
53 

tHe mosqUe of AHmAd iBn 
tUlUn And sHAriA sAliBA

4

Mosque of Sultan Gaqmaq

Mausoleum–Khanqah–Madrasa of Salar and Sangar al-Gawli 

Madrasa of Amir Sarghatmish 

Madrasa of Sultan Qaytbay

Mosque of Ahmad ibn Tulun ***

Bayt al-Kritliya (Gayer-Anderson Museum) ***

Mosque of Azbak al-Yusufi 

Mosque–Mausoleum of Hasan Pasha Tahir

Mosque of Taghri Bardi

Mosque–Khanqah of Amir Shaykhu *** 

Mosque of Qanibay al-Muhammadi

Sabil–Kuttab of Sultan Qaytbay ***

See map 2

Under  the Fatimids and the Ayyubids, this area between 

Old Cairo-Fustat and al-Qahira, which comprised both the 

former site of the Tulunid royal suburb known as al-Qata’i‘ 
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and a large pond known as Birkat al-Fil (‘Elephant Pond’) because its 

long extension looked like a trunk, was dotted with waste and rubbish 

heaps, interspersed with cemeteries and individual estates or parks. The 

redevelopment of the Citadel under Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad in the 

fourteenth century led to the transformation of this zone into an urban 

area and Sharia Saliba into an important ceremonial street connecting 

the southern and western outskirts of the city with the Citadel. The street 

intersects with the older Qasaba/Sharia al-Khalifa (Chapter 8, Section A), 

hence its name Saliba, or ‘cross.’ The area flourished when amirs built 

Sharia Saliba to the Mosque of Muhammad ‘Ali at the Citadel
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grand palaces along the shores of Birkat al-Fil and endowed richly deco-

rated madrasas and khanqahs along this route. The street can be walked 

in either direction: west from Maydan Sayyida Zaynab, where the ‘flow’ 

of monuments seems best, or east from Maydan Sultan Hasan.

Sabil of Ibrahim Bey al-Munastirli (No. 508) 1714/1126. Sharia Saliba starts 

as Sharia ‘Abd al-Magid al-Labbana just off Maydan Sayyida Zaynab. 

Fifty meters southeast of the maydan, on the right, are the remains 

of this early eighteenth-century fountain, originally with two façades, 
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distinguished by its decoration of tiles and almost random placement 

of rosettes and squares around the sabil grille. The top story is missing.

Mosque of Sultan Gaqmaq (No. 217) 1449/853, also called Mosque of 

Lajin al-Sayfi. One hundred and fifty meters eastward on the left, with 

the Ottoman cap on the lower-story base of the Mamluk minaret, is the 

mosque built by the sultan whose palace was in this area. Gaqmaq had 

served Faraq ibn Barquq, al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh, and Barsbay before he 

became sultan himself at an advanced age. He was unusual among sul-

tans for his frugal lifestyle and disregard for the trappings of power. He 

was a humble man and a very pious Muslim who reigned (1438–53) in a 

time of economic instability. His buildings therefore are minimally dec-

orated: there are stalactites in the trilobed hood of the portal and over 

the windows on the façade. Inside, a plain mihrab sets off the qibla wall. 

Restorations to this mosque seem stalled.

Sabil–Kuttab of Yusuf Bey (No. 219) 1634/1044. These remains are on the 

right as one continues east.

Mausoleum–Khanqah–Madrasa of Salar and Sangar al-Gawli (No. 221) 

1303–304/703. Tucked into an elbow of Sharia al-Khudari, as the street is 

called here, this double-domed complex contains the tombs of the amir 

Sayf al-Din Salar (under the dome nearest the minaret) and of his friend and 

mentor the amir ‘Alam al-Din Sangar al-Gawli. As head of the army (atabak 

al-‘asakir), Salar played an important role in the agitated times that marked 

the beginning of the fourteenth century. He shared power with the amir 

Baybars al-Jashankir during the second reign and minority of Sultan al-Na-

sir Muhammad. In 1309 Amir Salar was thrown into prison, where he died 

of starvation. Amir Sangar was for a long time governor of Gaza, where he 

built many mosques, and also governor of Hama in Syria. He died peace-

fully in 1344/745, aged ninety. The names of both amirs are connected with 

restoration done on several mosques in the early fourteenth century.

The façade of this monument has several interesting features. The 

adjoining domes, although common in northern Syria, are unique in 
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Cairo and attractively distinctive. They are brick with stucco ribs, which 

give them the appearance of jelly molds. The façades of the mausoleums 

are related but differentiated. Each façade is divided into three panels, 

two narrow ones on either side of a broader one. The stalactite cornice 

that covers the broad panel in the first tomb is repeated above the 

narrow ones of the second tomb; the stalactite cornice above the side 

panels of the first tomb covers the broad panel in the second tomb. The 

inscription above the entrance portal is Qur’an 9:18.

