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Practice and Reform in Fourteenth-Century Damascene Madrasahs
Prior to the Mamluk period, Damascus suffered a series of political and economic
crises which underscored its already diminished status. It had been an object of
contention between the Fatimids in Cairo and the Abbasids in Baghdad, each
seeing the city as an advance post against the other. The insertion of the Saljuq
Turks and the Crusaders into this equation did not make matters any easier for
Damascus and its inhabitants. Relative stability and prosperity, however, were
slowly regained with the arrival of Nu≠r al-D|n Zang| who made Damascus the
capital of his realm in 1154. And despite minor setbacks during the following
century, when the Ayyubids ruled Egypt and Syria, Damascus continued to grow
in importance in the cultural life of the region, especially after the fall of Baghdad
(1258), as a center for Sunni (and Sufi) education with its ever expanding number
of madrasahs and kha≠nqa≠hs. This role was further enhanced during the Mamluk
period as these sultans relied on an Arabic-speaking bureaucracy. During the
Mamluk period, Damascus became the capital of the province, and as the most
important city in Syria, it played a crucial role in the formulation of post-Abbasid
culture.1
Although by no means the only venue to transmit knowledge, the madrasah
became an important cultural institution whose role went beyond that of a place
for higher education. Recent literature suggests different social and political roles
and raises further questions that need to be answered in an effort to fully comprehend
the role the madrasah played during the medieval period.2 While preparing an
edition of Ta≠r|kh al-Jazar| comprised of all available fragments,3 I came upon,
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among other things, continuous reference in the narrative of events and in the
obituaries of some noteworthy individuals to madrasahs in Damascus, their teachers,
when they were appointed or were transferred, and who replaced whom, among
other relevant information that might shed further light on the institution, at least
during the years covered by the remaining fragments. At this time, only selected
reports will be highlighted that refer to practices related to the madrasah institution
and mention attempts to reform some abuses that were associated with it.
NEW INSTITUTIONS
While Pouzet could count 94 madrasahs in Damascus by 1300,4 more were built
after that. What remains of al-Jazar|'s manuscript unfortunately does not cover the
first twenty-five years of the fourteenth century but only the years from 1325 to
1338 (725–38 A.H.). Al-Jazar| tells of the dedication of several madrasahs and
mausolea. One madrasah was a modest establishment and the others more grand.
Inaugurated on 14 Dhu≠ al-Qa‘dah 726, the Madrasah H˛ims˝|yah, not to be confused
with the venerable Da≠r al-H˛ad|th al-H˛ims˝|yah, was a small one. It was located
opposite the Sha≠m|yah Juwwa≠n|yah and came into being barely four months after
the death of the person who endowed it. One teacher, Muh˝y| al-D|n, known as
Qa≠d˝| ‘Akka≠r, began teaching there.5
The founder of Da≠r al-Qur’a≠n al-Sinja≠r|yah, the well-to-do merchant ‘Ala≠’
al-D|n ‘Al| al-Sinja≠r|, died suddenly on Thursday, 13 Juma≠dá II 735, while in
Cairo. He had earlier established the Madrasah Sinja≠r|yah in Damascus, opposite
the Ba≠b al-Nat¸t¸a≠f|n, one of the northern gates of the Umayyad Mosque. The
endowment provided for a group of Quran reciters and students as well as for the
teaching of hadith.6
Another madrasah is Da≠r al-Qur’a≠n wa-al-H˛ad|th, established, built, and
endowed by (ansha’aha≠ wa-‘ammaraha≠ wa-waqafaha≠) Shams al-D|n Muh˝ammad
ibn Ah˝mad al-Harra≠n|, known as Ibn al-S˝abba≠b. He was a wealthy traveling
merchant (ta≠jir saffa≠r). This madrasah was sufficiently endowed to have a hadith
MSS A1559, A1560; and A1561; Bibliothèque Nationale MS A6739; Köprülü Zadeh MS 1037.
There has been a recent edition of the manuscript by ‘Umar Tadmur| (Ta≠r|kh H˛awa≠dith al-Zama≠n
wa-Anba≠’ihi wa-Wafa≠ya≠t al-Aka≠bir wa-al-A‘ya≠n min Abna≠’ihi al-Ma‘ru≠f bi-Ta≠r|kh Ibn al-Jazar|:
Juz’ f|hi [min Wafa≠ya≠t Sanat 689 h˝attá H˛awa≠dith Sanat 699 H] [Beirut, 1998]), but he does not
incorporate the Gotha fragments. However, citations to al-Jazar| in this article will be made to
Tadmur|'s edition as a more readily available reference.
