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Public Projection of Power in Mamluk Bila≠d al-Sha≠m
The institutions and courtly protocols that supported the Mamluk sultan and
legitimized and projected his power have been investigated in previous scholarship.1
Such work emphasizes the formalities of relations between the sultan and his
amirs and with society at large. Royal etiquette guided the sultan's manners while
he was at court2 as well as during travel,3 and was designed to distance him from
his peers. According to the protocols of the day, for example, only the highest
ranking amirs were allowed to enter the central hall (dihl|z).4 Upon approaching
the sultan they were instructed to prostrate themselves in front of him (kharr).5
Social distance was maintained not only in physical terms but also in the realm of
political prerogatives. Mamluk political philosophy recognized three domains in
which the sultan's name was publicly proclaimed: his title (laqab sult¸a≠n|), being
mentioned by name at Friday noon prayer (khut¸bah), and minting coins (sikkah).6
When the sultan nominated viceroys, the royal chancellery issued letters of
appointment that were accompanied by symbolic gifts, which articulated the
relationship between the ruler and his appointee.7 The sultan customarily awarded
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the viceroys a robe of honor (khil‘ah), a horse-blanket (kanbash) made of silk
embroidered with gold and silver (zarkash), saddles (suru≠j), and furs.8 Additionally,
the sultan and his viceroys exchanged presents and governors bestowed riding
animals, linens (quma≠sh), garments (thiya≠b), and other textiles, in addition to
cash.9
However, to consolidate his position, the sultan had to address a wider circle
than his military intimates. Syrian sources of the period attest to the energy and
resources sultans devoted to propaganda and projecting their royal persona among
the civil population. Considerable sums were dedicated to public relations.10 Poets,
musicians, and preachers were paid to cultivate and promote the sultan's public
image.11
Yet, the interaction between the Mamluk sultans and their subjects was not
restricted to verbal exchanges. Literary and archeological sources demonstrate the
considerable resources the sultan and ruling elite allocated for the construction of
public and private buildings.12 By these projects they hoped to promote several
agendas: 1) to make their presence known; 2) to fashion an environment that
would reflect their desired images; 3) to establish communication with their subjects.
Needless to say, this policy demanded heavy taxation. The willingness of the
Mamluk administrators to risk public backlash against harsh levies demonstrates
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the importance they assigned to construction projects.13 In the following my aim is
to broadly outline the Mamluk policy for shaping the public sphere in Syria by
focusing on documented examples from Damascus and other Syrian cities, relying
on a broad range of local sources of the period.
CREATING PUBLIC SPACE IN BILA≠D AL-SHA≠M
The Mamluk elite constructed numerous and varied public structures in Syria:
mosques,14 tombs,15 schools,16 Sufi lodges,17 hospitals, 18 caravanserais,19 gates,20
canals,21 public fountains, 22 bridges,23 and walls.24 Moreover, the Mamluk patrons
did not limit their investments to new edifices;25 they also devoted considerable
13
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efforts to refurbishing citadels26 and sacred shrines,27 including renovations of the
Great Mosque of Damascus. Since Mamluk governors were fully aware of the
role such structures played in public image-making, it is not surprising to come
across reports of orders to demolish standing structures,28 an act that was aimed at
obliterating the memory of their adversaries and reshaping the environment to
their own benefit.29
The sheer volume of references in Syrian sources to urban projects strongly
supports the view that the Mamluks focused their building initiatives in the cities.
Three criteria set urban centers apart from rural communities, dictating appropriate
types of investment by the state and its officials:
1) Urban communities were complex societies composed of a range of
occupations and economic-cultural strata.
2) Cities were economic hubs. In order to house merchants and artisans,
commercial and handicrafts complexes (waka≠lah; qaysa≠r|yah), as well as markets,
were built.30
3) Urban residents paid taxes on private properties, and their urban plots were
not classified as iqt¸a≠‘ land, although they kept gardens.
In addition to these economic, legal, and social criteria, architectural features
distinguished the Mamluk cities. As in Egypt, communal buildings, such as cathedral
mosques (ja≠mi‘), 31 hospitals, and schools, influenced the layout of neighborhoods
and streets in Syrian cities. From time to time the Mamluks made efforts to
enforce "Islamic" values and norms on the city dwellers. The inspector of the
markets was instructed to impose bans on alcohol, prostitution, and other forbidden
activities. These policies were often aimed at women.32
As administrative centers, cities also served as residences of amirs and civilian
officials, and where amirs met regularly with bureaucrats and religious dignitaries.
