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FOUR DOMES OF THE LATE MAMLUK PERIOD

Doris BEHRENS-ABOUSEIF

The typical Mamluk dome is a high structure set on a transitional zone above
the square part of the building to achieve as much height as possible ().

Late Mamluk domes were usually carried by pendentives or sometimes a hybrid
device of squinch-pendentives as in the case of Ginibdy al-Afrafi near the mauso-
leum of Barsbay (1432/33). However squinches were never abandoned by the
architects of the late Mamluk period (mausoleums of Aytimi§ al-Nagasi 1383,
Ibn Gurib 1430, Tagribirdi 1440).

But even when squinches were used, they always appeared in combination with
an accentuated external transitional zone which gives the Mamluk dome its typical
appearance. Yet in the late XVth century, there appears a type of dome on squinches
unlike previous models in Cairene architecture.

The most prominent examples are two domes built by Amir Yasbak min Mahdi
al-Dawadar during the reign of Qaytbay. The history of these buildings has been
dealt with in a separate study; the architectural peculiarities are the subject of

our concern here.

I. — THE DOME OF YASBAK SOUTH OF MATARIYYA.

This dome is located opposite the modern-day Qubba palace. As it appears
now, the building is almost unrecognizable as a Mamluk construction, due
to later embellishments of the post-revolution style which has completely
altered the dome’s exterior shape. Furthermore the original structure had been

(1) “Ali Tbrahim, Laylda, « The transitional  Kunst des Orients, X 1/2, pp. 5-23, p. 101,
zones of domes in Cairene architecture », fig. 27.
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192 DORIS BEHRENS-ABOUSEIF

previously enlarged through the addition of a XIXth century construction and
a minaret.

The domed square chamber is the only surviving module of what had once
been a much more extensive residential complex.

Thanks to a photograph taken by Hasan ‘Abd al-Wahhab (V) it is possible to
have some idea of the original outline of the dome.

The plain dome was set on a square base reached today by two flights of steps
on the north-eastern side, which lead to the main chamber. No decoration appears
on the exterior of the building except for a row of stucco windows in the drum of
the dome. The external transitional zone is in the form of two steps and is only
partially visible behind crenellations. The entrance does not bear any decoration
whatsoever, which can be explained by the fact that the domed structure was
originally attached to another building, and did not have a separate entrance
from the outside.

The main room is 2.5 m. above street level. During the Ottoman period, the
lower storey was used as a sahrig, but its original function is not clear ®). The
domed chamber is 11 m. long and is paneled with a beautiful marble dado bearing
a marble inlaid inscription in floriated Kiifi which gives the date of the dome
882/1471.

The dome is carried on four large squinches resting on trilobe arches. The
octagonal zone starts within the square, rather than above it as is usually the
case in Mamluk domes. At each corner, two window openings starting at floor
level are included within each of the side niches of the trilobe arch which support
the squinch. The hoods on top of the two side niches are scalloped. The painting
which decorates the squinches is recent, as is the interior decoration of the dome.
The original inscription in the drum has been preserved, which contains the text
of Siira 76 (5-9) very commonly found on sabil(s). The room has an entrance on
the western side where the later addition was attached.

) “Abd al-Wahhab, Hasan, Tarik al-masagid 1897, pp. vi-ix; ‘Abd al-Wahbab, op. cit.,
al-atariyya. Cairo 1946, pp. 258-60, pl. 192. pp.- 269-72; van Berchem, Max, Corpus

@) Bulletin du Comité de conservation des  Inscriptionum Arabicarum, Cairo vol. I, 1894-
monuments de [’art arabe, Cairo 1896, p. 1321, 1903, I (3), pp. 514 ff., 749 ff.

Anlsl 17 (1981), p. 191-201 Doris Behrens-Abouseif
Four Domes of the Late Mamluk Period [avec 4 planches].
© IFAO 2025 Anlsl en ligne https://www.ifao.egnet.net


http://www.tcpdf.org

FOUR DOMES OF THE LATE MAMLUK PERIOD 193

II. — THE DOME OF YASBAK NORTH OF HUSAYNIYYA
KNOWN AS QUBBAT AL-FADAWIYYA () (Index 5).

This dome was built two years after the one described above, and was also
part of a large residential complex.