4
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scholar and students (shaykh li-sama≠’ al-h˝ad|th wa-mustami‘u≠n). The five prayers
as well as the special tara≠w|h˝ prayers were to be performed there. It was located
opposite the Madrasah ‘A±dil|yah al-Kab|rah and its inauguration was on Tuesday,
1 Ramad˝a≠n 738.7
The mausoleum (turbah) had developed, as an institution supported by waqf,
during the Mamluk period and referred to a complex structure that housed the
tomb and included a mosque and facilities for the staff. Some included a Sufi
convent. Often, a turbah could also include a madrasah. The size and facilities
attached to the turbah depended on the station of the benefactor and the size and
purpose of the endowment. Thus, a turbah, in its manifold manifestations, was
among the various types of institutions where knowledge was exchanged. The
following reports found in al-Jazar| illustrate the construction of some mausolea
in Damascus.
A mausoleum was built by the merchant Am|n al-D|n ‘Uthma≠n ibn ‘Umar,
known also as al-Bus˝s˝, who died on 7 Dhu≠ al-H˛ijjah 731. The mausoleum was
outside the Ja≠biyah Gate on the site of an older mosque that was knocked down
and rebuilt with a minaret and a burial room next to it. Attached to the walls of the
mosque, he built upper chambers and shops (‘ala≠l| wa-h˝awa≠n|t) and made their
income waqf for the mosque. He also endowed a chair for the teaching of hadith.
Am|n al-D|n ‘Uthma≠n also built a kha≠n (or inn) in al-Muzayrib (a village in the
H˛awra≠n, south of Damascus) with a mosque and a minaret. A prayer leader and a
caretaker, among others, were to take care of the place and the travelers who
stayed there for the night. They were to light ten candles for each boarder. The
total cost of Am|n al-D|n's endowment was about 250,000 dirhams.8
Another mausoleum was built for the Mamluk amir Sayf al-D|n Balaba≠n, also
known as T˛urna≠. He died on 21 Rab|‘ I 734 and left a great deal of money, of
which 30,000 dirhams were set aside for the building of the turbah and the
attached mosque and to buy whatever was needed for them. The imam of the
mosque was to receive 30 dirhams, the muezzin 30 dirhams, and the caretaker 30
dirhams. The mausoleum and the mosque each had windows made of iron that
opened to the street and were inside the city walls, near the Umayyad Mosque.
They were adjacent to his former residence.9
A friend and a neighbor of al-Jazar| when he lived near Ba≠b al-Khawwa≠s˝|n,
Najm al-D|n ‘Abd al-Rah˝|m al-Rah˝b| was a very wealthy merchant. He died on
Wednesday, 27 Juma≠dá II 735. He built a mausoleum and a mosque in the area of
Mazzah, where his endowment supported a group of residents and caretakers. One
7
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third of his wealth (50,000 dirhams) went to buy property whose income was
designated for charity.10
MEDICINE AND THE PHYSICAL SCIENCES
It is thought that the madrasah institution was specifically established for the
teaching of religious sciences, and especially fiqh (law). While that might be true
of some institutions, in others subjects such as medicine were taught alongside the
religious sciences, often by the same individuals. Also, just as in the teaching of
religious sciences, the approach to the teaching of physical sciences was similarly
varied to include the formal and the informal types of education practiced at the
time. Al-Jazar| provides the following reports which illustrate this complexity.