26

Ibid., 18:30 (no. 786006 Aleppo 786/1385).
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30
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al-Shishta≠w| (Cairo, 2002), 104.
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al-‘Asqala≠n|, Inba≠’ al-Ghumr, 1:101; Shams al-D|n Muh˝ammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rah˝ma≠n al-Sakha≠w|,
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The ruling elite strove to construct an urban environment that would be
commensurate with their status and image and would facilitate their daily activities.33
The Green Hippodrome (al-Mayda≠n al-Akhd˝ar) in Damascus, built to serve the
ruling Mamluk army, and the construction of a small market (suwayqah) nearby,
are only a couple of examples of this concern for image and utility.34
The inauguration of new projects was lavishly celebrated.35 Food was served
in great quantities; gifts and awards were bestowed on officials and builders
(mi‘ma≠r|yah).36 At the completion of a canal in Aleppo in 731/1330–31, the viceroy
called for a pubic celebration. The Syrian historian al-Birza≠l| (1267–1339) described
the gathering of army commanders, notables, and commoners, stressing that the
puritanical governor banned musicians (mut¸ribu≠n) from participating in the event. 37
The following panegyric by Badr al-D|n al-H˛asan ibn ‘Al| al-Ka≠tib captures one
part of public reaction to Mamluk construction activity:
We prostrate ourselves and kiss the ground. Our master's realm is
the best (ghurrah) amongst the nations, almighty God made it
shine. . . . Our sultan's generosity directed him to construct mosques
and places of prayer, to build mausolea and shrines. Roads were
paved to help travelers arriving and departing. After falling into
disrepair, canals were renovated. The great mosque of Damascus
was refurbished and regained its splendor, its decorations and
marbles restored. The candelabra were multiplied. Many places
acquired new looks, and the worshipers' hearts became full of
joy.38
Yet, it should be emphasized that Mamluk amirs did not refrain from building
mosques in the countryside, where the vast majority of the sultanate's subjects
dwelled and labored on the iqt¸a≠‘ lands. Mamluk mosques are still visible in Syrian
villages today.39
The policy of construction promoted by the Mamluks also aimed at strengthening
the hold of Islam on a territory believed to be under constant threat. While illusory
threats of imminent invasions by Franks and Mongols haunted the Muslim
33

RCEA, 18:203 and 204 (nos. 797013, 797014).
Ibn al-Jazar|, Ta≠r|kh, 1:60; 2:327, 329, 330, 455–56, 467.
35
Ibn S˛as˝ra≠, Al-Durrah al-Mud|‘ah, 116, 133–35.
36
Ibn Duqma≠q, Al-Nafh˝ah al-Misk|yah, 123, 244; Ibn al-Jazar|, Ta≠r|kh, 2:258–59.
37
Aleppo 731/1330–31. Ibn al-Jazar|, Ta≠r|kh, 2:455.
38
Ibid., 389–90. For the formula of kissing the white hand, see ibid., 441.
39
RCEA, 13:53–55 (nos. 4880–82).
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population, the building initiative provided society with a sense of security and
stability. Sultans and governors invested considerable resources in developing
Muslim shrines and other holy sites that attracted large numbers of visitors. These
edifices amplified the ruler's image and defined the structure and borders of
Mamluk sacred topography. Tombs of biblical prophets such as Noah,40 Moses,41
and Abraham42 were renovated or enlarged, as were the tombs of the Prophet
Muh˝ammad's close companions. Baybars started this policy by erecting a sanctuary
east of the Jordan River, said to be the burial ground (maza≠r) of Abu≠ ‘Ubaydah.43
In southern Palestine a Roman structure was identified as Abu≠ H˛urayrah's tomb.44
Not far away from this location is the shrine (mashhad) of Salma≠n al-Fa≠ris|.45 In
central Syria the shrine of Kha≠lid ibn al-Wal|d was renovated.46 In Aleppo builders
constructed the shrine of Sa‘d ibn Ayyu≠b al-Ans˝a≠r|.47 Another area of investment
was the renewal of Latin (Crusader) and Ayyubid fortifications, which delineated
the Mamluks' political domain. Inscriptions from Shawbak in southwestern Jordan
to H˛is˝n al-Akra≠d (Krak des Chevaliers) in central Syria attest to this initiative.48
Conspicuously sacred and military structures as these often bore inscriptions
appropriate to Syria's role as imperial frontier and holy land. As "public text" they
name the founder and announce his self-asserted achievements and titles.49 Baybars'
40

Janine Sourdel-Thomine, "Inscriptions arabes de Karak Nuh," Bulletin d'études orientales 13
(1951): 82.