The Fadawiyya dome was built on the same pattern of the previous one, but
on a larger scale. The exterior is plain and has no decoration except for ablag
masonry and a shallow rectangular stalactite portal with inscription bands. On
the southern side, the entrance is 6 m. above street level. A staircase has orig-
inally never existed there, since the building used to be reached by an elevated
passage connected to another structure. The dome has no exterior transitional
zone. The main room is square, with sides of 14.3 m., almost as large as the base
supporting the dome of Barqfig in the desert.

The dome of the Fadawiyya is built in brick, as is the former example, and
the transitional zone is composed of four large squinches set within the square.
Each squinch rests on a smaller trilobe arch including a semi-dome on top of
two side niches (P1. XI, A-B). In the Fadawiyya dome, two ogival window openings
are included within the squinch zone, filling part of the side niches (at the dome
near Matariyya they entirely fill the niches). In the case of the Fadawiyya dome
the semi-domes of the squinches bear stalactite ornamentation. The stucco interior
of the dome itself, as well as the stucco decoration of the squinches, both of which
still bear traces of gold and colors, are very rich and display a great variety of
floral and geometric patterns. This lavish stucco decoration is a surprise in a
building of the Qaytbay period, where usually it is stone which plays the dominant
role in architectural decoration.

III, — THE DOME OF ZAWIYAT AL-DAMIRDAS(® (Pl. XII, A-B).

There is one more dome of the late Mamluk period very similar to the dome built
by Yasbak, included today in a modern mosque called al-Gami® al-Muhammadi.

W Cf. PL. IX, B supra. H., IV p. 112f.; Bannerth, Ernst, « Uber den
(@) Sa‘rani, al-Tabagat al-kubrd, Cairo 1954,  Stifter und Sonderbrauch der Demirdéshiyya-
II, p. 147 f.; Mubarak, “Ali, al-Hitat al-gadida Sufis in Kairo», Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die
al-tawfigiypa li Misr wa’l-gahira, Cairo 1306 Kunde des Morgenlandes,62(1969), pp. 116-132.
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This dome was built as a zawiya for Sayh ‘Abd Allih Sams al-Din al-Mu-
hammadi, who came from Tabriz during the reign of Qaytbay and settled in his
zawiya located at a short distance east of the Fadawiyya dome. When he died
in 1522, he was buried in his zawiya. The Damirdasiyya is today one of the most
important Sufi orders in Egypt related to the Halwatiyya. This dome construction
is not registered in the list of Cairene Islamic monuments (¥,

The exterior shape of the DamirdaSiyya dome looks exactly like the dome of
Yasbak south of Matariyya as seen in the photograph of ‘Abd al-Wahhab, before
it was modernized. The square part of the building is now surrounded by a modern
mosque. The domed chamber has no original decoration nor inscription left.
Tts transitional zone follows the same pattern already described, with the
difference that no upper arch exists here, but only a trilobe arch which forms the
squinch. It seems here that we are dealing with a further development : the
squinch being incorporated into the trilobe so that we have a trilobed squinch
instead of a combination of a squinch supported by a trilobed arch.

Here also below each squinch there are two openings below the side niches.
Those at the southern corner are blocked where the magsiira around the cenotaph
of the buried Saih Damirdas stands.

Squinches with a trilobed arch have been occasionally adopted during the
Ottoman period, as in the zawiya of “Ali al-Hawwas (early XVIth century), the
mosque of Sindn PaSa (1571) and the mosque of Abii ’l-Dahab near al-Azhar

(1774).

IV. — THE COMPOSITION OF THE SQUINCH WITH TRILOBE.

The pattern of a squinch resting on a trilobed arch was utilized long before
the Mamluk period in Persian Saljuk architecture as well as in the Rim Salguk
architecture ®), But the device used in Salguk architecture, for example, in the
domes of the Great Mosque of Isfahan, is different from the squinches with
which we are dealing. Salguk inspiration can be seen in the Fatimid and Balri

) The dome of Damirda§ will be soon  dansla Turquie Orientale, Paris 1940, pl. XXX
published in a separate study. and XCVIL
2) Gabriel, Albert, Voyages Archéologiques
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Mamluk squinches with multipliying alveoles where the center of the squinch
on each tier is occupied by a hood flanked on both sides by multipliying niches
and half-niches.

