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The Mahmal Legend and the Pilgrimage of the
Ladies of the Mamluk Court

During the Ottoman period in Egypt a legend was created which attributed the
origin of the mahmal tradition to Shajarat al-Durr. As women’s topics are receiving
increasing attention in scholarly research these days, the persona of Shajarat al-Durr ought
to be revisited. More particularly, the circumstances that led to the association of the
Egyptian pilgrimage with a female royal person deserve our interest. For this purpose,
references to the earlier pilgrimage of the Abbasid queen Zubaydah and to the pilgrimage
performed by the elite women of the Mamluk court will be examined and compared in the
following pages in order to decode the legend about Shajarat al-Durr.

Mamluk history begins with an extraordinary episode—the rule of a female sultan,
Shajarat al-Durr, a Turk, who began her career as a slave. She carried the title of sultanah
and was elected by men to fulfill this function. In her name the khutbah was delivered and
coins were minted." One tends sometimes to disregard this fact because of its exceptional
character. In her status as sultanah in the medieval Muslim world, Shajarat al-Durr was of
course an almost unique case.” Her accession to the throne of Egypt was largely related to
the complex and unstable political situation of that time, the end of the Ayyubid dynasty
during Louis IX’s Crusade against Damietta and the absence of an adequate successor to
Sultan al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyub.? Although her reign as sultanah lasted only three
months, or more precisely eighty days, Shajarat al-Durr’s involvement in politics covered a
much longer period, namely, the seventeen years during which, as the favorite concubine,
then as the wife of two consecutive sultans, she was far from being a passive spectator of
political events, using all available means to play an active role in decision-making at the
sultan’s court. This role began during al-Salih’s fight for the throne of Egypt, when she
accompanied him to prison along with his closest followers. It ended with her decision to
murder her second husband Aybak.

Al-Magrizi, who seems to have been familiar with Shajarat al-Durr’s wagf
documents, attributes to her important buildings in Cairo. These included her husband’s
mausoleum as well as a garden, a hammam, and a palace near the cemetery of Sayyidah
Nafisah where she also founded a madrasah with her own mausoleum.* Shajarat al-
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Durr’s buildings and pious foundations were substantial; a look at their architecture reveals,
moreover, a political mind and a great sense of innovation behind their design.” The
mihrab of her mausoleum, for example, includes a kind of rebus; its conch is adorned with
glass mosaics representing a tree whose branches carry mother-of-pearl, instead of flowers
or fruits. This motif refers to her name, “Tree of Pearls.” The mausoleum she erected for
al-Salih Ayyub adjoins the madrasah he had founded in the city center for the four schools
of Sunni Islamic law.® It was the first royal mausoleum in Cairo, and as Christel Kessler
observed, the first funerary building meant to assume a role in the life of the city.” Placed
in the central part of the main avenue, it projects boldly on three sides with large windows
on each facade. No doubt, Shajarat al-Durr attached great importance to the
commemoration of her husband through whom she derived the legitimacy of her status and
authority. She gave him a solemn funerary ceremony, attended by his mamliiks, including
her husband and successor al-Mu‘izz Aybak; at that time she had already abdicated in his
favor. Quran reciters were hired for the service of the tomb, as stipulated in Shajarat al-
Durr’s wagqf deed. Shajarat al-Durr erected, moreover, a madrasah with her own
mausoleum in the cemetery. This was a further innovation, as it was the first time in Cairo
that a ruler built a personal mausoleum as part of his own religious foundation. This
became a tradition throughout the entire Mamluk period. Whereas al-Salih’s madrasah
was in the heart of al-Qahirah, her own complex, which included a hammam and a palace,
was in the cemetery of Sayyidah Nafisah. The choice of the cemetery of Sayyidah Nafisah
as the place for her burial was also an innovation of Shajarat al-Durr; earlier members of
the Ayyubid dynasty had been buried at the mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi‘i. While she
sought likewise the neighborhood of a holy person, she preferred a cemetery connected to a
female saint, that of Sayyidah Naftsah where a number of other holy women and relatives
of the Prophet such as Ruqayyah, ‘Atikah, and Sukaynah were also buried or
commemorated in funerary monuments.® This choice proved to be shrewd, for despite the
scandalous end she suffered—being thrown half-naked from the Citadel—Shajarat al-
Durr’s image in historiography as well as in popular tradition became increasingly exalted,
as Schregle demonstrates, so that she acquired an almost holy character. The presence of
her mausoleum amidst a number of mausoleums of holy women contributed to her
sanctification.