41
RCEA, 12:142 (no. 4612).
42
Ibid., 13:51–53 (nos. 4876–77); and later renovations: 13:95–96 and 194 (no. 4943, 5079);
18:179 (no. 796001).
43
Ibid., 12:208–9 (no. 4714); 13:70 (no. 4901).
44
Ibid., 12:191 (no. 4686); 13:115 (no. 4965).
45
Ibid., 12:134 (no. 4600).
46
Ibid., 12:104–5 (no. 4556, 4557) and 128–29 (no. 4593); although some Muslim authors doubt
this identification. Al-Khaznada≠r|, Ta≠r|kh Majmu≠‘ al-Nawa≠dir, 277–79.
47
Gaube, Arabische Inscriften, 23–25; Eddé, Alep, 431.
48
RCEA, 12:148–51 (nos. 4623–26 H˛is˝n al-Akra≠d) and 222–24 (nos. 4733–34 Karak); 13:58–59
(no. 4886 H˛is˝n al-Akra≠d) and 176–78 (nos. 5048–51 Shawbak). Reuven Amitai, "An Arabic
Inscription at al-Subayba (Qal‘at Namrud) from the Reign of Sultan Baybars," The al-Subayba
(Nimrod) Fortress: Towers 11 and 9, ed. Moshe Hartal (Jerusalem, 2001), 109–23.
49
Epigraphic data constitute historical sources, generally contemporary with the construction of
the buildings. RCEA, 12:124 (no. 4588 Baybars in Ramlah 666/1268), 125 (no. 4589 S˝afad), and
210 (no. 4715 Damascus); 13:41–42 (no. 4859, 4860 Aleppo 684/1284); 14:58 (no. 5291 Damascus
711/1311), 59–60 (nos. 5292–94 Aleppo 711/1311); 77 (no. 5323 Jerusalem 713/1314), 88 (no.
5339 Gaza 714/1315), 89–90 (nos. 5340–42 Ramlah 714/1314), 101 (no. 5358 Tripoli 715/1315),
105–6 (no. 4956 Khal|l in Hims 691/1292), 118–19 (no. 5386 Baalbek 717/1317), 127 (no. 5400
Gaza 718/1318), 128 (no. 5401 Ramlah 718/1318), and 129 (no. 5403 Aleppo 718/1318); 15:4–5
(nos. 5606–7 Jerusalem al-Aqsa mosque); 16:7–8 (nos. 6009–10 Jerusalem al-Aqsa mosque
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name, for example, is accompanied by a long list of royal titles: "our sultan, the
victorious king, judicious, righteous, warrior, master of kings and sultans, ruler of
the two qiblahs [Mecca and Jerusalem], servant of the holy places, partner of the
caliph, the commander of the faithful, Alexander of our days." 50 Qala≠wu≠n's titulature
included additional titles, such as: "the greatest sultan, king of kings (sha≠hansha≠h
al-mu‘az˝z˝am), the monarch who holds the nations by their necks, the king supported
by heaven (mu’ayyad)." 51 In addition to insignia and regalia,52 inscriptions are
informative about financial investments and assert the role of religious endowment
(waqf) in building or maintaining a specific institution.53 In other instances
architectural inscriptions were believed to have a protective quality, shielding
property from mismanagement or seizure.54 In addition, inscriptions occasionally
document the abolition of taxes and limitations on tariffs.55
The development of the public sphere was not restricted to stone and marble. To
capture the viewers' attention the governing elite shaped the urban space by
staging events.56 Cities were decorated to celebrate military victories, investitures
of sultans, proclamations of royal births, recovery of the sultan's health, or the
accession of a new governor.57 In a manner resembling an outdoor performance,58
746/1345), and 9–10 (no. 6013 Tripoli 746/1345). Also Mu≠sá ibn Muh˝ammad al-Yu≠n|n|, Dhayl
Mir’a≠t al Zama≠n (Hyderabad, 1957), 1:198.