The trilobed pattern of the Faddwiyya Dome has inspired Wiet to compare
the treatment of these squinches to the treatment of Cairene portals of the same
period (1), His argument is that the Mamluk architect would treat the transitional
zone of a dome as he would treat a semi-dome in a portal vault, since the
structural problems are the same. Such a comparison between portal vaults
and domes is not new, nor is it peculiar to Mamluk architecture. Creswell has
drawn this same parallel with regards to the portal of Bayt al-Halifa at Samarra
with its semi-dome on squinches ?. He compared the treatment of the stone
portals of Ayyubid Syria to that of contemporary stone domes. Herzfeld has
drawn a similar parallel relative to mugarnas domes of Mesopotamian style (%),
as in the case of Maristan Nir al-Din in Damascus. Of course this parallel can
not be followed ad infinitum and the sequence of Cairene domes is independent
of that of Cairene portals, but one can speak of an occasional and also reciprocal
transfer of patterns between both types of vaults because of similar structural
problems. The trilobe pattern which is characteristic of late Mamluk as well as
Ottoman Cairene portals evolved from the Bahri Mamluk stalactite vault with
a semi-dome, in combination with a trilobed arch. This combination represents
an evolutionary pattern which can be easily followed; the outlines of the stalactite
vault crowned with a smaller semi-dome already suggests a trilobed shape, as
can be seen, for example, at the back portal of the mausoleum of Sangar
(Pl. XIII, A).

Later the shape of the vault was adapted to the trilobed frame by carving out
alveoles in the space between the vault and the frame. This resulted in a full
trilobe shaped vault, as in the cases of Gamili Yiisuf (1357), Asanbuga (1370) and
Ilgay al-Yusufi (1373).

() Hautecceur, Louis et Wiet, Gaston, Les (3) Herzfeld, Ernst, « Damascus : Studies
mosquées du Caire, Paris 1932, p. 3171 in architecture 1», Ars Islamica IX (1942),
@ Creswell, K.A.C., The Muslim archi-  pp. 1-53, pp. 2-46,
tecture of Egypt, Oxford 1959, II p. 147,
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A taste for clean structure and bare vaults developed during the reign of al-Asraf
Barsbay, perhaps as a reaction to the lavish use of dripping stalactites in portals
of al-Mu’ayyad’s reign. While Barsbay’s madrasa at Bayn al-Qasrayn has a

"/

Fig. 1. — Cross-Vault of the portal.

large semi-dome with very few stalactites between the semi-dome and the pen-
dentives, a new variation appears in Barsbiy’s mausoleum in the desert and in
the portals of Qadi Yahya at Habbaniyya and Bilaq (1453, 1448) (Pl. XIII, B
and XIV, B). Here instead of pendentives the semi-domes of the portals rest on
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squinches without the use of stalactites except within the semi-domes. The squinch
arches intersect with a blind niche set between them in the manner of a cross-
vault so as to form half an octagonal star. This became the favorite pattern for

Fig. 2. — Cross-Vault of the squinch.

late Mamluk and Ottoman portals. It is also the pattern which inspired the
treatment of the squinches described above. To transfer this portal device into
a squinch, the central blind niche was suppressed and the result was a semi-dome
over two instead of three arches, intersecting in a cross pattern (figs. 1-2).

28
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The next variation on this theme occurred in a portal built later than the dome
of Yasbak south of Matariyya : the portal of the mosque of Abii Bakr Ibn Muzhir
(1479), P1. XIV, A. Here the semi-dome of the portal rests on two intersecting
squinches, without the central niche, forming a cross vault. Also, the arrangement
of small ogival windows in the portal vault resembles very much that of the
windows at the dome near Matariyya where the windows at the corners entirely
fill the side niches. Here, obviously, the squinch design has, in its turn, inspired
the portal design.

