015), 42-44.
Swelim claims that the project was designed not only to bring water to Ibn Talan’s palace and
garrison, but also to the population of the area. See also: Ibn Duqmagq, al-Intisar, 4:57-8.
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of al-Afdal Shahanshah (in office: 487-514/1094-1121), who connected the aqueduct to
the mosque of al-Atfihi in the Qarafa (the cemetery).* It is also possible that a part
of the Tulunid aqueduct was reused in 607/1210 as part of a project promoted by al-
Malik al-Kamil (r. 615-635/1218-1238) to bring water to the tomb of the Imam al-Shaf‘
in the southern cemetery.” In any case, it is unlikely that the aqueduct of Ibn Talan
was still functioning at the beginning of the Mamltk period. With the establishment
of the main administrative quarter at the Citadel of Salah al-Din, a new aqueduct
was added to the Cairo landscape. This massive project that would convey Nile water
to the Citadel was initiated under Salah al-Din himself, when water conduits were
incorporated into the defensive wall running between Fustat and the Citadel.**¢ Al-
Malik al-Kamil expanded part of this aqueduct and connected it to the maydan below
the Citadel. The water supply of this maydan, and possibly its connection to the
Ayyubid aqueduct, was renovated under al-Kamil’s successors. However, by the mid
seventh/thirteenth century, the maydan and its associated structures were destroyed
by order of Sultan Aybak al-Turkman (r. 648-655/1250-1257).""

Some modifications were made to the Citadel’s aqueduct during the reign of al-
Ashraf Khalil (r. 689-693/1290-1293), when amir ‘Izz al-Din al-Afram (d. 695/1295),
acting as shadd al-‘ama’ir (superintendent of the royal construction projects), built
a new intake tower near Bab al-Qantara, the southern Gate of Fustat/Misr.**® In
713/1313, al-Nasir Muhammad started refurbishing the aqueduct, starting from the
intake tower of al-Afram. Later that year, after completing the construction of a new
maydan beneath the Citadel, al-Nasir Muhammad reactivated the waterwheels of the
intake tower and connected the tower to four conduits running over the Ayyubid wall.
Along the trajectory of the conduits, al-Nasir Muhammad installed a reservoir-well
(hufra thaniya ‘ala shakl bi'r) with three waterwheels, while another reservoir-well

4 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 4:341.

s Neil D. MacKenzie, Ayyibid Cairo. A Topographical Study (AUC Press, 1992), 93. Creswell, Early Muslim
Architecture, 332.

6. Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 198; Sami Muhammad Nawwar, al-Minshat al-Ma'iyya bi-Misr mundhu
al-fath al-Islami wa-hatta nihaya al-‘asr al-mamlaki (Dar al-Wafa’, 1999), 85. The construction of the
enceinte started around 572/1176-77. MacKenzie, Ayyubid Cairo, 52-3.

7. Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir, al-Rawda, 132; al-Qalqashandi, Subh, 3:377-8.

18 al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 32:156; Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 196; Shams al-Din al-Shuja ‘1, Tarikh al-Malik
al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun al-Salihi wa-Awladihi, ed. Barbara Schifer (Franz Steiner Verlag,
1977), 95. ‘1zz al-Din al-Afram consistently invested in large projects in the area south of Fustat,
where he created large orchards, gardens, and residential complexes. al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:281; Doris
Behrens-Abouseif, “The Mamluk City,” in The City in The Islamic World, ed. Salma K. Jayyusi (Brill,
2008), 297; Levanoni, “Water Supply,” 195; Isoldi, “The birkas of Cairo,” 375-6. The shadd al-‘ama’ir
was the master builder in charge of military and civil engineering works, including the hydraulic
constructions in Cairo. Doris Behrens-Abouseif, Cairo of the Mamluks. A History of the Architecture and
its Culture (AUC Press, 2007), 44.
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was installed beneath the Citadel.’ These installations were necessary to lift water
up to the Citadel, which was located much higher than the intake tower. Once at
the Citadel, the aqueduct water was distributed among the various residences and
facilities located therein.' Al-Nasir Muhammad started further modification works
on the aqueduct shortly before the end of his reign, to increase the water flow to the
orchards and livestock at the Citadel.” In 741/1341 he inspected the aqueduct’s intake
tower with a group of engineers and, as was often the case when he encountered
evidence of his predecessors’ patronage, became displeased when he saw al-Afram’s
insignia on the intake tower.””> The project al-Nasir Muhammad initiated that year
included the addition of an intake tower and the creation of a new canal (khalij)
running under the hill of al-Rasad (south of Fustat) and joining the aqueduct.”” The
project started under the supervision of the shadd al-‘ama’ir Agbugha min ‘Abd al-
Wahid (d. 744/1343), a high-ranking amir at al-Nasir Muhammad’s court,”* entrusted
with purchasing the properties to be demolished along the trajectory of the new
khalij.’> Following al-Nasir Muhammad’s death in the same year, however, the
project to enlarge the aqueduct was abandoned. The newly dug canal section fell into
neglect, and by the beginning of the next century, only some remnants of this project
remained near the Ribat al-Athar.”’

When the German traveller Arnold von Harff (d. 1505) visited Cairo towards the end
of the ninth/fifteenth century, he reported seeing “many stone arches leading from
the Nile to the palace” south of the Citadel, and he stated that such arches “carried
lead pipes, through which the water from the Nile was conducted with masterly
skill up the hill to the palace”.”” The aqueduct von Harff saw remained as Sultan al-
Nasir Muhammad left it almost two centuries earlier, for no further interventions on
this structure are documented before Dha al-Hijja 912 (May 1507), when Sultan al-

- al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 32:156; Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 196.

v al-Nuwayri, Nihaya, 32:156; Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 271.

7 Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 279; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:400. Al-Maqrizi states that by 728/1328 al-Nasir
was willing to try increasing the Citadel’s water intake by constructing a long canal between the
Citadel and the Nile through Helwan, but his engineers estimated that the project would be too
time consuming, so it was not started.

2. 3l-Shuja‘i, Tarikh, 95.

- al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:400; Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 279-80; al-Shuja ‘1, Tarikh, 95. For a biographical
account of Agbugha min ‘Abd al-Wahid see: al-Safadi, A ‘yan al-‘asr, 1:548-9.

v+ al-Shuja‘i, Tarkh, 96; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, 9:160-161.