50
RCEA, 12:57–58 (nos. 4476–77), 103 (no. 4554), 193 (no. 4690), 195 (no. 4692), and 226 (no.
4738).
51
Ibid., 12:196 (4693); 13:9 (no. 4815 Baalbek), 15–16 (nos. 4823–24), 36 (no. 4852 Cairo),
40–41 (nos. 4857–58), and 225 (no. 5135); 14:136–41 (nos. 5412–17).
52
Ibid., 18:4 (no. 784005, 784006 Damascus 784/1382) and 155 (no. 794003 Damascus 794/1392
by Sultan Barqu≠q).
53
Ibid., 18:6 (no. 784008 Masjid H˛aydar al-‘Askar| in Damascus) and 91 (no. 788054 covered
market in Jerusalem 788/1386).
54
Ibid., 18:29 (no. 786005 Aleppo 786/1385).
55
Ibid., 18:1 (no. 784001 Cairo), 126 (no. 792003 Karak 792/1390), 154 (no. 794002 Karak Nu≠h˝
794/1392), 169 (no. 795006 Jerusalem 795/1393), 171 (no. 795009), 181 (no. 796002 donations to
support the holy tomb of the prophet Nu≠h˝), 195 (no. 797002 Idfu≠ [Edfou]), and 200 (no. 797009
Baalbek).
56
Al-‘Ayn|, ‘Iqd al-Juma≠n, 1:256, describes acrobats (min funu≠n al-bahlawa≠n [pahlavan]) walking
on a strong rope held between two minarets.
57
Shams al-D|n Muh˝ammad ibn Ibra≠h|m al-Jazar|, Al-Mukhta≠r min Ta≠r|kh Ibn al-Jazar| alMusammá H˛awa≠dith al-Zama≠n wa-Anba≠’ihi wa-Wafa≠ya≠t al-Aka≠bir wa-al-A‘ya≠n min Abna≠’ihi, ed.
Khudayyir ‘Abba≠s al-Munshida≠w| (Beirut, 1988), 305 (680/1281), 364, 372 (695/1295), and 388
(the recovery of the sultan H˛usa≠m al-D|n La≠j|n); Ibn S˛as˝ra≠, Al-Durrah al-Mud|‘ah, 19, 20, and
112; Ibn Kath|r, Al-Bida≠yah wa-al-Niha≠yah, 14:112.
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the rulers staged parades, public ceremonies, and festivities.59 Cavalry and infantry
marched, drums were beaten, jugglers preformed,60 and emblems of state were put
on display.61 Streets and squares were also decorated with textiles, colors, and
lights.62 On the occasion of the sultan's recovery from illness, the people of Damascus
were ordered to decorate the streets with ornaments and pieces of brocade
embroidered with gold and silver. The drums played loudly in the citadel and
palaces, and the viceroy put on the royal robe of honor in a public ceremony.63
When Altunbugha≠ al-Juba≠n| reentered Damascus and took up his post as viceroy,
candles were lit and the imam of the Great Mosque invoked blessings for the
sultan.64
The decoration and lighting of the streets was only one element in the staging
of these political performances. With lights came sounds.65 Bands of drummers
(t¸ablkha≠nah) played to publicly announce important events.66 The rhythm of drums
on these occasions differed from the music played by tambourines or the beating
of the drums during fighting.67 The account of the victorious return of Sultan
Barqu≠q to the throne in 792/1390 preserves the joyful scene at the welcoming
reception:
At dawn al-Malik al-Z˛ah≠ ir Sayf al-Isla≠m Abu≠ Sa‘|d Barqu≠q arrived
at Rayda≠n|yah. A mission from Cairo proceeded to meet him: the
descendants of the Prophet, the Sufis carrying banners (sana≠jiq),
army battalions dressed for combat and armed with weapons, Jews
carrying candelabra and the Torah, Christians holding candles and
al-Ba≠sit¸ ibn Khal|l Ibn Sha≠h|n al-Z˛a≠hir| al-Malat¸|, Nayl al-Amal f| Dhayl al-Duwal, ed. ‘Umar
‘Abd al-Sala≠m Tadmur| (Beirut, 2002), 2:43–44.