The parallel between the squinch with a trilobe arch and the portal of the late
Mamluk period answers only part of the question concerning the origin of this
squinch type. The structural part of our transitional zone, i.e. the absence of a
transitional zone above the square, since the squinch springs within the square
part of the construction, differs as already mentioned from the typical Mamluk
treatment of domes.

There is a dome in Cairo carried on an octagonal base with squinches set below
the summit of the walls : the dome of the mausoleum of Fatima Hatin (1284).
Here the squinch is filled with a decorative pendentive. Yet this model is quite
different in style and technique and cannot be accepted as a possible prototype
for the transitional zone of the domes mentioned above. On the other hand
we can find in pre-Ottoman and early Ottoman architecture of Western Anatolia
transitional zones of domes with squinches very similar to the ones with which
we are dealing here. For instance, similarities can be found in the mosque of
Orhan Han at Gebze (mid XIVth century) or the mosque of Yildirim Bayazid
at Mudurnu (V, ‘

Before raising the question of whether a common prototype may have inspired
both the Western Anatolian and the Mamluk styles of architecture, or rather, if
some direct influence played a role in this similarity, we may come closer to the
solution of this problem by dealing with the date when, for the first time, these
Ottoman-style squinches were introduced into Cairene architecture. Therefore

o

the dome of Ma‘bad al-Rifd‘i in the desert presents some interest.

) Kuran, Aptullah, The mosque in early Otioman architecture, Chicago-London 1968,
pp- 37, 40,
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V. — THE DOME OF MA‘BAD AL-RIFA‘T IN THE EASTERN CEMETERY
(Nr. 108) (Pl. XIV, C-D)

This dome is classified in the Index of Islamic Monuments of Cairo as being
Ottoman, as it was by Hautecceur and Wiet in their study of Cairene mosques (!,
Except for some traces of late Ottoman decoration in the squinches, however,
there is no justification for this dating. In an unpublished thesis (/. this building
was attributed to YasSbak min Mahdi because of a dating inscription in the drum
of the dome which mentions the year 883 H. Yet the waqf deed of Barsbiy states
clearly that this dome was built by him around 1432/33.

The dome of Ma‘'bad al-Rifa’i is located in the desert opposite the mausoleum
of Sultan Barsbay built in 1432/33, and stands among other funerary and religious
structures erected during the same period (3,

The building is a square structure with a plain brick dome. The transitional
zone is visible from the outside, but a XIXth century illustration shows the dome
starting immediately above the square without a visible transition (%),

The dome has a row of windows in the drum and no external decoration. The
outer walls of the building show clearly that it has undergone more than one stage
of construction. The upper parts of the lower windows have been walled up
along with three of the four upper windows. The square chamber has sides 12.80 m.
in length and its internal transitional zone looks exactly like that of the previous
domes. But the arrangement of the windows in the corners is different; they do
not reach as high as the squinch zone. The original arrangement of the windows,
before they were partially walled up, would not have allowed the architect to
include a trilobed arch within the squinch, since the summit of the windows is
higher than that of the side niches in the trilobed arch. This, then, must have
been a later addition; originally, the squinch must have appeared plain, like the
squinches in the early Ottoman mosques mentioned above.

() Hautecceur-Wiet, op. cit., p. 348. ®) Huggat al-Asraf Barsbdy, Nr. 880 Awqaf,
@ *Abd al-Halim, Sami, al-Amir Yasbak  dated 1030/1620, p. 30.
min Mahdi wa a'mdluhu al-mi‘mariyya bi’l- ) Lane-Poole, Stanley, The story of Cairo,

gahira. Unpublished M.A. thesis, Univ. of = London 1906, p. 239.
Cairo 1970 (Nr. 828), p. 147.
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Nothing of the original decoration of the Rifd'i dome has been preserved.
Two inscription bands, one in the dado and the other in the drum, have for the
greatest part disappeared. Only a few fragments are still legible in the drum :
« Muhammad rasialu’lldh »; « Sidi al-Rif@'i waliyyu’lldh »; and traces of the
sultanic title « al~Sahid al-sa’id». Also, traces of a date can still be recognized
as Ramadin 883/1478. The dome of Ma‘bad al-Rifa‘i is mentioned in the wagf
deed of Sultan al-Asraf Barsbay as part of his funerary and religious complex
which he built on both sides of the road in the desert. The qubba is defined as a
zawiya dedicated to the fugard’ of the Rifa"1 order.

