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The Minaret of Ibn Tulun
Reconsidered

M. Tarek Swelim

ly described and documented by K. A. C. Creswell and those

who preceded him.! However, a careful review of Creswell’s
work reveals that the great scholar did not satisfactorily explain why
certain elements and/or features in buildings changed over time. It is
my intention to re-examine the history of the minaret and offer new
thoughts concerning those matters that Creswell did not address.

The minaret of 1bn Tulun stands in the northwestern zivada of the
mosque (figs. 2 and 3).2 It is connected to the mosque by means of a
bridge to the roof of the building. The passageway under the bridge
fakes the form of large, horseshoe arches. The entrance of the minaret
gives way immediately to the stairs of the minaret and is also deco-
ited with a handsome horseshoe arch. The spiral-shaped minaret
vonsists of four distinet stories: the lowest 1s quadrangular, the next
level is circular, and the final two are octagonal. The four sides of the
gundrangular story are decorated with blind horseshoe arched win-
dows, each of which features a spirally-decorated column, The circus
bar story is plain, while the upper stories are In the mabkhara-siyle,

Th: mosque of Ahmad ibn Tulun in Cairo has been exhaustive-
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Fig. [. Painting of the minarct by Robert Hay, 1340, shovwmng the gran boat on kop

and they arc separated by and decorated with tiers of mugarnas. Above
the top two stories is a shallow ribbed dome surmounted by a copper
crescent.

The geographer and traveler Yatqubi (d. 278/891) provides an amus
ing story about how the shape of the minaret came to have such an exol
ic form.* He quotes the historian Ahmad al-Katib (who is known as Ibn
al-Daya), who says that the builders asked Ahmad 1bn Tulun w hat style
he wanted for his minaret. The historian adds that o was known that
Ahmad ibn Tulun never tnfled in anything dunng any othicial meeting
However, it happened that, dunng one such meeting, Ahmad ibn Tulun
took in his hand a roll of white paper and began o play with it by molling

it over his fnger, unti) o was pulled out on one side and gol stuck on

-
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the other in his hands or finger. This action greatly surprised his auds-
ence. To avoid embarrassment, [bn Tulun then told his workers to gon-
struct the minaret in that shape, which they proceeded to do.?

Mugaddasi (d. 375/985-86) provides the earliest description of the
minaret of Ibn Tulun which, he says, is small, built of stone, with s
staircase outside.’ Al-Magrizi, while quoting the historian Quda‘l (d.
454/1062), states that the mosque was built after the style of the Great
Mosque in Samarra, and likewise the minaret.® Ibn Dugmaq admired
the architecture of the minaret of the mosque, saying that it was unique
because its staircase is on the outside, allowing someone to clhimb up
to the top on large and spacious steps which are wide enough 1o per-
mit two loaded camels to ascend to its summit.” In another passage, [bn
Dugmaq quoles Qudati by referring to a boat-shaped finial (“ushari)
which Ibn Tulun had fixed on top of the minaret. Ibn Dugmag adds that
it had been parnt of the famous treasure which be had found.®

The traveler Nasir-i Khusraw relates the story that the caliph
al-Hakim purchased the mosgue and the minaret, which suggests tha
the original minaret still existed duning al-Hakim's reign

Figs amad 1 Ve winbinaaed ool | Wiliain 'n paceagiee (1 ) Isilies D)
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(386-411/996-1021), and that it was also standing when Nasir-i
Khusraw visited Cairo in 439/1047-48, It was probably still standing
at Quda®i’s time in the cleventh century.

Creswell says that the present minaret, although it resembles the
minaret of the Great Mosque of al-Mutawakkil at Samarra in having a
staircase on the outside, is not a direct copy of the earlier structure, for
it is divided into distinct stories; the minaret of the Great Mosque of
Samarra features a single access ramp that leads in an unbroken spiral
o its peak. He adds, however, that the minaret might have once resem-
bled that st Samarra* Creswell concludes that since Ibn Dugmaq's
description does not correspond to the present minaret, this must be a
later construction.

The Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr visited Egypt in 57T8/1183. He
says that the mosgue of Ibn Tulun was one of the oldest mosques in the
city, and that it was elegant in execution and vast in architecture. lbn
Jubayr also informs us that the sultan (meaning Salah al-Din
al-Ayyubi) made the mosque a retreat (ma‘wa) for the “strangers,”
{migrants or pilgrims) from the western pant of Barbary and Spain,
where they might live and receive lectures. In addition, Salah al-Din
granted for their support a monthly allowance. Ibn Jubayr adds that
among the admirable things that were related to him by one of those
living in the mosque is that the sultan arranged for them to have their
own rules and did not appoint anyone to interfere in their affairs. This
was the reason why they had appointed one of their own community 1o
act ns their ruler. This account is important for the history of the
mosque, for it documents the change of its function from that of a
place of worship into that of a legally and officially inhabited place,

According to Al-Magrizi, who based his comments on the work of Ibn
Tuwayr (d. 617/1220), during the Nile Festival (wafia‘al-nil) in 461/ 1067
a long, strong cord was tied between the boat-shaped finial on top of the
minaret (“ushari) and the street. There a man dressed as a cavalier hold-
ing # lance and shicld made acrobatic performances as he rolled down
the rope 1o the stroet 1o where the caliph was sitting. " In another secthon,
al-Magrizi says that during the carly yoears of the reign of Sulian
b Kl (615 635/1218- 1K), the minaret wis always illuminated oo the
evening of the middle of Sha‘ban, o tradition that was later abandoned, |

vl Ll

Creswell suggests that the presence of an upper story (in the story
of the acrobat) implies that the minaret was seriously damaged at the
ume of al-Hakim.!? Nevertheless, al-Magrizi's evidence suggests that
i the cleventh century there was a tower in existence.

Jonathan Bloom believes that the use of the minaret for acrobatic
performances was inappropnate for a mosque where Friday prayer was
held, and he concludes that the adhan must have been announced with-
i the mosque, from the dome of the ariginal Tulunid fawwara (foun-
tain} which once stood in the middle of the countyard. ' Bloom, how-
ever, disregards the chroniclers” several mentions of rope-dancers in
the Mamluk period who used the minarets of major mosques, such as
those of the sultans Qalawun and Hasan, to span their ropes for acro-
batic shows, 1#

It 1s not unlikely, however, that the minaret of Thn Tulun, although ong-
inally intended to serve for the call for prayer,' was later on no longer
used for this purpose. A reason for this might be that the area to this (north-
em) side of the mosque was not very densely mhabited. At the same time
the aefhan from the minaret, which is, due o the size of the mosgue, rather
remiste from the prayer hall, could not have reached the inhabitants of the
wrea on the southem side. It is likely, therefore, the call to prayer shified
frow the minaret to the roof of the mosque or to the entrances.

Cihazi Muhammad believes that the fact thai the original minaret
was free-standing encouraged Ibn Tulun's descendants to claim it as an
independent property.'” He also argues that their attempt to destroy the
minaret may have damaged it seriously, so that the caliph al-Hakim
had 1o reconstruct it and, on this occasion, be attached it to the mosque.
Mo source, however, mentions such an undertaking. Ghazi Muhammad
Iases his argument on the fact that the minaret was in excellent condi-
tom during later Fatimid times—especially in the year 461/1068, when
it was used for the acrobatic performances mentioned above.