Shajarat al-Durr’s buildings are, therefore, among the most political monuments of
medieval Cairo. Her religious funerary complex had an impact on the female funerary
architecture of the Bahr1 Mamluks. The madrasah-mausoleum, built two decades later for
Fatimah Khatun, a wife of Sultan Qalawun, is similarly located in the neighborhood of
Sayyidah Nafisah.” Moreover, several women of the Qalawun family built mausoleums
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for themselves attached to religious foundations, such as the khangah-mausoleum of
Tughay, al-Nasir Muhammad’s wife (ca. 749/1348, Index, no. 247),"° the madrasah of
Tatar al-Hijaziyah, al-Nasir’s daughter, (761/1360, Index, no. 36), the madrasah of Sultan
Sha‘ban’s mother, (770/1368-69, Index, no. 125), and the mausoleum of Tulbay, Sultan
Hasan’s wife (ca. 765/1364, Index, no. 80).

THE MAHMAL

In his monograph on Shajarat al-Durr, Schregle refers to the epic known as Sirat
Baybars, which is a popular romance based on historical facts, and investigates the
sultanah’s image in it. In this epic, which acquired its final shape in the Ottoman period,
the origin of the mahmal is attributed to Shajarat al-Durr."! The mahmal was the
ceremonial palanquin that accompanied the pilgrim caravan from the reign of al-Zahir
Baybars until the reign of King Fu’ad in the 1920s. The earliest association of the mahmal
with the Egyptian pilgrimage caravan occurs in connection with Sultan al-Zahir Baybars al-
Bunduqdari in 659/1266.” Al-Qalqashandi describes the mahmal as a tent made of
embroidered yellow silk and topped by a spherical finial made of gilded silver; it was
paraded twice a year in the streets of Cairo.” The use of yellow, the official color of the
Mamluks, for the mahmal during the Mamluk period indicates its emblematic and political
character. The mahmal tradition is distinct from that of the kiswah, or veil of the Ka‘bah,
which was also carried by the pilgrim caravan. The yearly dispatch of the kiswah was a
prerogative of the caliphate since the early history of Islam, although some Saljuq sultans
donated their own. Since the establishment of the Fatimid caliphate of Egypt, a kiswah was
sent also from Cairo, this one being white, instead of the Abbasid black."” The kiswah was
not carried within the mahmal, which remained an empty and symbolic palanquin. Al-
Qalgashandi, in his history and description of the kiswah, writes that both were
simultaneously prepared and dispatched in Cairo.”” A well-known miniature of the
Baghdad school dated 1237 documents the existence of an Abbasid mahmal at the time of
the caliphate.'® Its shape corresponds very much to the description given by al-
Qalqgashandi of the Egyptian mahmal and to the much later Egyptian mahmals, including
the one of King Fu’ad, now on display in the Ethnographic Museum in Cairo. In the
seventeenth century it was covered with black silk embroidered with inscriptions in gold
threads on the four sides.” In the Baghdad miniature it has a gold color. The Egyptian
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mahmal was not the only one, however, to appear in Mecca; there were also mahmals from
Yemen and Iraq, the Egyptian one having the most prominent position.'

