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Ahmad HASSABALLAH

A House Reconstructed:
The Purchase Contract
of The House of Mustafa Ja‘far

HE HOUSE of Mustafa Ja‘far is one of the well-known houses of Ottoman Cairo. It

is situated at the intersection of Al-Darb al-Asfar St. with Al-Mu‘izz St., the main

thoroughfare of old Cairo. Although it was studied in several works on Cairene
houses, ! neither the date of the house nor its original owner were known for certain. Pauty
dated the house at 1125/1713 while Revault and Maury suggested an earlier date based on
the assumption that it was originally part of the house of Al-Suhaimi nearby.? The wagfiyya
of Mustafa Ja‘far > mentions that he bought this house from Mohammed al-Masabni who
originally built and renovated the house. The document does not state the construction
date of the house, but it refers to a purchase contract dated 1171/1758 by which Mustafa
Ja‘far acquired this house. This contract, which is the subject of the paper in hand, was
found among the court records kept in Dar al-Watha’iq al-Qawmiyya in Cairo.* It contains
a detailed description of the house as it was when Mustafa Ja‘far bought it in 1171/1758.
It also gives information about the date of construction and the previous owners of the
house. This document is reviewed in detail herein, using the description it contains to
suggest a reconstruction of the original structure of the house.

After mentioning the names of persons who witnessed the contract (lines 1-4), the docu-
ment states that Mustafa Ja‘far, a prominent coffee merchant, bought this house from
Muhammad b. ‘Ali, known as Al-Masabni, another prominent coffee merchant. Previously,
the house was part of the big residence known as wagf Shihab ‘Ata, which was originally
a coffee house known as Qahwat al-Mawardiyya. It used to be accessed through an alley
off Khatt al-Mashtiyyin, 3 and then this access was blocked and replaced by another at the

I would like to acknowledge the help of Dr Husam al-Din 3 A.R. Abdul Tawwab, A. Raymond, op. cit.
Isma‘il in reading the document and of Ahmed Sedky in * Dar al-Watha'iq al-Qawmiyya, Salihiyya court records, vol. 521,

reconstructing the house. document no. 934 (1171 H / 1758 AD), p. 479-480.
"'E. Pauty, Palais et maisons d'époque musulmane au Caire, Cairo, % According to ‘Ali Mubarak, this section of Al-Mu‘izz St. was
1933, p.75; ). Revault, B. Maury, Palais et maisons du Caire, called Al-Amshatiyya; it seems that Al-mashtiyyin was a va-
vol. 3, Cairo, 1979, p. 121-132; A. R. Abdul Tawwab, A. Raymond, riation of the same name. ‘Ali Mubarak, Al-khitat al-tawfqiyya
“La waqfiyya de Mustafa Ga'far” Anlsl 14, 1978, p. 177-193. al-jadida li-Misr Al-Qahira wa-muduniha wa-biladiha al-qadima
2 E. Pauty, op. cit., p.75; J. Revault, B. Maury, op. cit, vol. 3, p. 121. wa'l-shahira, vol. 2, Cairo, 1982, p. 86. ]_63
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end of Al-Darb al-Asfar, at the end of a small alley (zugaq), adjacent to the residence of
Shihab ‘Ata mentioned above (lines 4-8). This was a cul-de-sac as shown on the map of
Cairo at the beginning of the 19th century, drawn by the scientists of the French Expedition
to Egypt (fig. 1).¢ ‘Ali Mubarak describes Al-Darb al-Asfar as a blocked street.” Later
Al-Darb al-Asfar was opened into Al-Mu‘izz Street and the southern part of the house was
largely modified in the process. The house was originally constructed and renovated by the
vendor, Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-Masabni, in 1151/1738 (lines 8-10).

Having given basic information about the house, the document starts describing the house
in detail. First it mentions seven small shops (A) on Khatt al-Mashtiyyin that are not part
of this contract and remained property of the vendor (fig.5,6) (line 9). These shops, or
part of them, were still standing on the western side of the house until this year.® The
document starts describing the house at the entrance, which consists of a vestibule and a
corridor (20, 21), probably forming a traditional bent entrance replacing the present unusual
direct entrance (fig. 7).° This led to an open court (2) in which to the left was a covered
lobby (22) from which a door led into a large partially covered stable (23). This was
probably on the southern-most part of the house, which did not survive (lines 11-13).