Ibn Dugmaq and al-Magrizi state that the Mamluk sultan Lajin
sought refuge in the mosque while he was still an amir, hiding in its
et for o period of one year during a period of civil strife. It is
impossible to believe thst Lajin actually hid inside the minaret of the
mosguie of b Tulun, but one may sccept that he hid or lived in the
Pallidings near i, meaning the ablution fountain and the remains of a
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khizanat sharab (apothecary) that lbn Tulun had erected nearby.
During that time (before 695/1296), the mosque must have been in a
very poor state, to the extent that the adhan was now announced by
someone standing st one of the doors of the building. Thus the ongi-
nal ablution fountain, the minaret, and their environs were unused.
Creswell has surveyed several siudies regarding the date of the
minaret as i1 existed n his day."™ Von Kramer, Margoliouth and
Herzfeld agree that the lower part of the minaret is oniginal while the
upper was built at a later ime, but they do not suggest specific dates
for the different parts of the structure. Prisse d" Avennes, Herz, and
Ciotthiel believe that the whole minaret was later than the mosque, bul
none suggest a specific time for its construction. Corbet believes that
the lower part is Fatumid, while the upper is later; however, he stands
alone in this conclusion, as does Van Berchem, who suggests that the
whaole minaret is origmal but that its lower part was tampered with
while the arches were added later. Lane-Poole makes no comment
concerming the minaret. Franz Pasha and Thiersch find that the lower
part 15 original while the upper is later in date than the mosque,
Rivoira agrees with Van Berchem’s idea that the lower part was orig-
inal and believes that this part was tampered with by the addition of
the horseshoe arches later in 791-92/1 38990, but also maintains that
the upper story is Lajin's work, Diez is the only scholar to think that
the lower part is contemporary with the mosque but erected by anoth-

Fag o jlpitin The basle b thse ssiihcowostormn skida of the mlneset dug i
Pty b w iyel i gniionna
Fig ' Uhe woiderniile ool dlvie birsillgs 0l commnayin dhie smbiumret b e posed sl D mssnjyis

Swelim &3

er architect; he also maintains that the upper part was the work of
Sultan Lajin. Finally, Salmon and Hautecocur attribute the entire
structure to Sultan Lajin in 695/1296. This was later confirmed by
Creswell after an archacological test conducied by the architect
Patricolo in 1920." The result of this test was a hole that was tunneled
on the southwestern side of the minaret, which can still be seen today
ifigs. 3 and 4). 20

Dons Behrens-Abouseif rejects Creswell’s attribution of the entire
minaret to Lajin, arguing that the upper octagonal stories and their
ribbed dome (mabkhara) could be attributed to Sultan Lajin, not the
lower stories (meaning the quadrangle and circular shafis). She also
attributes the blind horseshoe windows on the lower story to Lajin’s
works. Her arguments are that Sulian Lajin would have built the entire
minaret “in & uniformly Mamluk style,” which was not the case, that
the sources which mention many of Lajin's restorations fail to mention
any reconstruction of the minaret of Ibn Tulun, which is strange for
such a prominent and unique structure. A further argument is the
unusual absence of a histonic inscription to commemorate such an
undenaking. Also the fact that Mugaddas: mentions the minaret of Ibn
I'ulun as being made of stone makes the disappearance of such a solid
stone construction unlikely. Furthermore, Behrens-Abouscil argues
that if the boat on top of the minaret continued to stand until the reign
of Lajin (who replaced the boat after the restoration was completed),
‘the vriginal structure never reached such a state of dilapidation that it
wis necessary 1o replace (the boat) with a completely new one.™!

Corbet sugpested that the bridge was a later addition to the present
minaret (fig. 3. However, the investigation conducted by Ghazi
Mubammad demonstrated the uniformity of the structure of the bridge
aind the minaret.?? There is no doubt that the modillon d copeaux under
the bridge that connects the minaret to the roof of the building is a foreign
element (fig. 5) It was a common form in western Islamic architecture
bt has not been found in any other monument in Egypt®

Another foreign clement is the horseshoe arches of the entrance of
the minarel, and under the bridge. This type of arch culminated in
North Africa and Spain, where it flourished and became a gencral
wrchitectural feature of that aren. According 1o Ghazi Muhammad, who
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Fig. 4 Yiew by Bealo of the mimaret fromm within the I e, | B2 R4

attributes the minaret to the Caliph al-Hakim, these elements existed
already in Egypt during the Fatimid period. He says that Nasira
Khusraw’s story gives every reason to believe that al-Hakim joined it
to the mosque. This suggestion is further supported by the excellent
condition of the minaret in 461/1068. The new features could then be
attributed 10 the fact that crafismen of Moroccan or Andalusian ongins
were employed in this reconstruction. Ghazi Muhammad adds that the
octagonal stories are different from the rest of the minaret and attrib-
utes them to Sultan Lajin.