‘Ima≠d al-D|n Abu≠ Bakr ‘Uthma≠n al-H˛anaf|, known as ‘Ima≠d al-H˛ayawa≠n, was a
physician at the B|ma≠rista≠n al-S˛a≠lih˝|yah as well as the B|ma≠rista≠n al-Nu≠r|. He
also taught Hanafi law in the Hanafi schools.11 ‘Izz al-D|n Abu≠ ‘Al| ibn Zufar,
from Irbil, was a physician by training and experience who studied and worked in
Baghdad, Tabriz, and other cities in the east. He came to Damascus in 692 and
became a Sufi. He must have passed certain requirements for he was recommended
to the authorities and he was finally given permission to practice medicine (thumma
innahu zukkiya wa-udhina lahu f| mubasharat al-t¸ibb). He, however, was in a
quandary and could not take off his Sufi garb and decided to forsake his profession.12
Najm al-D|n ‘Abd al-Rah˝|m ibn al-Rah˝ma≠n, known as Ibn al-Shah˝h˝a≠m, passed
away in the Madrasah Ja≠ru≠kh|yah 13 on Tuesday, Rab|‘ II 730. This Shafi‘i scholar,
originally from Mosul, left his home town as a youth and traveled around before
he settled in Baghdad in pursuit of knowledge (wa-aqa≠ma bi-Baghda≠d yashtaghilu
bi-al-‘ilm). He then "stayed awhile" in the Sara≠y Madrasah of Uzbek Khan. Najm
al-D|n came to Damascus in 724. He must have been well known by then for he
was immediately given the tadr|s (teaching assignment) in the Madrasah Z˛a≠hir|yah,
which is outside the city wall. The mashyakhah of the Palace Kha≠nqa≠h and the
tadr|s in the Madrasah Ja≠ru≠kh|yah were added later to his duties.14 Najm al-D|n's
obituary indicates that he was an expert in law and medicine, in keeping with the
traditions of the school. This madrasah was built for Abu≠ al-Qa≠sim Mah˝mu≠d ibn
al-Muba≠rak, known as al-Muj|r al-Wa≠sit¸| al-Baghda≠d|, who studied fiqh at the
Niz˝a≠m|yah of Baghdad with Abu≠ Mans˝u≠r ibn al-Razza≠z. He was also the mu‘|d
(teaching assistant) for al-Ima≠m Abu≠ al-Naj|b al-Suhraward|. Where or with whom
10
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he studied medicine, al-Jazar| does not say, but after Abu≠ al-Qa≠sim came to
Damascus and took over the Ja≠ru≠kh|yah, he seems to have taught medicine in the
school (wa-nashara biha≠ al-t¸ibb). Medicine, in addition, was also taught at the
Madrasah Dunaysir|yah, right next to the B|ma≠rista≠n al-Nu≠r| (the main Damascene
hospital), at the Labbu≠d|yah Nijm|yah, and at the Madrasah Dakhwa≠r|yah whose
founder was the teacher of such medical experts as Ibn Ab| Us˝aybi‘ah and Ibn
al-Naf|s.15
The teaching of hard sciences or professional training related to medical practice
was not always done in a madrasah. It was done also by apprenticeship. Badr
al-D|n Abu≠ ‘Al| al-Kah˝ha˝ l≠ came from a family of oculists. His father and grandfather
were both oculists (kah˝h˝a≠l). Badr al-D|n, who passed away on Friday, 3 Dhu≠
al-H˛ijjah 726, also had knowledge of surgery. Naturally enough, when Badr al-D|n
grew old (he lived to be a hundred) and his hand became unsteady, his son
Muh˝ammad began to practice the profession under the supervision of his father
(fa-ka≠na waladuhu Muh˝ammad yukah˝h˝il wa-yuda≠w| al-jarh˝á wa-al-mard˝á bih˝ud˝u≠rihi wa-isha≠ratihi). It would be natural to assume that Muh˝ammad also read
medical books with his father. Other students, al-Jazar| says, "read and apprenticed"
with Badr al-D|n, among them (mimman qara’a ‘alayhi wa-ishtaghala ‘indahu)
Shiha≠b al-D|n Ah˝mad, the head oculist and surgeon (ra’|s al-kah˝h˝a≠l|n wa-aljara≠’ih|yah). His son, Jama≠l al-D|n, was then the chief of physicians (ra’|s alat¸t¸ibba≠’) in Damascus.16
Another near-contemporary oculist passed away four years later on Saturday,
15 Dhu≠ al-H˛ijjah 730. Zayn al-D|n Ayyu≠b ibn Ni‘mah al-Na≠buls| resided,
presumably as a student, in the Madrasah Sha≠m|yah that was outside the city
walls (al-Barra≠n|yah), where he "memorized Kita≠b al-Luqt¸ah f| al-Tanbih" and
audited (sami‘a) Kita≠b al-Adab of al-Bayhaq|. But when he saw his neighbor,
Isma≠‘|l ibn al-‘Abba≠d| al-Kah˝h˝a≠l, practicing his profession, Zayn al-D|n liked
what he saw and decided to become a kah˝h˝a≠l himself. So he studied with yet
another oculist, Muh˝y| al-D|n T˛a≠hir al-Kah˝h˝a≠l, among others, for a "short period"
before he started his own practice. He seems to have done well and grew rich as a
result. But when Gha≠za≠n Kha≠n attacked Damascus in 700, he fled, with many
others including al-Jazar| himself, to Cairo, where he stayed for twenty-two years.