75 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:401. The realization of this large project required the demolition of various
assets situated along the trajectory of the new canal, and the historian al-Shuja‘T reported that
nothing could prevent al-Nasir from carrying out this plan. Al-Shuja‘i, Tarikh, 96.

ve. al-Maqrizi, Khifat, 3:401; Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 2.80.

v Arnold von Harff, The Pilgrimage of Arnold von Harff Knight, trans. Malcom Letts (Hakluyt Society,
1946), 108.
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Ghawri gathered engineers to start the construction of a new branch of the aqueduct.
Al-GhawrT's project aimed at increasing the water supply of the Citadel and the
maydan below,” and it also entailed the disruption of the “old aqueduct” (al-majra
al-qadima) which ran through Misr (bi-misr al-‘atiqa).” The historian Ibn Iyas (d.
930/1523) reported that the engineers relocated the aqueduct’s starting point to the
mawrida al-khulafa’, north of Fustat, near the mouth of the Great Khalij. The intake
tower constructed at this location, still visible today, was equipped with multiple
waterwheels to lift the water uphill and was connected to a series of arches which
extended upwards to the old gate of Bab al-Zughla, one of the eastern gates of Salah
al-Din’s fortification. At this gate, the new branch of the aqueduct merged with the
existing route, ultimately reaching the Citadel and the maydan below.® Al-Ghawri
personally inspected the construction of the new aqueduct at least three times, once
at the end of Ramadan 913 (February 1508), and again in Rabi‘ I and Rabi* II 914 (July
and August 1508).® The works were completed in Jumada II 914 (October 1508), at
which point the waterwheels were activated and Nile water flowed to the maydan
beneath the Citadel.’®2 Al-Ghawri had other waterwheels (sawaqi naqqala) installed by
the maydan, as well as three cisterns filled with Nile water for the mamliks to use
during their exercises in the hippodrome. Furthermore, the maydan was embellished
with a pond (bahra) filled with aqueduct water, which was also used to irrigate the
garden (bustan) located nearby.” At the beginning of the following year (915/1509),
al-Ghawri gathered all the notables, amirs, and bureaucrats by the maydan and issued
orders that the pond be filled with all the flowers that could be collected in Cairo.™
Ibn lyas remarks that the costs associated with al-GhawrT’'s works on the aqueduct
were exorbitant, adding that a substantial portion of the resources invested in this
project had been acquired through oppressive measures (zulm) and confiscations
(musadarat) that were typical of his reign.’

78 Mauder, In the Sultan’s Salon, 933.

- Ibn lyas, Bada'1', 4:110.

o Tbn lyas, Bada'1', 4:110; Rabbat, The Citadel of Cairo, 198; Behrens-Abouseif, Cairo of the Mamluks, 303.

. Tbn Iyas, Bada'i’, 4:126-7 and 132-133. Ibn Iyas reports that during his first visit al-Ghawri washed
his face with Nile water coming from the aqueduct, suggesting that the works were at an advanced
stage by that time. In addition to visiting the aqueduct, al-Ghawri also visited the nearby funerary
complex of Azdamur min ‘Ali B3y, whose biography and wagqf foundation will be discussed in
following chapters.

2 Tbnlyas, Bada'1’, 4:137.

. Tbn Iyas, Bada ', 4:137-8. Al-Ghawri also added multiple loggias (maqa ‘id) overlooking the garden.
For the construction of this palatial complex, al-Ghawri despoiled the Azbakiyya quarter (discussed
in the following chapters) of its marblework.

4 Tbn Iyas, Bada i', 4:151; Mauder, In the Sultan’s Salon, 942-43. Another description of this garden and
its beauties is in: Ibn Iyas, Bada'°, 4:172. See also: Mauder, In the Sultan’s Salon, 936.

. Ibn lyas, Bada'1', 4:110.
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The history of the Citadel aqueduct’s construction and modifications extends from
the reign of Salah al-Din to the tenth/sixteenth century and continues into the
Ottoman period, so its complexity as a structure and chronological stratification
necessitates that it be classified as a unique water project. Nevertheless, the socio-
political dynamics that influenced its creation and use do run parallel with the
other water projects discussed in this section. As was the case with the Birka al-
Nagiriyya and the Khalij al-Nasiri, the aqueduct reconstruction and modification
projects were undertaken exclusively at the behest of the sultans at the time. Both
al-Nasir Muhammad and al-Ghawri actively participated in their aqueduct projects
by personally inspecting the structure or visiting the worksite to oversee its
progress, and the resources they invested in the aqueduct came from funds they had
accumulated through their regular fiscal policies rather than through special taxes.
More so than the Birka al-Nasiriyya and the Khalij al-Nasiri, the aqueduct represented
a major courtly project serving the needs of the Citadel, its annexes, and the member
of the sultanic entourages dwelling therein. Contrary to what Denizeau argued in her
thesis, the aqueduct of the Citadel cannot be interpreted as a “large scale equipment
placed at the service of the community”.”®® From its initial construction under the
Ayyubids, the aqueduct was never integrated in the water supply system of the city.

Moreover, unlike the other water projects discussed in this section, the Citadel
aqueduct did not trigger the urban development of the areas surrounding it. Indeed,
the aqueduct served exclusively as a water conduit for the Sultan and his court within
the Citadel, and it crossed the city’s boundaries without becoming the heart of any
new urban areas. Under al-Nasir Muhammad, the aqueduct’s enhancement was
integral to operations aimed at expanding the Citadel’s resources and improving
its amenities. The sultan specifically sought to increase the number of livestock
within the Citadel while enhancing the gardens and the maydan located beneath the
Citadel. Al-GhawrT’s goals, nearly two centuries later, were remarkably similar. In the
eighth/fourteenth as well as in the tenth/sixteenth century, therefore, the sultanic
interventions on the Citadel aqueduct were not driven by broader urban water
policies, but by the desire to enhance the water supply of the courtly spaces within
and beneath the Citadel.

The Birka al-Nasiriyya, the Khalij al-Nasiri, and the Citadel aqueduct were
all large-scale water projects created as part of ambitious, courtly-oriented

¢ Denizeau, “Conduire l'eau,” 365. Denizeau emphasized that the presence of the rank (i.e. the
insignia of the Sultans) over the aqueduct represented a form of appropriation and of symbolic
propaganda. Denizeau, “Conduire 'eau,” 359-365. While this interpretation is valid, I believe that it
does not imply that the aqueduct was intended for the benefit of the whole city as Denizeau seems
to suggest.
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construction projects. They were not created for the urban population at large and
remained largely removed from the main urban hubs of al-Qahira and Fustat. The
neighbourhoods that developed around the pond and canal were the result of land
grants the sultan dispensed to his entourage through the bayt al-mal. For al-Nasir
Muhammad, the conversion of these lands into hikr lots leased to his nas represented
a lucrative political and financial strategy aimed at his personal financial gain and
that of his entourage, rather than an “immense urban project” as Denizeau, Denoix,
and Raymond before them suggested. Similarly, for both al-Nasir Muhammad and
al-Ghawri the aqueduct represented an necessary investment to enhance the courtly
spaces connected to the Citadel. The large-scale water projects discussed in the next
section stemmed from partially different economic and socio-political dynamics.
While they were undertaken by Mamlik-era sultans like the projects discussed above,
they were conceived as solutions to environmental challenges and, as such, were
driven by broader needs rather than by courtly interests.