59
Al-Kutub|, ‘Uyu≠n al-Tawa≠r|kh, 107 (on the vizier Ibn al-Sal‘u≠s's visit to Damascus in 691/1292).
60
Ibn Taghr|bird|, Al-Nuju≠m al-Za≠hira f| Mulu≠k Mis˝r wa-al-Qa≠hirah (Cairo, 1963–72), 9:7; Ibn
Iya≠s, Bada≠’i‘, 4:59–61, 70, and 72; Ibn Qa≠d˝| Shuhbah, Ta≠r|kh, 3:267 and 273; Ibn al-S˛ayraf|,
Nuzhat al-Nufu≠s, 1:141.
61
Ibn Fad˝l Alla≠h Shiha≠b al-D|n Ah˝mad ibn Yah˝yá al-‘Umar|, Al-Ta‘r|f bi-al-Mus˝t¸alah al-Shar|f,
ed. Muh˝ammad H˛usayn Shams al-D|n (Beirut, 1988), 273–75.
62
Na≠s˝ir al-D|n Muh˝ammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rah˝|m Ibn al-Fura≠t, Ta≠r|kh Ibn al-Fura≠t, ed. Qust¸ant¸|n
Zurayq (Beirut, 1942), 7:187; Shams al-D|n Muh˝ammad Ibn T˛ul≠ u≠n, I‘la≠m al-Wará bi-Man Wulliya
Na≠’iban min al-Atra≠k bi-Dimashq al-Sha≠m al-Kubrá, ed. Muh˝ammad Ah˝mad Duhma≠n (Damascus,
1984), 116; Ibn Kath|r, Al-Bida≠yah wa-al-Niha≠yah, 13:293.
63
Ibn al-Jazar|, Ta≠r|kh, 2:389 (730/1330).
64
Ibn S˛as˝ra≠, Al-Durrah al-Mud|‘ah, 63.
65
Al-‘Umar|, Al-Ta‘r|f, 103; Ibn Taghr|bird|, Al-Nuju≠m, 10:22.
66
The beating of drums also proclaimed the end of fasting during the month of Ramad˝a≠n (Ibn
al-Jazar|, Ta≠r|kh, 2:77).
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Bibles, and the masses. They chanted blessings, and the women
trilled.68
The decorated streets and buildings were intended by the ruling Mamluk elite as a
backdrop to their striking costumes and to gain the admiration of the viewing
public (washshah˝a˝ al-mad|nah ba‘da an zuyyinat).69 Official parades and ceremonies
marked particularly important events in great splendor (f| ubbahah ‘az˝|mah).70 On
the arrival of al-Malik al-Sa‘|d ibn Baybars to Damascus in 677/1279 the city was
decorated. Domed pavilions (qiba≠b) were erected, and people packed the streets.
On the day of the Great Feast (‘Id al-Nahr) they prayed together at the hippodrome
with the sultan. This mass gathering was followed by a more modest event inside
the citadel, where a welcoming reception took place.71 On another occasion, in
741/1341, an ailing sultan ordered the release of all prisoners. In reaction to this
gratifying news people came out carrying burning candles, beating drums, and
holding Bibles (Jews) and Gospels (Christians) in their hands.72
Victory parades were staged to arouse hopes for stability and peace, in addition
to demonstrating authority and strength.73 Riding in front of their troops army
commanders entered the cities' gates and led processions along crowded streets.74
Returning victorious from a battle against the Mongols, Qala≠wu≠n ceremoniously
crossed Damascus with his soldiers and twelve wagons full of prisoners of war.75
Several days after Qala≠wu≠n's defeat of the Franks and his capture of Tripoli, a
carrier pigeon landed in the Damascus citadel and brought the news. The garrison
force played drums, and the streets were decorated.76
A similar event was staged following the conquest of Acre by al-Ashraf Khal|l
67

Ibid., 1:53 and 391; Ibn S˛as˝ra≠, Al-Durrah al-Mud|‘ah, 58, 76, 79, 80, 139, and 140; Ibn Duqma≠q,
Al-Nafh˝ah al-Misk|yah, 208.