In the evolution of Cairene minarets, this one is important. It exhibits 

a marked elongation of the two top stories at the expense of the lower 

shaft. The addition of the circular lantern supporting the mabkhara, or 

small, slightly bulbous dome resembling an incense burner, is a new 

feature for the period, a move toward the colonnaded pavilion charac-

teristic of later Mamluk minarets.

The complex stands on the northwest outcropping of the Muqattam 

Hills originally known as Gabal Yashkur, the general site of the barracks 

(al-Qata’i‘) of Ibn Tulun’s city, but in Mamluk times a residential section 

where Sangar’s palace was located, and from which he could see his 

endowment. A flight of stairs leads up to the building’s entrance, from 

which another flight ascends to the main level of the complex. At the 

top of the stairs are two doors. The one straight ahead leads to an open 

corridor that runs east–west and into a small tomb with a stone dome, 

added in 1341. The cenotaph, in disrepair, offers no clue as to who is 

buried here. From the corridor, two doors on the right lead into the 

mausoleums. The tomb of Sangar is at the end, a small, plain chamber 

in which a plain marble cenotaph lies in front of a plain mihrab. The 

only adornments are two bands of inscription (Qur’an 2:284–86). Salar’s 

tomb next door is much more ornate. The decoration is concentrated in 

the marble inlay of the mihrab and the wooden frieze around the qibla 

wall (stolen in 2014), but is also present in the carefully carved wooden 

doors of the closets and panels of the cenotaph, and in the triple-tiered 

stalactite-squinch system. 

One of the outstanding features of this building is the beautiful cut-

stone screen that separates the corridor from the rear courtyard of the 
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mosque. It is unique in Egypt. The panels on the left and in the center 

have a centralizing pattern of palmettes, while the one on the right has 

a pattern of vine-leaf motifs with bunches of grapes in the center. In the 

courtyard (unfortunately full of debris) is a fine band of stucco inscrip-

tion along the wall and a small mihrab, indicating a substantial outdoor 

prayer space. One obtains from here a good view of the domes and 

minaret, and of the trilobed merlons around the roof, a new form of 

cresting for this time.

Diagonally across the corridor is a large double room the function 

of which is uncertain. Since the foundation is described on the façade 

as a makan or ‘place’ and since this area is not Mecca-oriented, the 

space may have accommodated the Sufi community of a khanqah. The 

present mihrab is modern. The second-story windows with fine grilles 

illuminated the interior living units arranged around the southern and 

western sides.

This monument, restored by the Comité in 1894, is in urgent need 

of attention.

 

Madrasa of Amir Sarghatmish (No. 218) 1356/757. Two hundred meters 

east of the complex of Salar and Sangar on Sharia Saliba is the cruciform 

madrasa of Amir Sarghatmish. This mamluk renowned for his beauty was 

acquired by Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad and grew up in the corps of 

jamdars, or ‘keepers of the wardrobe.’ His prominence dates from the 

reigns of al-Nasir’s minor sons, when Sarghatmish took an active part in 

the battles waged on their behalf. In 1354, supporting the amir Shaykhu, 

he was one of the principal agents who rescued Sultan Hasan from 

prison, and after Shaykhu’s assassination he became al-amir al-kabir, the 

‘great lord’ or grand marshal. He was virtual ruler of Egypt for Hasan, 

who, chafing at this, had Sarghatmish thrown into prison and murdered 

in 1358. He is buried in the domed tomb chamber that projects aggres-

sively and most visibly into the street.

The dome is double-shelled and bulges slightly from the row of 

stalactite decoration at its base. This type of dome probably originated 

in northwest Iran, an area with which Mamluk Egypt was in contact on 



The Mosque of Ahmad ibn Tulun and Sharia Saliba      59

many levels. When the Mongol Ilkhanid state collapsed in 1335, artisans 

attracted by the patronage of the Mamluk court migrated to Cairo. At 

the beginning of the fifteenth century this type of dome outline became 

characteristic of Central Asia, whose architecture was also influenced 

from northwest Iran. 

The minaret and the portal are at the other end of the façade. The 

minaret is a good example of the form to which the minaret of Salar and 

Sangar was leading. At the bottom, the square shaft, or story, has been 

reduced to a base set on inclined or prismatic triangles; at the top is a 

colonnaded pavilion with a crowning ovoid finial. Its bicolored masonry 

has faded. Enter the complex through the portal on the main façade. 

Typical of early fourteenth-century entries is the triangular hood above 

a mantel of stalactites, and the delicately carved arabesque patterns—

originally painted—in the spandrels of the arch.

Inside, the twisting corridor leads to a square central courtyard 

with a marble floor inlaid in a bold pattern of black and white. In the 

middle is a fountain kiosk, and around it are four vaulted halls, or iwans. 