According to the wagqf description, the dome must be dated to the reign of
Barsbay, about 1433. Thus the dating inscription of 883 and the decoration of
the squinches with a trilobed arch must be results of later additions when the
consolidation work was done at the dome, one year after the dome of
Yasbak near Matariyya was built, and one year earlier than the dome also built
by Yasbak to the north of Husayniyya. The inscription band was apparently
renewed, mentioning the date of restoration and most probably including the
name of the former Sultan Barsbay, hence the title « al-Sahid al-sa’id ».
This means that the introduction of Anatolian style squinches into Cairene
architecture must have taken place at least as early as the first half of the
fifteenth century.

According to Kuran, the early Ottoman architects of western Anatolia applied
this system of squinches as an experiment while in search of a safe and secure
type of transitional zone for a large dome. These experiments were not completely
successful and the squinches were soon abandoned in Ottoman architecture in
favor of another style of transitional zone.

For the Mamluk architect, the situation was quite different. He was accustomed
to building high as well as large domes in the media of both brick and stone.
He did not have to search for an especially safe type of zone of transition for a
large dome.

We can never discount the possibility that it was simply a taste for innovation
which accounted for the adoption of this different pattern into Mamluk dome

architecture.
But it is very interesting to note that none of the four domes mentioned was

built as a mausoleum,
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— The dome of Yasbak near Matariyya was part of a complex which included
residential as well as religious structures. Ibn Iyds mentions Sufi meetings (mi“ad)
as well as singing and dancing which were probably Sufi rituals (1),

— The dome of YaSbak north of Husayniyya, the Fadiwiyya, was never a
mausoleum, contrary to Creswell’s appellation of the building. Its founder Yasbak
built himself a mausoleum in the desert; the building at Husayniyya does not
include any funerary structure. This dome was also part of a residential complex.
Later travelers, Celebi and Pococke, saw a great number of cells attached to it (2.

— The dome of al-Rifa is specified in the foundation deed as a zawiya built
for the Rifa‘i order.

— The dome of Damirdas was a zawiya, and cells still exist in the walls of
the square part around the dome. The sources state that the founder was buried
in his zawiya. The location of the cenotaph at the corner of the chamber indicates
that the room was not meant originally as a mausoleum.

— Qaytbay is reported to have built a dome in the village of Marg al-Zayyat
north-east of Cairo called Qubbat Mustafa, after the name of a man who dwelt
there and after him his wife ). This is obviously a zawiya as well.

Of course the use of a dome was never restricted to funerary or religious con-
structions alone, but the difference in style between the four domes described
and the funerary domes of the period may have some meaning, in particular if
we consider that all the examples mentioned seem to be connected to Sufi life.
The dome is a type of roofing; alternatives in medieval Cairene architecture would
be the iwan, the hypostyle room, or the ga"a. The dome was chosen perhaps for
its adequacy to cover an independent large square space. The adoption of a
style of dome different from contemporary models used in royal funerary archi-
tecture should be considered as the expression of certain definite requirements
which differ from the requirement of a royal mausoleum.

W) Ibn Iyas, Bada'i® al-zuhir fi waq@’i® 1938, pp. 253, 480; Pococke, A Description of
al-duhiir, 2nd. ed., Mustafa, Muh., Wiesbaden- the East and some other Countries, London,
Cairo 1963, III p. 182, 1743, 1, p. 31.

@ Celebi, Ewliya, Siyahatnamesi. Vol. X ) Mubarak V, p. 74.

« Misir, Sudan, Habes» (1672-80), Istanbul,
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Pl. XI

B. — Squinch of the Fadawiyya dome (photo. by O’Kane).
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Pl. XII

B. — Squinch of Zawiyat al-Damirdas.
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Pl. XIII

B. — Trilobe portal of the Asraf Barsbay at the desert cemetery.
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A. — The portal of the mosque of Aba Bakr
Ibn Muzhir.

C-D. — Dome of Ma‘bad al-Rifa‘i.
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