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Ibn al-Fura≠t, Ta≠r|kh, 9:199.
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Al-Maqr|z|, Al-Sulu≠k, 1:682 (he traversed the decorated city); al-Kutub|, ‘Uyu≠n al-Tawa≠r|kh,
108; Shiha≠b al-D|n Ah˝mad al-Nuwayr|, Niha≠yat al-Arab f| Funu≠n al-Adab, ed. Fu’a≠d M. Shaltu≠t
(Cairo, 1998), 31:35; al-Fath˝ ibn ‘Al| al-Bunda≠r|, Sana≠ al-Barq al-Sha≠m|, ed. Fath˝|yah Nabara≠w|
(Cairo, 1979), 30, 81.
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Ibn Kath|r, Al-Bida≠yah wa-al-Niha≠yah, 13:301 (the entrance of Qala≠wu≠n into Damascus
682/1283–84); Mufad˝d˝al ibn Ab| al-Fada≠’il, Al-Nahj al-Sad|d wa-al-Durr al-Far|d f|ma≠ ba‘da
Ta≠r|kh Ibn al-‘Am|d, ed. Edgar Blochet (Paris, 1911), 67, 68, 151, 156, and 318.
71
Ibn Kath|r, Al-Bida≠yah wa-al-Niha≠yah, 13:280.
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Ibn Qa≠d˝| Shuhbah, Ta≠r|kh, 2:129.
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Ibn Taghr|bird|, Al-Nuju≠m, 7:103 and 104.
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Ibn S˛as˝ra≠, Al-Durrah al-Mud|‘ah, 71, 74, 76, 93–96, 100, 115, and 126.
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Li Guo, Early Mamluk Syrian Historiography: al-Yu≠n|n|'s Dhayl Mir’a≠t al Zama≠n (Leiden,
1998), 67 (Arabic). Ibn Ab| al-Fada≠’il, Al-Nahj al-Sad|d, 300 and 332–33.
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in 1291. Damascus was elaborately adorned (wa-zuyyinat ajmal z|nah). Riding
ahead of his cavalry, the sultan resembled "the full moon surrounded by shining
stars" (ka-al-badr bayna kawkabihi).77 Comparable was the reaction to al-Ashraf
Khal|l's victory over the Armenians and the capture of Qal‘at al-Ru≠m. Damascus
was decorated, the citadel, streets, and palaces festooned. Leading his soldiers, the
victorious sultan rode through the city's streets. In the course of the military
parade Armenian captives were exhibited. The chronicles report on the joyful
audience crowding the squares.78
Other occasions for public celebration included the inauguration of a new
sultan or viceroy.79 For these events the audience cheered and blessed the new
leader,80 as was the case for the coronation of al-Malik al-Afd˝al, the ruler of
al-H˛ama≠h.81 Upon the investiture of the minor prince al-Malik al-Nas˝r Faraj ibn
Barqu≠q in 801/1399, a long black cloak (franj|yah) embroidered with gold thread
was draped over the child's shoulders and a golden turban (‘ima≠mah) placed on
his head. The royal procession in Cairo crossed the city and ascended to the
citadel, where the new sultan sat on the throne (dast).82 Similar performances
marked political insurgencies in the provinces. During the revolt of al-Malik
al-Ka≠mil al-Ashqar Sanqar against Qala≠wu≠n, the rebel declared the severing of
contact between Damascus and Cairo. This declaration was echoed by a parade
joined by cavalry, men of religion, and notables. Leading his forces, Sanqar
descended from the citadel and rode towards Damascus' hippodrome. There he
inspected the forces and honored their commander with robes of honor.83
These events provided an entertaining spectacle for the public. Many accounts
of celebrations (yawm mashhu≠r) depict large crowds flooding the streets carrying
candles and joining the procession, as if they were actors in a play.84 On one
occasion the merchants of Damascus were ordered to stand outside the city wall
when al-Ashraf Khal|l was entering the city. Joining them were artisans led by
their master (‘ar|f); all were holding candles. As the sultan's convoy drew closer
76
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131).