Also in the court, on the left hand side, were four doors leading into two stores, a latrine,
and vaulted staircase respectively (6, 24, 25). Of these, only the two stores survived (fig. 8),
which indicates that the court must have extended further south to accommodate the latrine
and the staircase. The southern store might have extended further south, too, because its
southern wall is not original. Climbing the staircase mentioned above one reached a landing
with two doors: the one to the right led into a small ga‘a (26) above the stable and the
one to the left led into a riwag (28) above the two stores. The ga‘a contained a durga‘a,
two iwans and an annex (27); it had arched windows overlooking the above-mentioned court
surmounted by another large turned-wood window. The riwag also had a turned-wood
window overlooking the court (lines 13-17).

In the court, to the right, are two doors leading into a store (4) and — through staircase 5
— private apartments (masakin al-harim) to be mentioned below. The store and the staircase
still exist, although the store must have extended further south when the court was larger. At
the front of the court to the right were a well and a floor drain. There is no trace of the well
except for a niche in the wall, which could have been its original location (fig. 9). Adjacent
to the well was a door leading to the ground floor ga‘a with two iwans, a durga‘a and an
annex ; this is the existing ga‘a (7). It is mentioned in the description that in the larger iwan
(7c) there is a high window overlooking the court of the place of Shihab ‘Ata mentioned
above (lines 17-22). Now Bayt al-Makhrazati stands in this location and the windows of this
ga‘a, as well as the one above it to be mentioned below, open into its court (fig. 10, 11).

A door in the durga‘a led into a small court (9) with three doors leading into a small
manzara that did not survive, a latrine and — through staircase 10 — private apartments to

¢ Description de I'Egypte, vol. 1 (Etat moderne), pl. 26. ° Numbering of reconstructed spaces starts at 20, to be
7 ‘A. Mubarak, op. cit., vol. 2, p.215. distinguished from existing spaces numbered I-16.
8 They show in a photograph in . Revault, B. Maury, op. cit.,

164 vol. 3, pl. 76.
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be mentioned below. The manzara (30) had a durga‘a and one iwan (line 22-24).
It probably occupied part of the existing court because the latter is described as a small
court, while now it is larger than the first one. Recess 11 shown in the ground floor plan
(fig. 2) now opens into a small open space, which was probably the location of the latrine.

Going back to the first court, the description starts at the door leading to private apartments.
Although it describes it as “the door to the left when entering the large court, mentioned
above”, this must have been a mistake because, as mentioned above, the door to the private
apartments was to the right, which fits the existing organization of the house and the
description to follow. This door led into a staircase that went up to a landing with stairs to
the left (continuing to upper floors), a corridor leading to apartments to be mentioned below
and another corridor (lines 24-26). The first corridor must have been connected to the bridge
(52) crossing the ground floor ga‘a at the mezzanine level (fig. 12), because the above
mentioned apartments were on the other side of the ga‘a, as detailed further below. Although
the existing bridge is not original, it was constructed in the place of the original, as suggested
by traces of beams of the latter and the opening in the wall on both sides. '°

At the end of the second corridor was a door leading into a lobby (31) with a latrine
(32), a mazyara and a door leading into a large riwaqg (33) overlooking the street (Al-Darb
al-Asfar alley). Continuing on the staircase one reached a landing with a door into a tabaqga
(34). It seems that this room was a few steps higher than the mezzanine level, as the
description mentions that the staircase continued up to an open lobby (35) with a door
opening into the first floor ga‘a (15) that still exists. Also in this lobby were a few steps
then a door leading into a partially open lobby (36) with a latrine (37) and a door into a
riwag (38) above the one mentioned above (lines 26-30).

After describing the ga‘a on the first floor, the document mentions that on the other side of
the durqa‘a was a door leading to a partially open lobby of which only the open area (16)
survived (fig. 13). Originally it had a window and a side platform overlooking the court. From
this lobby a door led into a corridor with a latrine (40) to the right and a door into the furnace
(41a) of the hammam to be mentioned below. From the same lobby, a corridor led into a
hammam (41) consisting of two rooms (lines 31-38). To reconstruct this area, it has been
assumed that the hammam would be located above the ground floor manzara. Assuming also
that the latter was aligned with the staircase 10, the corridor leading to the hammam might
have been on a projection above the manzara. The location of the latrine (40) and the furnace
(41a) is suggested so that the latrine would be to the right, as described, and the furnace would
be adjacent to the hammam. In this case, the small part beyond the limit of staircase 10 would
be built on the roof of an adjacent building, a common practice known as rukub.