Fand Shafi‘i and Ghan Muhammad attnbute the horseshoe arch
decoration on the faces of the quadrangle to the period of Lajin (figs
2, 3, and 5). Because of the horseshoe decorations, Fand Shali®i sug
gests that the lower quadrungle was built either by an Andalusian archi-
tect or a Maghribi architect. He even suggests that it may have been
built by an Egyptian architect who could have had other archilecis
assisting him, who may have come from such regions as Andalus or
Maghrib. The Egyptian architect might then have given them the lik
erty 1o apply thetr own styles 1o the building. 1T this wea is accopied,

KNeoefim 55

one may suggest that the North Afnican architect (or the North Afncan
associates) was'were drawn from among the Maghribis who were hiv-
ing in the mosque during the Ayyubid penod.

This argument is supported by the fact that the horseshoe decorations
are centered on the quadrangular base, horizontally, whereas they are
off-center vertically, in relation to the height of the minaret (figs. 2 and
3). This implies that these decorations were made to suit the lower
quadrangular story without concern for the symmetry of the minaret’s
clevation, which suggests that the lower and upper stories were not built
simultaneously. Therefore, 1 am inclined 1o believe that the horseshoe
decorations were made at the same time as the quadrangular story.

Cihari Muhammad also found out that the format of the stones in the
present domed structure of the central fountain in the courtyard are
larger than those of the minaret, implying that the two structures were
not built at the same period.*

Since there is general agreement that the quadrangular story was of
a different period than the mabkhara top structure, and since it 15 hke-
ly that the horseshoe decorations were made by a craftsman from the
western Muslim world, it is very likely that this craftsman was among
the Maghribis who dwelt in the mosque duning the reign of Salah
- Din. Whatever his intentions, Salah al-Din revived the function of
the building as a mosque and introduced a madrasa cumiculum for the
benefit of the resident Maghribi community. We also know that, dur-
g the reign of Sultan al-Kamil, the minaret was decorated with lamps
on fesiive DOCAasHons.

(ihazi Muhammad’s hypothesis that the quadrangular siory of the
minaret was reconstructed by the Caliph al-Hakim cannot be suppor-
el hecause there is not the least stylistic relationship between this
sructure and the minarets of al-Hakim's famous mosque. Since we
kiow that the mosque and its minaret were neglected for a long time
during the late Fatimid period, the minurct may have needed a recon-
siruction by the time the Ayyubids were in power. There is no doubt
ihat the upper Noors are Mamluk, but we lack definite proof that they
wore built by Lagin

A Tl question conceming the minarct and its bridge 1s: what func-
ton did the bridge serve” The only answer is that it may have been
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intended to give access from the minaret to the roof of the mosque. The
wagfiyva of Sultan Lajin does not refer w any function related to the
roof of the mosque, although it stipulates that it should be cleaned
weekly. Neither does it include any description of the mosque or its
minaret, which is not to be expected since Lajin was not the founder.*®
The salarics of mu'adhdhins are mentioned without indicating in
which part of the mosque the adhan should be performed.

According to al-Magnzi, sometime during the reign of Sultan
al-Nasir Mubhammad (693-741/1293-1340), Qadi Karim al-Din
al-Kabir built two new minarets in the mosque.?” These minarets were
added on both extremities of the gibia™wall. In the nineteenth century,
“Ali Mubarak confirms that the mosque of [bn Tulun had three
minarets, two of which were still standing on its southern (meaning the
gihla) side.”* He adds that these minarcts were built of brick and had
inner staircases. “Ali Mubarak was thus distinguishing between these
two minarets and the third minaret, which was built of stone and had
its stairs on the outside.

The reason for Qadi Karim al-Din al-Kabir to add two new minarels
to the mosque of Ibn Tulun short afier Sultan Lajin's additions and
restorations in 695/1296 may be that the arca behind the prayer hall of
the mosque was densely urbanized and required the adhan 10 be per-
formed on this side of the mosque, where a mu ‘adhdhin on the remote
spiral minaret might not be well heard.

One may suggest that the bridge may have been used by the mu ‘ad-
halhins 1o reach the new minarets; however once the mu ‘adhdhins had
reached the roof through this bridge, they would still have had a long
walk ahead before reaching the two new minarets. The bndge was of
nol much relevance as an access o the minarets.