1.2.3 From the Pan into the Embers: Natural Problems and (Attempted)
Solutions

A survey of the waterworks promoted by the Mamlik-era sultans and their entourages
would not be complete without examining some of the projects commissioned
to address the environmental emergencies Cairo faced during the period. Due
to the absence of related documentary evidence, analyzing urban water projects
undertaken to counter environmental disasters must rely solely on chronicles. These
chronicles, however, were likely more inclined to record disasters than successful
solutions. Among these historical sources, al-Maqrizi’s topography (Khitaf) and
chronicle (al-Sulik li-ma ‘rifat duwal al-muluk) report the highest number of cases and
the greatest amount of data, and are consequently used most extensively in this and
the following sections. This is partly because the works of other historians from the
second half of the eighth/fourteenth century, such as Ibn Duqmaq and Ibn al-Furat
(who were among al-Maqrizi’s own main sources),”®® present lacunae for the period
under discussion or are still unedited, and I had no access to the manuscripts.’
Furthermore, it is plausible that al-Maqrizi described in detail projects dealing with
environmental crises affecting Cairo both because his historiographical approach,

¥ Denizeau and Denoix, “Le sultan promoteur,” 188-9; Raymond, Cairo, 137.

¥ Koby Yosef, “Al-Maqrizi’s Sulik, Muqaffa, and Durar al-'Uqad: Trends of ‘Literarization’ in the
Historical Corpus of a 9th/15th-Century Egyptian Shafi‘T Religious Scholar,” in New Readings in
Arabic Historiography from Late Medieval Egypt and Syria, ed. Jo Van Steenbergen and Maya Termonia
(Brill, 2021), 50-1.

. Claude Cahen, “Ibn al-Furat,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition Online (EI-2 English), ed. P.
Bearman (Brill, 2012) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_3164; Massoud, “Ibn
Duqmagq,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam Three Online.
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especially in the Khitat, is arguably space-oriented, and because this series of
ineffective projects held educative value for his history-writing, serving as moral
lessons (‘ibra or i'tibar) in both the Khitat and the Sulik.'*° Because of this nature of
al-Maqrizr’s works, the description of these water-related projects, undertaken at

the court-level, reads like a sequence of problematic and chaotic attempts to deal
with excessive Nile floods or water scarcity. Still, these accounts are valuable as they
show that these water-related projects, initiated throughout the Mamlak period
by different rulers or groups linked to the sultans, did not stem from a formalized
crisis-response mechanism for water-related emergencies. Funding strategies and
labor recruitment methods varied from case to case, although even in the absence
of a systematic policy, certain recurring patterns in the course of action followed in
different circumstances become apparent.

1.2.3.1Dealing with the Floods: al-Nasir Muhammad and the Dykes of Bulaq

The earliest emergency-coping projects discussed in this section were implemented
along the Nile shores in Bulaq, an area that emerged west of the old port of al-Mags
between the late sixth/twelfth and the mid-seventh/thirteenth century. The westward
recession of the Nile, a major environmental change discussed in the introduction of
this work, led to the gradual abandonment of the port of al-Maqs and the expansion of
the land area between Cairo and the river. As the Nile’s course stabilized towards the
end of the seventh/thirteenth century, Balaq became permanently dry. Since Bulaq was
newly formed land and had not yet been allocated to anyone, it legally belonged to the
bayt al-mal.** Al-Nasir Muhammad invested in urbanizing Bulaq and the Nile’s shores
west of Cairo by financing the construction of multiple facilities, including a zariba
(embankment) on which he built tenement buildings and hammams. Furthermore, al-
Nasir Muhammad distributed land lots within these areas to his entourage through
the bayt al-mal, making also in this case extensive use of hikrleases.”

By the early eighth/fourteenth century, Balaq, while no longer submerged under
the river, was still at risk of flooding. In 717/1317 the Nile’s level began to rise earlier
than usual, and when the dyke closing the Great Khalij was breached prematurely,
the western outskirts of Cairo flooded. All provincial canals were opened in an
attempt to reduce the overflow of water in the outskirts of Cairo, but this measure
proved unsuccessful and the flooding resulted in the loss of several summer crops. In
723/1323, the Nile flood once again inundated Bilaq, submerging numerous houses

o Yosef, “Al-Maqriz1’s Suliik,” 52; Rabbat, “The Historian and the City,” 6.

v According to Islamic law, the bayt al-mal is the legal owner of all unallocated lands. See Denizeau
and Denoix, “Le sultan promoteur,” 174.

w2 Hanna, An Urban History of Buldq, 1-4; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:234-5.



46 | Chapter 1

and orchardsin the area. Al-Nagir Muhammad was informed about the damages of the
flood by the nazir al-jaysh (administrator of the army), Qadi Muhammad Fakhr al-Din
ibn Fadl Allah, who had been granted aland lot on the shores of Balaq."”? Upon learning
of the situation, al-Nasir Muhammad visited the affected area, accompanied by his
amirs. He then ordered the construction of an embankment dam (jisr) at the precise
location the river had overflowed. Before the works had even commenced, however,
the Nile’s water level rose dramatically, rendering the embankment impracticable. Al-
Magqrizi relates that the water level in Balaq nearly reached the top of trees, so people
“started to pick dates with their hands from the boats” (sari yatanawaluna al-thimar
bi-aydihim wa-hum fi al-marakib).*** Al-Nasir Muhammad thus devised an impromptu
solution: creating a barrier of soil (turab) around the flooded areas. Orders were
issued to the governors of al-Qahira and Fustat to redirect any draft animals carrying
dirt towards Balaq. The harafish (the urban riffraff) were also employed to transport
soil to the site.”” Despite these efforts, however, the flood caused immense damages,
destroying the buildings of Bulaq as well as the cultivations and waterwheels on the
shores of Fustat. Furthermore, as the Nile receded, stagnant water remained in the
flooded areas and caused all the grains stored there to rot.