Perhaps the best view of this plan is from the minaret of Ibn Tulun, which 

overlooks it. In the angles of the cross that this figure makes are the 

dependencies: halls, libraries, and cells for the professors, students, and 

servants. This madrasa is a good example of the kind founded in the 

mid-fourteenth century by Mamluk amirs in support of higher studies 

of the Qur’an, traditions of the Prophet, and jurisprudence. One senior 

and three junior professors were appointed, and sixty students devoted 

themselves exclusively to research in the Hanafi school of law. There 

was also an orphanage school, which was established as an annex. It 

accommodated forty children and was directed by a teacher and an 

assistant who taught them the Qur’an, calligraphy, and arithmetic. In 

the foundation inscription on the façade Sarghatmish is described as 

“mentor of scholars.”

The dome over the mihrab, originally of plaster-covered wood, was 

restored in concrete in 1940, with unfortunate results. On the left side 

of the mihrab is a panel of white marble with a medallion in the center 

and four quarter-medallions in the corners. Hidden among the leaf and 
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stem forms of the arabesque design are eight birds and five hands. The 

panel’s twin is in the Museum of Islamic Art. The minbar is an Ottoman 

replacement and dates from 1706/1118. The style of plain intersecting 

panels is called mafruka and is typical of the Ottoman period.

The marble panels along the walls are all part of the extensive and 

much criticized restorations of 1999–2003. At the same time a row of 

shops on the southern wall of the mosque was excavated.

The bank of finely carved mashrabiya windows on the north corner of 

the façade belonged to an Ottoman-period house.

Madrasa of Sultan Qaytbay *** (No. 223) 1475/880. The reward to trek-

king back through the maze of streets on Qal‘at al-Kabsh, the Citadel of 

the Ram and the highest elevation of Gabal Yashkur, to find this mosque 

is seeing a royal endowment that still serves the needs, albeit changed, 

of its neighborhood five centuries later. Proceed up the southeast 

(tomb) side of Sarghatmish. Take the first turn to the right (opposite Ibn 

Tulun’s wall), which is Darb al-Taluni. Follow it until it comes to a T-junc-

ture with Sharia Qal‘at al-Kabsh. Turn right. About ten meters farther, the 

street will fork (the right fork leads to the back entrance of the complex 

of Salar and Sangar from which Sangar had access to his nearby resi-

dence). Follow the left fork until it runs into Sharia al-Rahaba. Turn right 

and into an open area in which the mosque–madrasa stands. 

The main entrance is under the minaret on the south façade, but the 

‘working’ entrance is on the north façade. To the left are the remains 

of the handsome hod, or drinking trough, that Qaytbay attached to his 

madrasa. Although the hod is no longer in use, a public pump nearby 

serves the neighborhood, so the spirit of the deed is still evident. The 

façade is quite plain for a late fifteenth-century royal construction, 

but the portal is not. Note the cutout designs of the stalactites, the 

arabesque spandrels, the deeply carved lines of the double-chevron 

ablaq hood, and the way these lines spring from the word Allah.

Inside the madrasa, note how deeply and richly carved the wall 

surfaces are, especially in the white rows of the alternating ablaq bands 

of the four centered arches of the iwans and in the spandrels of the 
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main arches. The original blue-painted background is still quite obvious, 

giving the leaf-forms an additional dimension. The mihrab hood of 

carved stone rather than marble insets belongs to the mid-fifteenth-

century stylistic changes. The bold black-and-white marble patterns on 

the floor are attractive, but the carpets must be lifted to see them. The 

northwest iwan is curtained off for women’s use. It contains a dikka (or 

small platform from which the Qur’an was read) in the form of a small 

loggia, which became the style in the fifteenth century. 

The mosque was damaged during the 1992 earthquake and was 

restored in 2006. The custodians are especially pleased with the new 

ablutions area and mortuary additions.

Mosque of Ahmad ibn Tulun *** (No. 220) 876–79/263–65. If one has 

time to see only one Islamic monument in Cairo, it should be this one. 

Its simplicity and grandeur of scale make it the most moving of the great 

mosques. It lies behind the Madrasa of Sarghatmish.

Ahmad ibn Tulun was the son of a Turkish slave of the Abbasid caliph 

al-Ma’mun. He was sent to Egypt in 868 as governor of al-Fustat, but 

within two years he had been made governor of the whole country. 

Shortly thereafter, by refusing to send the annual tribute to the Abbasid 

court, he established himself as an independent ruler of the province. 

His family ruled in Egypt for thirty-five years, until 905. Ibn Tulun founded 

a new royal city around the hill of Yashkur to the northeast of al-Fustat, 

near the Muqattam range, razing the Christian and Jewish cemetery that 

was located on the hill to do so. This was a site to which many legends 

were attached: it was believed that Noah’s ark had landed here after 

the flood, and that here God had spoken to Moses and Moses had con-

fronted Pharaoh’s magicians; nearby, on Qal‘at al-Kabsh (‘the Citadel of 

the Ram’), Abraham had been ready to sacrifice his son to God. The city 

that Ahmad ibn Tulun built was called al-Qata’i‘, ‘the wards,’ descriptive 

of the allotments or districts in which each group of his followers settled. 

In 905, when the Abbasids reestablished control, the city was destroyed 

and plowed under. Of its magnificence and scale all that survives is the 

mosque that formed its center.