After the fall of the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad in 1258 and the establishment in
659/1261 of a symbolic caliphate by Sultan Baybars in Cairo, an event celebrated with great
ceremony,' it was natural that Baybars would also take over the Abbasid privilege of
dispatching the mahmal and the kiswah from his capital, Cairo. But to achieve this, he had
first to eliminate the Rasulid presence from the Hijaz and bring it under Mamluk control.
The Rasulid ruler of Yemen, al-Malik al-Muzaffar Yusuf ibn al-Mansir, had taken
advantage of the fall of Baghdad to bring the Hijaz, with the Holy Cities, under his control
and have the khutbah spoken in his name. After having performed the pilgrimage in
659/1261, he provided the kiswah for several years, as successor of the Abbasid caliphs.”
A competition resulted between Yusuf and Baybars for the privilege of providing the
kiswah,” until 667/1269 when Baybars made his pilgrimage and established the dispatch of
the kiswah as the acknowledged prerogative of the Mamluks of Egypt in whose name the
khutbah of the Hijaz was now performed.”? As a palanquin, the mahmal has obvious
female connotations, although men sometimes also traveled in a mihaffah, which is the term
used in Mamluk sources for the common palanquin. In his study of the Muslim
pilgrimage, Gaudefroy-Demombynes has presented three possible interpretations for the
mahmal. The first is that it followed the ancient Arab tradition of having a litter with a
high-ranking lady accompany military campaigns to incite the soldiers to fight. ‘A’ishah,
the Prophet’s wife, played such a role in the Battle of the Camel.”® The second
interpretation views the litter as a royal symbol, whereas the third identifies it with a
parasol. The third interpretation can be discarded; the two others should be considered and
even combined.

Although Shajarat al-Durr herself is not mentioned in any source as having ever
been to Mecca, and although Mamluk chronicles agree that it was al-Zahir Baybars who
introduced the mahmal tradition to Egypt and who also performed the pilgrimage, it was
Shajarat al-Durr with whom popular culture preferred to associate the pilgrimage and the
palanquin, giving her a kind of patron role. This legend has been repeated by Lane and
‘Ali Mubarak;* the Turkish historian and traveler Evliya Celebi similarly connects Shajarat
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al-Durr with the pilgrimage, however not with the mahmal, but with the kiswah. Evliya
Celebi, who worked for the Ottoman government for several years in Egypt (1672-1680),
reports that at that time the wagf of Shajarat al-Durr was quite substantial and included a
number of villages which were endowed to provide the kiswah for the Ka‘bah.” The
information he gives on wagf is usually trustworthy, as he was himself involved in the
supervision of awgqdf in Egypt. His association of the kiswah with Shajarat al-Durr, which
is the earliest reference on this subject I could find, should not be entirely discarded, at least
as long as the wagfs of the Haramayn have not been consulted on this subject. What the
exact origins of these wagfs are, or if they belonged to a namesake of the sultanah, is not
possible to tell at the moment, as the Haramayn archives are presently inaccessible. While
he attributes the kiswah endowment to Shajarat al-Durr, Evliya Celebi, who was quite
familiar with Mamluk chronicles, confirms the fact that the mahmal tradition went back to
Baybars.

It is interesting to note that the wakalah of Dhu al-Faqar in the quarter of Jamaliyah
in Cairo is known popularly as Wakalat Shajarat al-Durr; it was there that in the late
Ottoman period final work on the kiswah was performed before its departure.® Yusuf
Ahmad, however, in his detailed documentation of the kiswah and its endowment, does not
seem to have come across any reference to Shajarat al-Durr.

ZUBAYDAH

Shajarat al-Durr was not the first queen to be associated with the pilgrimage. There
are multiple references in early and later medieval sources associating Zubaydah, Harun al-
Rashid’s wife, with the pilgrimage in most exuberant terms.” Zubaydah not only
performed the pilgrimage, but she is moreover credited with spending an enormous fortune
on infrastructural works to conduct water to Mecca after years of drought. According to
Ibn Khallikan she spent as much as 50 million dirhams, and according to al-Mas‘udi
1,700,000 dinars for infrastructural works on the pilgrimage road.” She built hospices and
cisterns, and dug wells and canals to conduct water from a distance of twelve miles to
Mecca across mountains and valleys in the desert. When her intendant tried to warn her
about the expenses, she answered “we shall do it, even if every stroke would cost a dinar.”
Today the “Darb Zubaydah” in the Hijaz still shows vestiges of the medieval
infrastructure.” Zubaydah, whose wealth was fabulous, was also famous for her elegance
and her creative fashion and life-style, which everybody imitated** Among her
innovations, she is reported to have been the first to use a palanquin of silver, ebony, and
sandalwood adorned with clasps of gold and silver and draped with sable and silk of blue,
green, yellow, and red colors. It is very likely that she used such a palanquin for her
pilgrimage, which could be related to the origin of the mahmal of Baghdad.