His fame and fortune increased there due to the demand for his profession (wa-nafaqa
su≠quhu wa-h˝as˝ala lahu h˝az˝z˝ f| s˝ina≠‘atihi). He served the sultan and accompanied
him on the hunt. When he returned to Damascus his reputation had already been
enhanced and the students flocked to study with him (wa-qas˝adahu al-t¸alabah
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wa-akhadhu≠ ‘anhu).17
Al-Jazar| provides the following reports regarding the teaching of other sciences.
‘Ala≠’ al-D|n ‘Al| ibn ‘Uthma≠n, known as al-T˛uyu≠r| al-H˛a≠sib, was a professional
witness specializing in assessing property values (yashhadu f| qiyam al-amla≠k)
who started out teaching in a maktab but eventually had a study circle (h˝alqah) in
the Umayyad Mosque. A group of students benefited from ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n's extensive
knowledge (al-yad al-t¸u≠lá) in calculus, algebra, muqa≠balah (collating, equations),
and geometry (wa-ishtaghala ‘alayhi jama≠‘ah f| al-h˝isa≠b wa-al-jabr wa-almuqa≠balah wa-al-handasah, wa-ka≠na lahu maktab f| awwal amrihi wa-ba‘du
s˝a≠ra lahu h˝alqah bi-ja≠mi‘ Dimashq).18 Qut¸b al-D|n Muh˝ammad ibn ‘Al|, the
muezzin and muwaqqit (time-keeper) in Kar|m mosque in the Qubayba≠t, was an
expert astrologer, astronomer, and maker of astrolabes. He studied astronomy
with Zayn al-D|n ibn al-Murah˝h˝il (a deputy Shafi‘i judge, see below). In turn,
Qut¸b al-D|n taught many students these same subjects.19
MOVEMENT
It is not unusual to read in the obituaries that someone died while a resident in a
madrasah. Al-Nuwayr| (d. 732), author of Niha≠yat al-Arab, for example, reports
that his father was born in one madrasah and died in another. He passed away
while in the Maliki lecture hall of the Najm|yah Madrasah in Cairo. But although
some positions seem to be assigned for life, there was also a considerable movement
of scholars from one madrasah to another. And it is worthwhile to notice that the
authorities responsible for these appointments took special care not to leave a post
vacant in case of death or transfer. Al-Jazar| usually says wa-a‘t¸u≠ (they gave, or
they assigned), yet he does not make clear who "they" refers to. (However, the
authorities in this instance would usually consist of officials who administer the
endowments, each of the chief judges or their deputies, and other relevant
government officials.) Some of these appointments could be considered lateral
moves, others seem to be promotions.
When al-Jazar| died on Friday, 7 Juma≠dá II 729, in his residence at the
Madrasah Badra≠’|yah, he was replaced by Shiha≠b al-D|n Abu≠ al-‘Abba≠s Ibn Jahbal,
who inaugurated his own lectures there a week later on Monday, 15 Juma≠dá II.
Ibn Jahbal, a scion of a family of learning, vacated his post at the Madrasah
Z˛a≠hir|yah. Shams al-D|n Muh˝ammad ibn al-Dhahab| took his place there and
inaugurated his own lectures two days later, on Wednesday, 17 Juma≠dá II. This
lecture was attended by the chief Shafi‘i judge of Damascus, ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n al-Qu≠naw|,
17

Ibid., 444–45.
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Ibid., 370.
18
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and a group of hadith and law scholars. Shams al-D|n ibn al-Dhahab| (a Shafi‘i
himself) had been a preacher (khat¸|b) in the mosque of Kafar Bat¸ná for nearly
twenty-six years, having been appointed there in S˛afar 703. To take over his
duties in Kafar Bat¸ná, Jama≠l al-D|n ibn al-Masalla≠t|, a Maliki, was appointed. He
assumed his duties on Friday, 19 Juma≠dá II, in the presence of a group of judges
and other notables who attended his inaugural sermon. A division of duties was
agreed upon in this instance where the sons of Ibn al-Dhahab| occupied the post
of leading the prayer (ima≠mah) while Ibn al-Masalla≠t| assumed the duty of preaching
only.20 Ibn al-Masalla≠t| was soon after appointed shaykh of the Kha≠nqa≠h alShiha≠b|yah when the previous shaykh died and the post became vacant.