Following this inundation, al-Nasir urged the tenants of the hikr lots in Balaq to build
embankments (zariba) between their properties and the Nile to protect them from
further floods, and he granted rent exonerations to any tenants who invested in such
structures. At that point, the construction of al-Nasir Muhammad’s embankment also
commenced. Engineers were gathered, irrigation experts (khawld) were summoned
from the villages, and each amirwas assigned to construct a section of the embankment.
The peasants of their respective iqtd’ lands were then conscripted as the labour force.
The final structure, measuring four qasabas (1 qasaba= about 3,99 meters) in height and
eight in width, protected Bulaq from further inundations, at least for a few years."

v al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:293; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, 9:201. Muhammad Fakhr al-Din ibn Fadl Allah
had built his mosque in the area of Balaq. See also: Denizeau, “Conduire 'eau,” 370.

w4 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:293.

v al-Maqrizi, Suliik, 3:67. Al-Maqrizi reported that, due to the high demand for labourers, the daily
fee for workers increased to three dirhams, a considerable amount given that the average monthly
salary of waqf employees at the time rarely exceeded 20 dirhams per month. See, for instance:
Sabra, Poverty and Charity, 120. The term harafish refers to a specific group of the urban population
with very low social status and limited resources but considerable political weight and possibly an
organized social structure. Sabra, Poverty and Charity, 14-17. Robert Irwin “Futuwwa: Chivalry and
Gangsterism in Medieval Cairo,” Muqarnas 21, 1 (2004): 162-3. William M. Brinner, “The Significance
of the Harafish and Their ‘Sultar’,” JESHO 6, no. 2 (1963): 194-201. The employment of labourers from
this social group will occur again in other cases discussed in this section.

we. al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:294-5; Suliik, 3:67-8. This mean that the dyke built by al-Nasir Muhammad
measured approximatively 16 meters in height and 32 in width.
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Strong Nile floods continued to be a threat for the newly urbanized shores of
Biilaq, however. Fearing further inundations, al-Nasir Muhammad planned a large
embankment in 738/1338 that would divert the river’s flow from Bulaq towards
Imbaba on the western shores of the Nile. To realize this project, irrigation experts
were summoned from the Egyptian provinces, the regions of Damascus and Aleppo,

and the areas surrounding the Euphrates River.”” A preliminary expedition was
organized for al-Nasir Muhammad, the amirs, and the engineers to inspect the shores
of Bulaq, and they planned to build a dyke by sinking boats loaded with stone blocks
in front of Balaq, while simultaneously excavating a canal on the island opposite
Bilaq to absorb part of the floodwater.”® The amirs Aqbugha min ‘Abd al-Wahid and
Barsbugha (d. 742/1342), al-Nasir Muhammad’s hajib, were entrusted to supervise
the works.” For the realization of the project, a large part of the population was
mobilised: stone cutters were ordered to supply the blocks needed to sink the boats,
while the local craftsmen provided reportedly 12 large vessels and 23,000 smaller
boats that were loaded with stone blocks and sunk in front of Bilaq to complete the
embankment.>® To complete the construction, labourers were conscripted from the
provinces, while the governors of Cairo and Fustat gathered other workers from
among the harafish and the local population, some of whom, according to al-Magqrizi,
were forcibly taken from mosques or markets and compelled to join the works.>*
Because the construction works commenced during the summer months of June and
July (Dha al-Qa‘da and Dhu al-Hijja) some labourers died due to the intense heat.>?
In addition, the impending Nile flood necessitated the works to proceed at full speed,
prompting al-Nasir Muhammad to personally visit the site to expedite the work of
the amirs and their labourers.>

w7 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:295; al-Shuja‘i, Ta rikh, 31-2.

w8 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:295. The practice of creating a dyke by sinking loaded boats in the river is
attested in the Ayyubid period as well. In 620/1223-4 the Ayyubid governor of al-Fayyim, Fakhr
al-Din ‘Uthman, former ustadar of al-Malik al-Kamil, created a dyke to divert water towards the
canal of al-Fayyam (the Bahr Yusaf) by sinking several large boats in the Nile. Since the plan was
executed following the advice of local engineers, it seems likely that creating dykes by sinking heavy
objects was a long-lived local practice. Al-Nabultsi, The Villages of the Fayyum, 46; Rapoport, Rural
Economy, 66.

- al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:295. Amir Barsbugha was one of al-Nasir Muhammad’s mamliks. Following al-
Nasir Muhammad’s death, he was imprisoned and killed in Alexandria, along with amir Qawsan.
Al-Magqrizi, Kitab al-Muqaffa al-kabir, ed. Muhammad al-Ya‘lawi (Dar al-Gharb, 1991), 2:570; Khalil
ibn Aybak al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-al-wafayat (Dar Thiya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 2000), 10:71.

2o The number of sunk boats, which appears quite exaggerated, is reported in: al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:295.

2L a]-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:295; Sulik, 3:245.

22 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:295.

23 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:295.
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The detailed accounts of the sources on these projects allow some comparison with
the projects discussed earlier. The embankments al-Nasir Muhammad commissioned
in 723/1323 and 738/1338 were massive projects which required substantial resources
and workforces. Some of the strategies used to build them were similar to those
adopted for other large construction projects realized under this sultan. Having
engineers and amirs inspect the sites, appointing specific high-ranking amirs (the
hajib and the shadd al-‘ama ir) to oversee the works, and recruiting labourers from the
villages are all practices al-Nasir Muhammad followed when constructing the large
water-structures discussed in the previous section. These common practices probably
are not indicative of a standard construction procedure or policy used throughout
the Mamlik period, but they do suggest that al-Nasir Muhammad followed a specific
course of action when designing and constructing large water projects. Moreover,
while unlike the Birka al-Nasiriyya, the Khalij al-Nasiri, and the Citadel aqueduct,
which stemmed from the plan of enhancing courtly spaces such as the maydan and the
Siryaqus district, the embankments were initiated in response to the environmental
hazard represented by the excessive Nile floods, these structures were essentially
created to protect the shores of Balaq, where both al-Nasir Muhammad and his
entourage had invested in construction projects and benefited from valuable hikr
lots. For this reason, it would be a mistake to consider the embankments as a project
outside the large-scale financial schemes of this sultan and his entourage.

Finally, these embankments did not actually represented effective solutions to Cairo’s
environmental problems. Indeed, as subsequent events demonstrated, in constructing
the Bulaq embankments, al-Nasir Muhammad obviated one environmental problem
by exacerbating another. While the embankments succeeded in protecting the
profitable assets on the Nile’s eastern shores from further inundations, they
aggravated the westward recession of the river, resulting in disastrous long-term
consequences.>** Many of the water crises al-Nasir Muhammad’s successors had to
deal with in the following years stemmed, to some extent, from his subtracting lands
from the Nile.