PEvliya Celebi, 10:155, 420, 422, 566.
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Coming back to Sirat Baybars, Shajarat al-Durr is identified there as an Abbasid
princess, daughter of the caliph al-Mugqtadir,”’ who came to Egypt on her way to Mecca.
There she met Sultan al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyub who married her. In the epic,
furthermore, Shajarat al-Durr adopts Baybars to replace her dead son Khalil, who died as a
child. She is thus represented as the daughter of a caliph and the adoptive mother of a
sultan. This establishes another parallel between Shajarat al-Durr and Zubaydah, who was
the only Abbasid queen to have been both a daughter and a mother of caliphs. The
superposition of Shajarat al-Durr and the Abbasid queen Zubaydah could have been
supported furthermore by another factor, which is the location of the complex of Shajarat
al-Durr in the cemetery of Sayyidah Nafisah. The palace she had built there was later used
as the residence of the Abbasid caliphs of Cairo.” In the same neighborhood, moreover,
close to the Sayyidah Nafisah shrine, is the undated mausoleum where most of the Abbasid
caliphs of Cairo were buried and which was erected in the mid-thirteenth century.” In
Shajarat al-Durr’s own mausoleum one of the Abbasid caliphs was also buried, probably
the last one.* The neighborhood connection with the Abbasid caliphs may have
contributed to the association of Shajarat al-Durr with Abbasid tradition and Zubaydah.

MAMLUK LADIES

The legend attributing the mahmal to Shajarat al-Durr took shape in the Ottoman
period, i.e., three or four centuries after the sultanah’s death. There must have been in the
meantime an additional factor which contributed to keeping her image alive in such a way
as to justify the creation of a legend which presented her as patron of the pilgrimage
caravan, who visited the Holy Cities a dozen times and, moreover, provided the kiswah to
the Ka‘bah. This additional factor is to be sought in Mamluk historical accounts about the
pilgrimages of women of the aristocracy. Mamluk historians show great interest, even
enthusiasm, when referring to the pilgrimages of sultan’s wives or concubines. They
describe the pilgrimage of a khawand, or princess, as a spectacular event. It was the only
occasion during which the Cairene population had an opportunity for contact with ladies of
the Mamluk court. Otherwise, the sultans” wives made no public appearances; the
celebrations they attended, such as marriages or circumcisions, took place within the
Citadel. There were, of course, exceptions to this rule, which the historians found worth
mentioning, like the occasion when Tughay, al-Nasir Muhammad’s favorite wife, joined
her husband on an excursion to Giza. But even then, the princess was not supposed to be
seen, and an order was given that on her way across Cairo, all shops should be closed and
people kept off the streets.” When Sultan Khushqadam'’s eldest daughter died, her mother,
Surbay, was so grieved that she came down from the Citadel to visit her grave. This visit
seems to have been such an exceptional event that it was mentioned in the short biography
which al-Sakhaw1 dedicated to Surbay.*® When Khushqadam’s next wife, Shakarbay,

31Schregle, 100f.

*Niir al-Din al-Sakhawi, Tuhfat al-Ahbab, 118; Ibn Dugmagq, Kitab al-Intisar li-Wasitat ‘Iqd al-Amsar
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traveled to Tanta to visit the shrine of Ahmad al-Badawi, this excursion too was mentioned
as something unusual. Ibn Taghribirdi writes explicitly that it was uncommon for Mamluk
ladies, khawandat, to go out without their husbands, except for pilgrimage.”’” The departure
on pilgrimage was the exceptional event which gave the population the opportunity of
seeing the palanquin of a khawand; it added an exciting touch to a major religious
celebration. Mamluk biographies of the elite ladies refer consistently to their pilgrimages,
which some of them performed more than once. Just as the biographies or obituaries of
amirs and sultans have to include a mention of their buildings and foundations, for the
Mamluk ladies it was the pilgrimage that was recorded as a token of their piety. The
reference to the pilgrimage was part of the aristocratic lady’s image.