The chief Shafi‘i judge al-Qu≠naw| passed away on 14 Dhu≠ al-Qa‘dah 729.
One of his posts, that of mashyakhat al-shuyu≠kh, was assigned to Sharaf al-D|n
al-Hamdan|, who assumed his post at the Kha≠nqa≠h al-Sumaysat¸|yah. However,
the new chief judge, ‘Alam al-D|n Muh˝ammad al-Ikhna≠’|, was transferred from
Alexandria. He journeyed to Damascus and assumed his new post in less than two
months, on Friday, 1 S˛afar 730. Two days later, al-Ikhna≠’| inaugurated his lectures
at two locations, at the Madrasah Ghaza≠l|yah and the Madrasah ‘A±dil|yah. As
usual in such cases, deputies or substitutes were appointed. One was Zayn al-D|n
Ibn al-Murah˝hi˝ l, known also as Ibn Wak|l Bayt al-Ma≠l; he had been at the Madrasah
‘Adhra≠w|yah ever since 6 Sha‘ba≠n 725, when he came from Cairo to replace the
departing Ibn al-Zamalka≠n| who had been promoted to chief Shafi‘i judge of
Aleppo and thus had to leave several posts behind. Another of his posts at the
Madrasah Masru≠r|yah was filled by Jama≠l al-D|n ibn al-Shar|sh|. To take Ibn
al-Shar|sh|'s place at the Riba≠t¸ al-Na≠s˝ir|, H˛usa≠m al-D|n H˛asan was transferred
from Tripoli.21
Another deputy appointed by al-Ikhna≠’| was Jama≠l al-D|n Abu≠ al-‘Abba≠s
Ah˝mad al-‘Uthma≠n|. He, however, died very soon afterward. Muh˝y| al-D|n Ibn
Jahbal, nephew of the above-mentioned Shiha≠b al-D|n ibn Jahbal, was then
appointed deputy and assumed his duties on Wednesday, 29 Juma≠dá I 730.22 Chief
Judge al-Ikhna≠’| was soon to assume a teaching post at another school. When two
of the teachers at the Madrasah S˛a≠rim|yah, Najm al-D|n Ha≠shim al-Tanu≠kh|
al-Ba‘lbak| and Najm al-D|n Ha≠shim al-Ta‘l|l|, died, the one in Juma≠dá II and the
other in Rajab, al-Ikhna≠’| took over their duties as a supervisor and a teacher,
respectively.23
Jama≠l al-D|n Ibn Jumlah was appointed chief Shafi‘i judge in Rab|‘ I 733 and
20

Ibid., 325.
Ibid., 75, 78.
22
Ibid., 378 f.
23
Ibid., 464, 493.
21
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the letter of appointment arrived fifteen days later. On the following Sunday, it
was read in the governor's residence in the presence of other judges. Everyone
then went to the Madrasah ‘A±dil|yah, where the letter of appointment was read
again (quri‘a taql|duhu tha≠n| marratan). As part of the duties of the chief Shafi‘i
judge, Ibn Jumlah taught at the Madrasah ‘A±dil|yah and the Madrasah Ghaza≠l|yah.
His post as mu‘|d (teaching assistant) at the Madrasah Qaymar|yah (or Qayma≠z|yah)
was taken over by his nephew Mah˝mu≠d. Ibn Jumlah appointed (or confirmed)
Muh˝y| al-D|n ibn Jahbal as his deputy (na≠’ib al-h˝ukm) which meant that he
taught at the Madrasah Atabak|yah. But within six months Muh˝y| al-D|n was
promoted and sent to Tripoli to become its chief Shafi‘i judge. Ibn Jumlah took
over the teaching duties at the Atabak|yah, presumably until the new deputy,
Shams al-D|n Muh˝ammad ibn Ka≠mil al-Tadmur|, arrived from Hebron where he
had had the duties of preaching and leading the prayers.24 Ibn Jumlah remained in
his post for nearly a year and a half when he became embroiled in a bribery
scandal, after which he was stripped of his position and imprisoned in the Madrasah
‘Adhra≠w|yah (Shawwa≠l 734; more on this incident below). His duties as chief
judge and teacher at the ‘A±dil|yah, Ghaza≠l|yah, and Atabak|yah were assigned to
Shiha≠b al-D|n ibn ‘Abd Alla≠h, who retained his own teaching post at the Madrasah
Iqba≠l|yah because it was his place of original residence. Accordingly, the new
Shafi‘i chief judge had teaching posts at four schools. In the meanwhile, Ibn
Jumlah was transferred to the Citadel, where he remained in prison until 13 S˛afar
736. When Ibn Jumlah was released, he joined his family, which had been residing
all the while at the Madrasah Masru≠r|yah.25
There are other examples of this movement from one madrasah to another.