1.2.3.2  Bringing the Nile Back: the Great Dykes after al-Nasir Muhammad

Following al-Nasir’s death, the urbanization of Balaq came to a halt. The successive
outbreaks of plague, as well as the political and economic instability that affected
the Sultanate throughout the second half of the eighth/fourteenth century, gradually
led to the destruction of what had been built in the area. Concurrently, the Nile

24 al-Shuja‘i, Ta'rikh, 32; al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:295. Al-Maqrizl maintains that al-Nasir Muhammad’s
embankments exacerbated the Nile’s regression from the east shores. See also: Levanoni, “Urban
Water Management,” 255.
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kept receding westwards, causing the distance between Cairo and its main source
of water to increase.”> As early as the reign of al-Nasir Muhammad’s successor,
al-Kamil Sha‘ban (r. 746-747/1345-1346), the increasing distance between the river
and the city had caused the price of drinking water sold by water carriers to rise
dramatically,*® leading the nas to complain to amir Arghtun al-“Ala’1 (d. 748/1347-8),
then the de facto ruler of the Sultanate.>*” After assessing the situation with the amirs
and the engineers, al-Kamil Sha‘ban approved the construction of a dyke between the
shores of Giza and the Nilometer to divert the flow of the Nile towards the eastern
banks.?®® To construct this dyke, potsherds (shaqaf) from the sugar factories of
Fustat were transported to the Nile and used as construction material.>*® Due to the
inferior quality and insufficient strength of this construction material, the structure
collapsed as soon as the river level began to raise. The subsequent assassination of al-
Kamil Sha‘ban caused the project to be abandoned temporarily.>°

The escalating cost of drinking water, together with the expanding dry zone between
the city and the river, led to renewed complaints during the reign of Sha‘ban’s
successor, al-Muzaffar Hajji (r.747-748/1346-1347). At the beginning of 748 (April 1347),
a group of engineers and amirs addressed the issue, and the plan of constructing

2. Hanna, An Urban History of Bilaq, 5-6.

26 al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 4:26-7. Al-Maqrizi states that in that year the watercarriers started charging 2
instead of 0.75 dirhams per rawiya (large waterskin).

27 al-Maqrizi, Suluk, 4:27; Khitat, 3:295-6. Sayf al-Din Arghun al-‘Ala’1 was one of al-Nasir
Muhammad’s former mamlitks, who married the mother of al-Salih Isma‘il and al-Kamil Sha‘ban.
Arghiin al-‘Ala’1 ascended to a powerful position under these two rulers, and was granted also with
the administration of Qalawan's bimaristan, which he equipped with the maktab and sabil discussed
in Chapter 4 of this thesis. Al-Maqrizi, Muqaffa, 2:25-6.

28t is possible that objections had already been made to creating a dyke between Giza and the
Nilometer. Al-Maqriz1 (Suliik, 4:72) claims that one of the local shipmasters warned the amirs that
the Nile could not be blocked, and that a dyke would only bring more problems to the western
shores. In addition, amir Tuquztamur (d. 746/1345) claimed that the dyke would cause the Nile’s flow
to hit the western shores so violently that it would destroy the buildings in Fustat and Balaq. Al-
Magqrizi records these objections as part of an excursus introducing the construction of al-Manjak’s
dyke, but given the date of Tuquztamur’s death, it is clear that these objections were made during
the reign of al-Kamil Sha‘ban. Levanoni (“Urban Water Management,” 263) reports the chronology
of these events inaccurately.

29 al-Magqrizi, Sulik, 4:27.

2o al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:296; Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 262..
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a dyke between the shores of Giza and the Nilometer was proposed once again."
A budget of 120,000 dirhams (silver coin) was set for the project: such sum was to
be collected by imposing a special tax on the owners of properties situated on the
Nile’s shores (arbab al-amlak al-mutalla “ala al-nil), at a rate of 15 dirhams per cubit.>?
The tasks of measuring the properties and collecting tax levies were delegated to
the mubhtasib of Cairo, Qadi Diya’ al-Din Yasuf ibn Abu Bakr (d. 761/1359-1360).22
Nearly half of the estimated budget was collected, but Diya’ al-Din Yasuf’s dismissal
from office and al-Muzaffar Hajj’s assassination eventually prevented the project’s
implementation.?* While this dyke was not initiated, its funding method provides
valuable insight into the court’s financial strategy for funding a large water project.
In this instance, the money necessary to realize the project was levied from the
individuals who would directly profit from its implementation.?” The appointment
of Cairo’s muhtasib to collect the tax levies to fund the dyke is also a significant aspect
of this project, as it represents the first instance, among the cases discussed here,
of an administrative official being entrusted with the extraction and management
of a large construction project’s resources. Subsequent examples will demonstrate
a growing participation of administrative officials in the financial management of
such undertakings. Concurrently, the muhtasib’s involvement in this capacity appears
consistent with the late eighth/fourteenth functional shift of this official noted by
Ahmad Ghabin and Kristen Stilt—from policing communal urban spaces to collecting
levies on the sultans’ behalf.>

At the beginning of Sultan al-Nasir Hasan’s first reign (748-752/1347-1351), the plan
to construct a dyke between the Nilometer and the shore of Giza is resumed once
more. In 749/1348 a group of engineers and amirs, including the hajib, the na'ib al-
saltana Baybugha Urts (d. 754/1353), and his brother, the ustadar (the manager of
the sultan's household finances) Manjak al-Yasufi (d. 776/1375) inspected the area.

2 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:296; Suliik, 4:43. Two different construction plans were taken into consideration
and attempted. The first was proposed by a protegee of amir Tughay Tamur al-Najmi (d. 748/1347),
who claimed his project would have cost only 4,000 dirhams. This project was approved at court,
but soon after construction started, the Nile destroyed what little had been completed. A second
project, proposed by a protegee of amir Maliktamur al-Hijazi (d. 748/1347), was then approved, and
it was the money needed to realize this project that was collected from the owners of properties
along the Nile’s shores. See: al-Maqrizi, Suliik, 72-3; Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 263-4.

22 al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 4:43; Khitat, 3:296.

2 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:296; Suliik, 4:43. Diya’ al-Din Yasuf ibn AbG Bakr, originally from the Sham,
held other important administrative posts in addition to the hisba of al-Qahira, such as the
administratorship of the Qalawtinid bimaristan and other waqf foundations. Ibn Taghri Birdi,
Nujiim, 10:337.

24 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:296; Suliik, 4:73.

25 Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 262-3.