Historical accounts concerning the pilgrimages of the Mamluk ladies form a kind of
topos. They never fail to include statements about the luxury and beauty of the female
convoy. The earliest of these accounts is that referring to Tughay who traveled for the first
time in 721/1321 with unparalleled comfort and luxury; her pilgrimage is the feature which
characterizes her in all biographical references. She traveled in state, accompanied by a
ceremonial orchestra and sultanic banners, with an escort of high dignitaries and eminent
amirs. Her caravan included cows to provide her with fresh milk all along the journey, so
that she could have her customary hot toasted cheese twice a day, and also camels carrying
pots planted with vegetables so that she could maintain a healthy diet. Tughay was praised
for her charitable deeds and donations during the journey. The sultan spent more than
80,000 dinars on her pilgrimage and, moreover, exempted the city of Mecca from taxes that
year.® When referring to Tughay, Ibn al-Dawadari recalls another lady who had traveled
centuries earlier, in a similarly lavish style; this was Jamilah, the daughter of the Buyid
prince Nasir al-Dawlah, who was the first princess to make her pilgrimage with camels
carrying pots planted with vegetables. She made generous donations and bestowed many
robes of honor.”

Ever since Princess Tughay went to Mecca, Mamluk historians have emphasized
the elegance and luxury of the Mamluk ladies” outfits and entourage in their pilgrimage, the
number of dignitaries who accompanied them, and most of all the charity and benevolence
they demonstrated. Sultan al-Ghawri’s wife was exceptional in that she was criticized for
her stinginess, especially when compared with her predecessor, Qaytbay’s wife.* If the
display of elegance and pomp were exaggerated, however, it could be severely criticized, as
in the case of some amirs” wives who went on pilgrimage in 746/1346 with extravagant
accoutrement, competing with each other in lavishness, and bestowing robes of honor on
their servants and bodyguards. This provoked the gadi al-qudah, in his sermon of the ‘id,
to denounce the ladies” extravagant behavior as a bad example for others.* The episode

12:66.

Tbn Taghribirdi, Hawddith al-Duhir fi Madd al-Ayyam wa-al-Shuhiir, ed. William Popper (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1930-1942), 8:593.

Bal-Safadi, al-Wafi, 16:447f., no. 481; Ibn al-Dawadari, Kanz al-Durar wa-Jami‘ al-Ghurar, ed. Hans
Robert Roemer (Cairo: Deutsches Archéologisches Institut, 1960), 9:305; Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, a/-Durar
al-Kaminah fi A‘yan al-Mi’ah al-Thaminah (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Hadithah, 1966), 2:322, no. 2025;
‘Abd al-Raziq, 298.

®Tbn al-Dawadari, Kanz al-Durar, 9:305f.

“Ibn Iyas, Bada'i‘ al-Zuhiir fi Waqd'i‘ al-Duhiir, ed. Muhammad Mustafd (Cairo: Deutsches
Archiologisches Institut, 1961-75), 4:441.

“al-Magqrizi, al-Sulitk, 2:693.
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demonstrates the public significance of the pilgrimage of Mamluk ladies. Barakah, Sultan
Sha‘ban’s mother, traveled in state with ceremonial orchestra and sultanic banners escorted
by high dignitaries. She also had camels carrying pots planted with vegetables.** Her
liberality and benevolence along the way were so great that the year of her pilgrimage came
to be named “the year of the Sultan’s mother.”™