The form of the minaret of Ibn Tulun was not repeated elsewhere
until the mosque of Amir Tashtumur was built sometime before
743/1343.2 |bn Taghribirdi describes the minaret of this mosque as
having been halazawn (snail-shape).® Doris Behrens-Abousei!l sug-
gests that the architect of that mosque was inspired by the minaret of
the mosque of Tbn Tulun. However, this minarct did not survive.
Maoreover, the fact thit its shape was nol repeated again shows that the
wpriral form was unsuited 10 the taste of Cairene Islamic architecture,

Swwdim &7

The minaret of Ibn Tulun has awkward proportions and its architec-
ture is not in harmony with that of the mosque. Its quadrangular story
has artistic relation neither to its circular shaft nor to its octagonal
mabkhara pavilion. The horseshoe arch decorations are alien to the
scheme of the whole building.

The minaret is placed asymmetrically to the mosque, off the mikrab
axis, for no obvious reason. There are two explanations, however, for
this location. The first may be that the solid rock on this particular
location was more suitable for the foundation. The second reason is
that the asymmetrical position of the minaret made it more visible
from within the mosque. This is especially true from the perspective
of the gibla hall. If the minarct had been placed along the axis of the
mihrab, its view would have been obstructed by the structure of the
fawwara of the Fatimid Caliph al-*Aziz, which was built in the center
of the courtyard, immediately afier the old one bumed down. From
this perspective the asymmetrical placement of the minaret was visu-
ully successful.

it is not easy to tell precisely when the onginal minaret of Ibn Tulun
was demolished. We know that Mugaddasi (before 375/985-6) saw a
stone munaret, which suggests that Ibn Tulun’s original minaret was
built of stone. This was then purchased by the Fatimid Caliph
al-Hakim, perhaps because of its building material, and it was still
standing in the eleventh century.

Ihe fact that Ibn Jubayr does not mention the minaret while
descnibing the new functions of the mosque of Ibn Tulun as a shelier
for the Maghribi pilgrims, suggests, in my view, that the original
ininaret was no longer standing at that time, which is the second half
of the twelfth century.

Since the minaret of Iba Tulun is mentioned to have been decorated
with lamps during the reign of Sultan al-Kamil (615-635/1218-38),
we may suggest that it was rebuilt sometime between the late twelfih
and the early thineenth century. The present quadrangle lower part
winihd date from this period. The presence of Maghribis in the mosque
aveounts for the western:Islamic style of the horseshoe arches that dec-
ornte the shaft. The cireular shape of the upper structure could have
boeni maintained as o reminlseence of the original circular minaret,
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After becoming Sultan, Lajin revived the glory of the mosque,
which once had offered him a shelter while he was hiding from his
enemies. He may have added the mabbhara at the top of the minaret,
which is certainly Mamluk and belongs stylistically to the late thir-
teenth and early fourtcenth century.

. During the Ottoman period, a small zawiva with a tomb was added
in the area next to the main minaret and the original old ablution foun-
tn, which was also removed by the Comité. The boat-shaped finial
surmounting the original minaret was trunsferred to the new one,
where it stood until it was blown away in a windstorm, to be replaced
by a copper crescent in 1892,

Although the historian Jabarti records that the boat-shaped finial
was blown down in a storm on 12 of Ramadan, 1105/8th May, 16935
the minaret was depicted with its boat-shaped finial by Protain in the
Description de I'Egypte ? Morcover, Jomard describes it as being ten
feet long and notes that it was kept full of grain all year round and
attracted a greal number of sparrows.*? The same boat is seen on illus-
trations by Pascal Coste, Robert Hay (fig. 1), and Prisse d' Avennes.™
It is also mentioned by Savigny de Moncorps in 1869 and Vaujany in
1880.% The boat-shaped finial (“ushari) must have fallen after this
date, for lave nineteenth century photographs show the minaret without
a finial. It was replaced with a crescent in | §92.%

The minaret of Tbn Tulun, even if it may not always have been sue-
cessful in serving its original function as a platform for the adhan,
remained, because of its unigue shape, a significant landmark. To the
present time, it offers an enjoyable and spectacular view of medieval
and modemn Cairo.
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