26 Ghabin, Hisba, 96-118; Stilt, Islamic Law in Action, 68 and 203-4
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Manjak al-Yasufi was temporarily dismissed from his post as wazir, which he had
held since 748/1347, and in Rabi‘ I 749 (June 1348) was appointed as shadd ‘ala ‘amal
al-jusir fi al-Nil (“superintendent of the construction of the dyke on the Nile”), a
seemingly ad hoc office made specifically for this project.?” Indeed, Manjak al-Yasufi

became the managerial architect of this project, and devised a comprehensive levy
system to fund the construction of the dyke, the cost of which was expected to exceed
150,000 dirhams. In addition to imposing levies on the owners of the properties
along the Nile’s banks—a strategy adopted already during the reign of al-Muzaffar
Hajji—-Manjak also levied the military and the administrative official. Additional
funds were collected from a series of urban assets expected to benefit from the dyke’s
construction, such as orchards, mosques, Sufi lodges, hammams, mills, fundugs
(merchant lodges), and caravanserais, pottery factories, Christian monasteries and
churches, and the cisterns (sahrij, pl. saharij) of the mausolea located in the Qarafa.
These taxes were calculated based on the type and size of each asset.”® Special
administrators (shadd), cashiers (sayrafi), and book-keepers (kuttab) were recruited
in various parts of Cairo to collect the levies.?” Manjak al-Yasuff’s taxations, which
affected a large part of the urban population, caused some tensions among the
notables. When confronted with accusations of collecting more levies than were
necessary, Manjak al-Yasufi explained that a substantial amount of the funds
collected would be used to pay the labourers hired to construct the dyke.>*

Upon securing the necessary funds, a work camp was installed on al-Rawda Island,
and labourers were recruited from the harafish and the local population. These
labourers were compensated a daily fee of 1.5 dirham, in addition to a ration of
three bread loaves. Furthermore, when the dyke’s construction began, a canopy was
installed on the site so that workers could shelter from the scorching sun.?” Without a
doubt the employment conditions under Manjak al-Yasufi were far better than those
during the construction of Balaq’s dyke under al-Nasir Muhammad. In addition
to the unskilled labourers, local craftsmen and stonecutters were recruited to aid

27 al-Magqrizi, Sulik, 4:71.

28 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:297-8; Suliik, 4:74. For instance, the cisterns at the mausolea and madrasas
of the cemetery were taxed 5 to 10 dirhams each. Much higher amounts were collected from other
properties: orchards, for example, were taxed between 10 and 20 dirhams per faddan, while Churches
and Christian monasteries were taxed up to 200 dirhams. The madrasas and mausolea (as well as the
cisterns belonging to them) were taxed even though they belonged to wagf foundations, which were
normally exempt from tax levies. As happened in other instances discussed in this thesis, special levies
were occasionally imposed on waqf foundations when the resources of the bayt al-mal were scarce.

29 a]-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:297; Sulik, 4:74.

20 3l-Maqrizi (Khitat, 3:298) relates that some of the amirs accused Manjak of making a profit out of the
levies collected for the dyke.

21 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:297; Sulik, 4:74-5.
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construction, and boats, harrows (jararif), oxen and other draft animals, including
the Sultan’s camels, were employed to break ground and haul soil and supplies. The
dyke was built with timber on two sides and filled in the middle with stones, mud,
and debris collected from the city. Concurrently, a canal was excavated along the
Nile’s eastern shores between the mouth of the Great Khalij and Biilaq, to absorb part
of the waterflow and attenuate the strength of the river on the eastern shores.?”> The
dyke’s construction continued for about four months until the end of Rabi* II 749
(August 1348), but only a third of the dyke had been constructed when the impending
plenitude necessitated the rest of the structure be cobbled together in a hurry. When
the Nile began to rise, the dyke initially succeeded in diverting the river’s flow toward
the eastern banks, but the results of this great endeavour proved to be ephemeral:
the structure barely survived its first plenitude, and a few decades later only a few
remnants (baqiyya) of it remained.?>

Notwithstanding its limited success, the dyke built in 749/1348 is a remarkable
example of infrastructural implementation. The execution of this project presents
analogies with earlier attempts to build similar structures. For instance, the
preliminary site inspections by a group of amirs and engineers, the recruitment
of workforce from the urban population and from the harafish, and the re-use and
transportation of urban debris as construction material, are recorded also for the
other water projects discussed above. In this case, however, a particularly articulated
financial strategy was deployed to gather the necessary funds. With the calculation
of variable amounts to be collected from different properties, and the ad hoc
recruitment of accountants for the management of this temporary financial flow, the
tax levy enacted by Manjak appears to be the refined and large-scale version of the
funds collection enacted in 748/1347, when fees were exacted only from the property
owners of the Nile shores under the supervision of the muhtasib. In both cases, the
economic burden was imposed to those who were expected to benefit the most from
the construction of the dyke. Manjak, however, extended the criteria to the whole city
and coordinated the exaction more efficiently. In addition, Manjak transformed the
project into a profitable opportunity for the local workers. All the large construction
projects discussed above involved the recruitment of labourers from the city or from
the provinces, but only in the case of Manjak’s dyke daily wages for the workforce are
mentioned in the sources. Because of the many analogies with earlier projects, to my
view Manjak’s strategies cannot be considered indicative of “a major change...in the

22 g]-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:297; Suliik, 4:75. Construction material was also obtained from city debris,
which people were required to bring to the dyke. During the construction of this dyke as well, boats
loaded with stones were sunk in the river.

23 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:298; Suliik, 4:75.
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administration of great hydraulic installations”, as Amalia Levanoni has claimed.>*
To this amir goes the credit not of innovating financial and management practices,
but of organizing them in a broader and more systematic way.

Evidence that Manjak al-YasufT’s fiscal strategy did not constitute a step within a
linear evolution of major hydraulic constructions management policies in Cairo
is also provided by the realization of a new dyke in 784/1382, which illustrates a
very different financial and organizational strategy adopted at court level for the
implementation of a major water project. In Rabi’ I/May of that year, as the westward
recession of the Nile continued to pose serious challenges to Cairo’s water supply,
Jarkas al-Khalili (d. 791/1389), a prominent amir of that period, began the construction
of a dyke between al-Rawda Island and Jazira al-Wusta (also called Urwa).?* Like the
earlier projects, Jarkas al-Khalil'’s dyke aimed to redirect the Nile’s water flow back
towards the eastern shores, thereby reducing the distance between the river and
the city. However, unlike Manjak’s dyke and the one planned during the Sultanate
of Muzaffar Hajji, the construction of this dyke was not financed through specially
imposed taxes. Instead, Jarkas al-Khalili used his personal resources, even employing
his own mamliks as the labour force, and did not recruit workers from the urban
population or the provinces.??¢