When a sultan’s wife made the pilgrimage in the company of her children, her
notoriety was increased, as in the case of Sultan Inal’s wife, who traveled in 861/1457,*
with two sons, one of whom was the amir al-hdjj, and two daughters, one married to the
Grand Dawadar and the other to the second Dawadar. They traveled with three palanquins
followed by a large convoy of dignitaries and courtiers. Khushqadam’s wife was
accompanied in 868/1464 by her grandson who was the amir al-hajj of that year. Ibn
Taghribirdi testifies that this caravan was even more impressive than that of Inal’s wife.*
The fact that the amir al-hajj belonged to the royal family was, of course, convenient.
Qaytbay’s wife, Fatimah (d. 879/1475), had an impressive caravan and sat in a palanquin
which Ibn Iyas describes at length, as made of silk embroidered with ruby, turquoise, and
pearl.* Her escort included an orchestra for religious music. When al-Ghawri’s wife went
on pilgrimage with her ten-year old son, the sultan himself went to the departure station to
ensure the tents were placed in accordance with the proper protocol.”” It was observed that
the sultan’s wife traveled in the palanquin once used by Qaytbay’s wife. Among the signs
of luxury was a portable bath, made of copper, as well as utensils for heating water.*

An unusual episode this year was that the camel with the khawand'’s palanquin, on
its way out, crossed the city in a procession. Usually the sultanic ladies would leave the
Citadel on the desert road across the cemetery, without passing through the city, which was
a prerogative of the Mamluk dignitaries. But that palanquin was empty and just for display.
The khawand herself waited at the Citadel for its return so that she could ride, as was the
tradition, through the cemetery. In Mecca the sharif gave her a special reception having his
courtiers carry her in her palanquin in a procession across the city. As for the mahmal
litter, it preceded the convoy of al-Ghawri’s son. Although al-Ghawri’s son was not amir
al-hajj, as in the cases of Inal’s and Khushqadam’s sons, he crossed the city in a
particularly grand procession on his way to Birkat al-Hajj, the first caravan station on the
pilgrimage road. The special pomp displayed on this occasion was probably due to the
presence of an Ottoman ambassador in Cairo at that time, whom the Sultan wanted to
impress, as he was inclined to do in such circumstances.

Unlike women of the Cairene bourgeoisie, the ladies of the Mamluk aristocracy are
not described as scholars or poets; neither is their contribution in religious patronage of
particular significance. ‘Abd al-Raziq lists eleven buildings attributed to female patrons in
Mamluk Cairo, and although this number is not high, a closer look reveals that not all of

“Ibid., 2:177.

“Ibn Hajar, al-Durar al-Kaminah, 2:7.

“Ibn Taghribirdi, Hawadith, 2:303f.

“Ibid., 2:476; idem, al-Nujiim al-Zahirah fi Mulitk Misr wa-al-Qdhirah, 16 vols. (Cairo: n.p., 1963-72),
16:111, 115.

“Ibn Iyas, 3:104.

“Tbid., 4:409f.

“Tbid., 4:433, 441.

©1997 by Doris Behrens-Abouseif.
5y DOI: 10.6082/M1C24TJJ. (https://doi.org/10.6082/M1C24T]]J)
DOI of Vol. I: 10.6082/M1KHOKDP. See https://doi.org/10.6082/MTHZ-3Y21 to download the full volume or individual

articles. This work is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license (CC-BY). See
http://mamluk.uchicago.edu/msr.html for more information about copyright and open access.

94



MAMLUK STUDIES REVIEW, VoL. 1, 1997

them can even be definitely attributed to the ladies to whom they are ascribed.” The
number of monuments which can safely be assigned to women of the aristocracy remains
low, particularly if one considers their financial potential. Carl Petry estimates that the
women’s share in the benefits of wagfs of Mamluk sultans and amirs was substantial,
amounting to about 28 percent, which makes them appear as active partners in the economy
of the Mamluk elite. The estates of females, moreover, were less likely to revert to the
state or to be confiscated, as happened with the estates of sultans and amirs. Seen in
comparison with the magnitude of religious and philanthropic institutions sponsored by the
Mamluk sultans and amirs, the contribution of their female partners is not considerable.
The fact that they did not act as founders of institutions does not exclude the possibility,
however, that women could have sponsored existing foundations or made donations
wherever they were needed. Historians often refer to such philanthropic deeds without
specifying what they consisted of.