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to the gate they lit their candles. The majestic entourage advanced along an
illuminated route from Ba≠b al-Nas˝r to al-Qadam mosque.85 On another occasion,
as the troops fighting Mint¸a≠sh advanced towards Damascus, many Damascenes
came out of the city holding candles and listening to singers accompanied by
tambourines.86
When Sultan Barqu≠q entered Damascus in 793/1391, the official ceremony
was said to be "according to the fashion of the kings." The governor Ya≠lbugha≠
al-Na≠s˝ir| bore the royal parasol (al-qubbah wa-al-t¸ayr) over his head, candles
were lit, and girls sang. The people spread pieces of cloth along the streets that the
sultan passed on his way to the citadel. Men called out blessings to the sultan, and
women gave shrill cries. The citadel's commander had rebuilt, whitewashed, and
furnished most of the citadel's structures. Sitting high on his horse Barqu≠q reviewed
the dismounted cavalry. This gesture reflected the distance between royal authority
and subordinates. The ceremony ended with the sultan bestowing robes of honor
on the amirs "as was the custom of the kings." 87 These were not low-cost events,
and the local population was occasionally asked to bear the financial burden of
hosting them.88 No wonder, then, that public reaction was sometimes hostile.89
Parades were used by the authorities to display (ashhara) those who were
declared enemies of the public order. In order to humiliate them, they were exhibited
to the public, occasionally tied back-to-back on a beast of burden, sometimes
fastened with nails to a board (tasm|r). In one instance the sultan ordered rebellious
soldiers to be put on display. As the camels were led along the streets, the soldiers'
wives, their faces unveiled and exposed, dashed around them.90 A similar situation
was reported in Damascus in 792/1390. The guards beat drums as Ibn Hanash was
brought to the city. Soldiers with drawn swords in their hands marched at the
column's head, while the prisoners, tied to the backs of beasts of burden, were
shown to the public.91 For three days the heads of two executed amirs were hung
in Cairo, first at the citadel gate, then at the town gate. During these days the
83
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military bands continuously beat small drums.92
Da≠r al-Sa‘a≠dah palace in Damascus served as a place of assembly where the
influential men (ahl al-h˝all wa-al-‘aqd) congregated to pay homage (bay‘ah) to
the new viceroy nominated by the sultan. The first stage in the formal procedure
was the reading of the letter of appointment by the light of candles. This was
accompanied with the bestowal of a robe of honor. From Da≠r al-Sa‘a≠dah the
incoming viceroy proceeded to the citadel, where the second stage of the ceremony
took place. Arriving there the viceroy bowed and kissed the gate's doorstep (‘atabah)
and entered the hall. With this he commenced his term of office.93 Other ceremonies
marked the end of service and the departure of officials. They also included the
exchange of gifts.94
Outside of political functions, the streets of Mamluk cities were also used for
religious ceremonies. All strata of society celebrated communal feasts together
and participated in mass gatherings. The chronicles report on the departure and
return of the hajj caravan and on religious festivals to commemorate Muslim
holidays. Worshipers commemorated other occasions, such as the completion of
the recital of the entire Quran (khatmah) or the end of a yearly cycle of hadith
recitation.95 The nomination of Ibn Khallika≠n, the well-known jurist and historian,
to a teaching position at the Z˛a≠hir|yah madrasah in Damascus in 677/1278 was
celebrated by a gathering of political and religious dignitaries.96 On his visit to
Damascus in 696/1296, Sultan Kitbugha≠ followed the pilgrims' steps. He paid a
visit to the Umayyad Mosque and inspected a precious manuscript said to be the
Quran of ‘Uthma≠n. He then proceeded to the mosque's southern wall and prayed
at the tomb of Nab| Hu≠d. At Friday prayer he invited members of the congregation
to write him and personally collected their petitions (qis˝s˝ah).97
Public ceremonies and rituals did not always take place outdoors. Some were
held within the walls of religious or governmental buildings. Mosques and shrines
served as common loci for public encounters with the rulers. During Friday noon
prayers the preacher blessed the sultan, a transparently political gesture. When
Barqu≠q succeeded in taking control of Damascus, a celebratory ritual took place
92
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in the Umayyad Mosque. Candles were lit, and the preacher, standing on the top
step of the pulpit, invoked blessings for the sultan, who stood on a lower step.98
Following the recovery of Badr al-D|n Baydarah from an illness, a communal
gathering took place in Damascus' Grand Mosque. Candles illuminated the building,
as was the practice on mid-Sha‘ba≠n nights. Readers recited short chapters from
the Quran, and Baydarah distributed considerable sums of alms (s˝adaqah).99 After
the dismissal of Tankiz, the powerful viceroy of Damascus, in 741/1340, the new
governor prayed at the rulers' stall (maqs˝u≠rah) in the Grand Mosque. In order to
denigrate his predecessor, the new governor listed Tankiz's faults and promised to
introduce reforms in taxation and administration.100
The audiences at these events were not passive spectators. They participated
in, and reacted to, the public displays and performances. They crowded the streets,
their rising voices heard from every corner of the city. Occasionally they carried
candles and even copies of the Quran.101 At least during one occasion of alms
distribution, in ‘A±shu≠ra≠’ 912/1506, several people were crushed as the crowd
forced its way toward the sultan, who was throwing coins to the poor from
horseback.102 Crowded conditions are plainly illustrated by a report from Damascus.