Even though this dyke project relied exclusively on Jarkas al-Khalil’s resources, it
was quickly completed by the end of Rab1’ II 784 (July 1382). The resulting structure,
a large earthen embankment reinforced with wooden sides, measured 10 qasabas
(approximately 40 meters) in width and extended for 300 qasabas (over 1 kilometre)
in length. To further divert the river and channel its flow eastwards, a canal was
excavated within the riverbed between the dyke and the eastern shore, terminating
at the zariba built by amir Qawsun during the reign of al-Nasir Muhammad.*”” Even

24 Levanoni, “Urban Water Management,” 262..

25 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:298; ‘Abd al-Basit ibn Khalil al-Malati, Nayl al-amal fi dhay! al-duwal, ed. Omar
Abd al-Salam Tadmuri (al-Maktaba al-‘Asriya, 2002), 2:191; Ahmad ibn ‘Al ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani,
Inba’ al-ghumr bi abna’ al-'umr, ed. Hasan Habashi (Wizarat al-Awqaf, 1998), 1:253. Ibn Taghri
Birdi, Nujiam, 11:213. Ibn lyas, Bada'i', 1.2:304. Jarkas al-Khalili was Barqiq’s amir akhir (master of
the royal stables), and Barqiq also appointed him mushir al-dawla (counselor) in 783/1381. See: Ibn
Hajar, Inba’, 1:236. al-Malati, Nayl, 2:184.

26 al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 3:299; Sulik, 5:137; al-Malati, Nayl, 2:191; Ibn Hajar, Inba’, 1:253; Ibn Taghri Birdi,
Nujim, 11:213.

27 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:299; Suliik, 5:137; Ibn Hajar, Inba’, 1:253; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, 11:213; Ibn lyas,
Bada'1', 1.2:304. This zariba (embankment) was created on the Nile's eastern shore by the influential amir
Qawsiin (d. 742/1341) on a land lot granted to him by al-Nasir Muhammad. Muhammad al-Shishtawi,
Mutanazzahat al-Qahira fi al-‘asrayn al-Mamliki wa-al- Uthmani (Dar al-Afaq al-‘Arabiya, 2012), 43.
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Jarkas al-Khalili’s project, however, did not succeed in diverting the river’s flow
eastwards—on the contrary, it seems to have exacerbated its westward recession.?*®

Jarkas al-Khalil'’s project proved to be another unsuccessful attempt to mitigate
an environmental problem, leading instead to its further exacerbation: in this
sense, this dyke is only another item in the list of similarly unsuccessful projects
discussed in this section. However, the fact that Jarkas al-Khalili financed the
project entirely using his personal wealth makes it a particularly significant case
from a socio-political perspective. The other large-scale projects discussed in this
chapter were either financed via appositely levied taxes, or via the Sultan’s coffers
and the contribution of several amirs (especially regarding workforce contributions),
making Jarkas’s dyke the first large-scale urban water project entirely sponsored and
executed by the initiative and resources of a single amir. Jarkas’s ability to do so is
indicative not only of his great wealth, but also of his political influence for which
he was allowed to undertake large construction projects in Cairo, such as the large
khan (covered market), located in the heart of the Fatimid city, which still bears
his name.?* Jarkas al-Khalil'’s dyke did not initiate a new pattern of waterworks
management policy: instead, it represented an isolated initiative stemming from a
particular political situation where this influential amir had the power to undertake
massive construction projects, relying on his own resources. Indeed, another large
water project, initiated just a few decades later by Sultan al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh, reveals
that old management strategies remained in use.

In 818/1415 it was Sultan al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh's turn to deal with the westward
recession of the Nile. His efforts to divert the river’s flow towards Cairo concentrated
on the eastern banks of the Nile, between the north of Fustat and Bulaq, where the
river’s alluvium had formed a large sand bank which remained dry for much of the
year. Al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh intended to remove the sand bank so that water could flow

28 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:299; Suliik, 5:137; Ibn Hajar, Inba’, 1:253; al-Malati, Nayl, 2:191.

29 al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 3:171. Jarkas al-KhalilT’s influence in urban planning is exemplified also by other
instances. In Rajab 786 (September 1384) Jarkas al-Khalili was appointed shadd (superintendent)
over the construction of Barqiiq’s madrasa in Cairo. Ibn lyas, Bada 7', 1.2:349. Michael Meinecke,
Die mamlukische Architektur in Agypten und Syrien (648/1250 bis 923/1517) 2-Chronologische Liste der
mamlukischen Baumassnahmen (Verlag J.J. Augustin, 1992), 269; Loiseau, Maison, 265-5. In Ramadan
783 (November 1381) Jarkas al-Khalili managed to bring Nile water back to the maydan under the
Citadel after it had been dry for almost seventy years. Al-Malati, Nayl, 2:184. This shows that
Jarkas al-Khalili was involved in courtly construction projects before the creation of the dyke
discussed here.



Institutional Obligations vs Strategic Interventions | 55

closer to the city throughout all four seasons.>° At the beginning of Safar (April), the
sultan entrusted this dredging to the amir jandar (the chief of the sultan’s guard) Kizil
al-‘Ajami al-Ajrud (d. 849/1445) and the hajib al-hujjab Sudtan al-Qadi (d. 849/1419).%
The operations continued throughout the spring, and at the beginning of Rabi‘ II
(June), al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh visited the worksite together with the amirs and other
dignitaries. On such occasion, the sultan summoned the nas and the merchants,
who subsequently closed their shops in Cairo to join the excavations. The army, the
amirs, and the officers of the sultanic administration (arbab al-dawla), as well as all
their men, contributed to the operations, bringing along their drum and flute bands,
so that a festive atmosphere briefly permeated the worksite as the sultan hosted a
sumptuous banquet. Following the organizational pattern employed by al-Nasir
Muhammad a century prior, al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh distributed the project’s workload
between his amirs by assigning each to dredge a specific section of the sand bank,
and each amir mobilized his available manpower and resources to carry out these
dredging operations.*? In addition to their own mamliiks, some of the amirs recruited
staff from the waqf foundations they oversaw as labourers for these excavations. The
amir akhiir Altunbugha al-Qirmishi (d.824/1421), for instance, utilized the employees
and Sufis of Barqiiq’s madrasa in Bayn al-Qasrayn. Similarly, the atabak al-‘asakir
Altunbugha al-‘Uthmani (d. 821/1418) mobilized the staff of the Mansari hospital,
including the physicians and the surgeons, as well as the tenants of the properties
endowed in the hospital waqf foundation he oversaw as the nazir.?* All the inhabitants
of Cairo, including the Jews and the Christians, were compelled to participate in the
dredging operations, and threats were made to those who did not join the works.>*
Al-Magqrizi records that even the sultan’s son visited the worksite together with a
group of notables at the beginning of Jumada I/July. When the annual flood arrived,
however, this massive undertaking did not succeed in diverting the river to the
eastern shores—al-Magqrizi simply reports that no traces of the dredging remained
after the Nile’s plenitude.?