When a princess built a religious foundation, she did not supervise the construction
herself, as the Mamluk amirs and sultans did, but assigned someone else to do it. As
previously mentioned, Sha‘ban built the madrasah for his mother. Whereas the
inscriptions name Asalbay, al-Nasir’s mother, as the founder of the mosque of al-Fayyiim,
Ibn Iyas writes that Sultan al-Nasir, the son of Qaytbay, ordered its construction and that
Shaykh al-Dashtuti supervised it.”' In the Mamluk period women did not perform their
prayers in mosques, although they did visit shrines and saints” tombs, especially those in
the cemetery. Mamluk mosques, unlike the Ottoman, have no accommodation for female
worshipers. It is not even mentioned if the women of the sultan’s harem ever visited the
mosque in the Citadel which was located in the non-public section.

The pilgrimage remains therefore the foremost expression of piety for a female
member of the Mamluk court. If we recall that more sultans” wives performed this
religious duty than sultans themselves, of whom only four are recorded to have been to
Mecca during their reign,” the ladies” pilgrimage added to the sultanate’s religious aura.
The opulence displayed by a lady’s caravan reflected the sultan’s own magnificent image. It
was part of the court ceremonial, which most Mamluk sultans eagerly cultivated. The
pilgrimage of the aristocratic Mamluk ladies was thus a matter of great interest, its notoriety
increasing over time. The procession of the empty palanquin of al-Ghawri’s wife at the end
of the Mamluk period reflects the fascination associated with the image of a royal lady as
pilgrim, which was not only a product of Ibn Iyas’s fantasy. This episode may have been
an intermediary stage in the formation of the mahmal legend around Shajarat al-Durr, the
empty palanquin becoming the symbol of an absent queen. How far Zubaydah’s image
contributed to the topos of the female aristocratic pilgrim is difficult to ascertain; she was
the first Muslim queen to act as patron and sponsor of the pilgrimage and thus could have
set an example and an ideal for later Muslim princesses.

“The inscription on the mausoleum of Fatimah Khatin is in the name of Qalawin. The mausoleum
known popularly by the name of Umm al-Ashraf is not definitely identified and could have been erected by
Sultan Barsbay himself. In the case of the madrasah of Umm al-Sultan Sha‘ban, the sources attribute the
foundation to the sultan’s mother, the inscription states that it was built by the sultan for his mother,
perhaps with her funds. ‘Abd al-Raziq, 20-24.

%Carl Petry, “A Paradox of Patronage in the Later Mamluk Period,” Muslim World 73 (1983): 199.

Slyan Berchem, 4:556f.; Ibn Iyas, 3:392.

523]-Zahir Baybars, al-Nasir Muhammad, al-Ashraf Sha‘ban, al-Ashraf Qaytbay.
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Shajarat al-Durr’s image in later Mamluk historiography, especially in Ibn Iyas’s
chronicle, became increasingly colorful and impressive.” Ibn lyas is also the author who
describes in the most detail the departure of the khawands on pilgrimage which suggests a
certain acceptance for a female role in religious life. This acceptance is evidenced by al-
Sakhawi’s last volume in his biographical encyclopedia which is dedicated to fifteenth
century women, mainly from the scholarly milieu, the only one of its kind in the Mamluk
period. It should be recalled here that there is no restriction in Islam on women'’s
contribution to religious patronage, just as there were no restrictions for admitting women
among the saints. In the Ottoman period several mausoleums of sultans and amirs were
visited as saints” tombs, including that of Shajarat al-Durr; during this period also the cult
of Sayyidah Zaynab acquired its prominence in Egypt’s popular religious life. Her
religious-funerary complex, the importance of her pious endowments and the use of her
palace as caliphal residence in the Mamluk period contributed to enhance Shajarat al-Durr’s
memory and bestow it with religious radiance. Popular imagination, which needed a female
symbol to associate with the empty mahmal, found no better candidate than Shajarat al-
Durr.

33 Schregle, 25f., 46.
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