When a procession with an elephant reached a bridge, the poor animal became so
terrified that he tumbled over the side of the bridge and died.103
It is appropriate to mention here that streets and squares were not used only
for prayers and parades. Sultans and commanders used such public spaces for
their private rites of passage and invited rich and poor to participate. During
ceremonies such as weddings (zaffah) and circumcisions (khita≠n) participants dined,
listened to bands and poets, and exchanged gifts,104 as was the case in Damascus
for an event sponsored by the local governor in 801/1399. To accommodate the
numerous guests, tents were erected, and eleven bowls of sugar were cooked. The
governor's son was seated on a horse and accompanied by guests and musicians to
the palace where his circumcision took place.105 At a party given by the sultan in
837/1434, forty boys were circumcised alongside the royal prince. He was presented
98
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with gifts, jewelry, and sweets. Food and drinks were served to all.106
Funerals were another opportunity for public relations. An inscription on the
wall of the Z˛ah≠ ir|yah madrasah in Damascus reads: "our master Sultan Muh˝ammad
Berke ordered the construction of this blessed mausoleum and the two schools.
He had built it to inter his father and himself; one day he will join him. Hence this
tomb will contain two mighty kings, al-Malik al-Z˛a≠hir and al-Malik al-Sa‘|d." 107
The coffin of Ibra≠h|m ibn Aybak was transferred in 645/1247–48 from Cairo to
the tomb that he had built for himself in Damascus.108 Citizens were summoned
from the minarets to take part in funeral processions that traversed the city. Shops
were closed, and women exposed their hair as a sign of mourning.109 In 730/1330
the body of Sayf al-D|n Bahdar was taken first to the Great Mosque in Damascus.
From there the funeral procession (jana≠zah) proceeded to the cemetery. Notables,
heads of local government, and the religious establishment participated in the
ceremony. All the mourners walked on foot; not a single person was seen on
horseback.110 In the services commemorating the end of the first year after the
death of Qala≠wu≠n, a customary meal (sima≠t¸) was served in Cairo and Damascus.
The population of Damascus gathered at the Green Hippodrome, north of the old
city. Its gates were unlocked. From midday until midnight Quranic verses were
recited, and preachers (wu‘‘a≠z˝) related stories from the sultan's life.111
The manipulation of the urban topography of the city and its public spaces for
official image-making by the Mamluks was as true for Damascus, and cities of
Bila≠d al-Sha≠m, as it was for Cairo. Building projects, the inscriptions that covered
those buildings, and the public performances staged inside and outside their walls
combined to fortify and to disseminate the image of Mamluk sultans and viceroys
as unquestioned rulers. Various actors participated in those performances, engaging
both representatives of the state and the civilian urban population. It was in these
urban, public spaces that sultans, commanders, jurists, Sufis, civil servants,
merchants, and the masses (‘a≠mmah) encountered one another and participated
together in the construction of official imagery. Occasionally during these events
gifts and awards were bestowed. The exchange of gifts, the distribution of alms,
106
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communal prayer, and the blessings of the governors merged in an inspiring
political ritual.
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