Climbing staircase 10 from the lobby, one reached a corridor in which to the right was
a latrine (42) and a door into the roof of the above-mentioned hammam. In the corridor,
to the left, was another lobby with two doors: the first led into the aghani (44) above the
annex (39) of the ga‘a below and the second led into an open lobby (46) with a staircase

19 This information was related by Mr Adham Nadim in an the team that restored the house as part of Al-Darb al-Asfar

interview in November 2000. Mr Nadim was a member of restoration and conservation project. 165
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leading up to the upper roof. From the aghani, a door led into an open magq‘ad (45)
overlooking the lobby of the ga‘a below. None of this part survived except for staircase
10. Descending the latter from the lobby (16), one reached a landing with a door to the
left leading into a corridor with a latrine (47), a kitchen (48) with a store (49) overlooking
the street and two riwags (50, 51). This level corresponded to the mezzanine level of the
part described earlier. At the end of the corridor was a door leading to the corridor reached
from the private apartments door on the larger court mentioned above; this was the location
of the other side of the bridge discussed earlier. Continuing down on the staircase, one
reached a landing with a door into a riwag (53) above the manzara in the small court.
Then the staircase went down to the small court (lines 38-45).

Having described the house in detail, the document states its boundaries. As shown on
the plans (fig.2, 3, 4), Al-Mu‘izz Street was the western boundary of the house. Yet
because the north direction was at an angle, the document describes the boundaries
considering the north to be on the Al-Mu‘izz Street side. Accordingly, on the southern
boundary are the residence of Shihab ‘Ata, now Bayt al-Makhrazati, the place of Isma‘il
al-Qahwaji, probably adjacent to the former and a part of the alley in which the house is
located ; in this part were the facade and the door (into the house). On the northern boundary
was the street known as Suq al-Mashtiyyin (part of Al-Mu‘izz Street as mentioned above),
in which are the seven shops not included in this contract. On the eastern boundary were
a furnace and a ruined place (probably a residence) belonging to the wagf of Al-Zahabi.
On the western boundary were a small residence owned by vendor mentioned above, the
alley and the place of Isma‘il al-Qahwaji mentioned above (lines 46-50).

The last section of the document details, as usual, the legal aspects of the transaction.
It states that the vendor owned two thirds of the construction while the rest was rented out
to him. The plot on which the house was standing was part of the wagf of the late Tughan
Agha al-Hasani, and was also rented out to the vendor for 510 nisf fadda annually (lines
51-54). The price of the house was 14 bags of local silver coins, each of which contained
25,000 nisf fadda, that is, a total of 350,000 nisf (lines 57-60). The document then states
that Mustafa Ja‘far acquired the house and became its legal owner and that he was to pay
the annual rent mentioned above to the wagf of Tughan Agha (lines 60-66). The contract
is dated the 18th of Sha‘ban, 1171 / 26th April 1758 (line 67).

As detailed above, the document in hand provides valuable information about the house
of Mustafa Ja‘far. It gives the name of the previous owner of the house, Mohammad
al-Masabni, who constructed and renovated it in 1738. It also mentions that the house was
originally part of the large residence of wagf Shihab ‘Ata that extended to the east of this
house where Bayt al-Makhrazati is now located. This large residence could have included
also Bayt al-Suhaimi nearby. The detailed description given in the document allowed a
schematic reconstruction of the original structure, which was then considerably larger than
the surviving part. The document also details the legal aspects of the contract, including
the price for which the house was sold. This shows how legal documents can be a valuable
source of information for the study of architectural history as well as other research areas;

166 they contain a wealth of information that is yet to be fully explored.
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Purchase contract of Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far

Dar al-Watha’iq al-Qawmiyya, Salihiyya court records, vol. 521,
document no. 934 (1171 H / 1758 AD), 479-480.
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THE PURCHASE CONTRACT OF THE HOUSE OF MUSTAFA JA‘FAR

2. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Ground floor plan
(Revault and Maury, Palais et maisons du
Caire, vol. 3).
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3. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Mezzanine floor plan

(Revault and Maury, Palais et maisons du Caire, vol. 3).
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4. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, First floor plan

(Revault and Maury, Palais et maisons du Caire, vol.

3).
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5. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Reconstruction plans. 6. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Reconstruction Sections.

176 7. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Existing entrance lobby.
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9. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, First court looking E.
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11. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Windows of the
manzara and the main ga‘a from the court of

178 ™ the adjacent house.
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12. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Bridge crossing the ground floor ga‘a at mezzanine level.

; I 179
13. Bayt Mustafa Ja‘far, Lobby 16 on the first floor.
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