20 al-Magqrizi, Sulik, 6:377-8; Loiseau, Maison, 411. Al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh's project apparently also
included the construction of a dyke between the mouth of the Great Khalij and al-Rawda, but the
sources focus primarily on the removal of the sand bank. Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujim, 14:27.

2. a]-Magqrizi, Suliik, 6:378; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujum, 14:27. Kizil al-‘Ajami al-Ajrad had been hajib al-
hujjab during the reign of Faraj ibn Barqiq. al-Malati, Nayl, 5:207.

22 al-Magqrizi, Sulik, 6:384-5; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujum, 14:27-8.

2. al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 6:385; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujum, 14:28. The management of Barqiq’s madrasa
was assigned ex officio to the amir akhir, while the management of the bimaristan of Qalawin
was assigned to the atabak al-‘asakir. Igarashi, Land Tenure, Fiscal Policy, 206-8. The ex-officio
appointment of high-ranking members of the court to management positions in waqf foundations
will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

»4+  al-Magqrizi, Sulik, 6:385-6; Ibn Taghri Birdi, Nujium, 14:28-9.

25 al-Magqrizi, Sulik, 6:387.
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Despite its unsuccessful outcome, al-Mu’ayyad’s project stands out for its
remarkably large-scale social mobilization. The sources do not tell us how the
dredging operations were financed, but it seems that all the social groups involved
participated at their own expense. The scale of the project’s mobilization recalls,
and possibly surpasses, that during the construction of Manjak’s dyke; however, al-
Mu’ayyad Shaykh’'s management strategy more closely resembles that adopted by al-
Nasir Muhammad. Employing all the amirs and dividing the workload among them
parallels al-Nasir Muhammad project management during the realization of projects
such as the Birka al-Nasiriyya and the Khalij al-Nasiri, and both al-Nasir Muhammad
and al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh forcibly recruited the urban population as unpaid labour
to complete their projects. Remarkably, the amirs using their waqf foundations’ staff
members as labour force during al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh's dredging operation shows that
by the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century some awqaf had become exploitable
resources in the hands of powerful amirs.

Al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh's attempt to remove the sandbank appears to be the last major
attempt to divert the Nile's flow eastwards, for no such projects were initiated under
following rulers. While giving up on altering the Nile’s course may have been motivated
by multiple and intersecting socio-economic factors, it also appears that the problem
was partially mitigated by natural changes. Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449)
suggests that the Nile slowly returned to the eastern shores, without further human
intervention, a few decades after Jarkas al-Khalili had built the dyke between al-Rawda
Island and Jazira al-Wusta.>* Other major water projects implemented around Cairo
between the late ninth/fifteenth and early tenth/sixteenth century were managed,
financed, and executed in similar ways as the earlier undertakings discussed above.
For instance when in Muharram 873 (August 1468), during a ride, Sultan Qaytbay
discovered that the Great Khalij was obstructed near the dyke, he entrusted one of his
most prominent amirs, the dawadar kabir Yashbak min Mahdi (d. 885/1480) to dredge
the canal. The historian Ibn al-Sayrafi (d. 900/1495) recorded that Yashbak paid close
attention to the operation, personally overseeing the works (wa-ihtamma bi-amrihi
ghayat al-ihtimam bi-haythu innahu ‘amala fihi bi-nafsihi) carried out by various people at
his service (fi khidmatihi khala'iq min al-nas).?” Not without some bitterness, historian
Ibn Taghri Birdi commented that Sultan Qaytbay’s zeal for cleaning the canal was

26 Ibn Hajar, Inba’, 1:253-4.

27 Ibn al-Sayrafl, Inba’, 9. Ibn al-Sayrafl describes Yashbak as the most influential political figure of
the time (‘azim al-dawla wa-sahib hallihd wa-‘aqdiha). Ibn Taghri Birdi, Extracts from Ab# I-Mahdsin ibn
Taghvi Birdi’s Chronicle Entitled Hawddith ad-Duhiir fi Mada 'l-Ayyam wash-Shuhir, ed. William Popper
(University of California Press, 1930-1942), 3:673. Petry, Protectors or Praetorians?, 114. On the political
influence of Yashbak, who held several offices during the first decades of Qaytbay’s reign, see also:
Behrens-Abouseif, “The North-eastern Extension,” 172.
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motivated by the need to facilitate military transits in the area, but the lack of further
details about this project limits our ability to assess its true political significance.?* In
any case, the incident further demonstrates the sultans’ tendency to entrust important
construction projects to the most influential amir of the moment.>*

In 917/1511 al-Ghawrl ordered the enlargement of Cairo’s canals (khuljan), and he
entrusted his hajib al-hujjab with managing the project’s operations.>* In Muharram/
April, property owners along the canals were compelled to serve as labourers in the
excavations** In Rabi‘ II/June, the excavations continued around the Qanatir al-
Iwazz (located in the northern suburbs of Cairo, near the area of al-Husayniyya): the
historian Ibn Iyas recorded that a quota corresponding to the yearly kharaj taxes was
levied all at once from the owners of the properties receiving water from the canal.
Approximately 50,000 dinars (gold coins) were collected through this levy, which
was extremely burdensome for the taxpayers, but only a portion of these funds was
used to defray the work on the canal, while the rest found its way into the Sultanate’s
coffers (al-khaza'in al-sharifa).>** Thus, whether by providing manual labour or paying
the required tax levies, the property owners along the canals were coerced into
shouldering the burden of the canal’s enlargement. Once again, therefore, the burden
of major urban water projects fell upon those expected to benefit from them most.

In the same year, Sultan al-Ghawri ordered the construction of a dyke which would
close the khalij Jarkas al-Khalili had built over a century earlier between the south
of the Jazira al-Wusta and the eastern Nile banks.?* The project’s implementation,
which apparently had a negative effect on the island, was entrusted to the supervisor
of Matariyya (shaykh jihat al-matariyya), a northern district situated alongside the

#8. Petry, Protectors or Praetorians?, 114.

» As mentioned in the first part of this chapter, also the 877/1472 restoration of the qanatir in Giza was
entrusted to one of the most influential amirs of the time, atabak al-‘asakir Azbak min Tutukh. For
this project, the workforce was once again forcibly gathered from the 