‘Ima≠d al-D|n ibn al-T˛arsu≠s| began teaching at the Madrasah Muqaddam|yah on
Sunday, 23 Rab|‘ I 738. He vacated his post at the Madrasah Qayma≠z|yah, which
was filled by ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n ibn al-‘Izz al-H˛anaf|, who had been the preacher at the
Afram Mosque. ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n was also previously a teacher at the Madrasah
Qill|j|yah, a post which he left to be filled by another ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n al-Qu≠naw|, a
Hanafi, Sufi shaykh (not to be confused with the deceased chief judge). All this
movement took place within three days.26
Death and transfer were not the only causes of replacement. Quick appointments
to the vacant posts were made here also. When the celebrated Hanbali scholar
Taq| al-D|n Ibn Taym|yah was arrested, his teaching post at the Madrasah
H˛anbal|yah was assigned to Burha≠n al-D|n Ibra≠h|m ibn Ah˝mad, known as Ibn
al-Ja≠b|. He is said to have acquitted himself well in his inaugural lecture, which
24
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was attended by a number of qadis and notables.27 In another instance, Fakhr
al-D|n al-Mis˝r| had been in Aleppo when he was recalled due to his name being
associated with a financial scandal. He arrived back on Thursday, 10 Juma≠dá I
738, and the very next day he was arrested, stripped of his posts at the Madrasah
‘A±dil|yah and the Dawla‘|yah. He was accused of participating in a shady sugar
deal that became known after the head of the chancery (ka≠tib al-sirr), ‘Alam
al-D|n Muh˝ammad Ibn al-Qut¸b, was arrested on accusations of embezzlement. It
was rumored that the sugar could be found in the residence of Fakhr al-D|n at the
Madrasah ‘A±dil|yah. Thereupon, his residence was searched (wa-kabasu≠ baytahu)
but the sugar did not turn up. Unlike in the case of Ibn Jumlah's family, the
authorities ordered Fakhr al-D|n's family out of the residence, sealed it, and
sealed all of his other properties. With Ibn al-Qut¸b in prison and Fakhr al-D|n in
disgrace, a third individual was sought. Al-Am|n al-Sukka≠r| admitted that they
had bought qand for the amount of 12 thousand dirhams and they processed it into
sugar (ishtarayna qand bi-ithnay ‘asharah alf dirham, wa-‘amilna≠hu sukkar). He
further stated that one third was to go to him, one third to Ibn al-Qut¸b, and one
third to Fakhr al-D|n. At that, Ibn al-Qut¸b was beaten and jailed in the Citadel,
while Fakhr al-D|n was imprisoned in the Madrasah ‘Adhra≠w|yah, where other
"scholars" had been held prisoner at the same time. Fakhr al-D|n's post at the
‘A±dil|yah was assigned to Ibn al-Naq|b, while the post at the Dawla‘|yah was
assigned to the rehabilitated Ibn Jumlah. Fakhr al-D|n was finally released after
100 days of confinement and only after an order for his release came from the
sultan in Cairo. There is no word that he recovered his posts. We are told, however,
that he lived in a house that was loaned to him (a‘a≠rahu iyya≠hu) by a teacher at
the Madrasah Na≠s˝ir|yah.28
The movement from one post to another did not stop here. Ibn Jumlah, who
was assigned to the Madrasah Dawla‘|yah after his rehabilitation, was soon
transferred to the Madrasah Sha≠m|yah Barra≠n|yah (outside the city walls). The
imam of Da≠r al-H˛ad|th al-Ashraf|yah, Shams al-D|n al-Yaman| was appointed in
Ibn Jumlah's place at the Dawla‘|yah. Zayn al-D|n ibn al-Murah˝h˝il, whose death
necessitated the transfer of Ibn Jumlah in the first place, left a young son who was
presumed to take over the teaching duties at yet another school, the Madrasah
‘Adhra≠w|yah. As the boy was too young and unqualified for the post, Nu≠r al-D|n
al-Ardab|l| was appointed to the post until the boy grew up and acquired the
qualifications necessary for teaching (ilá h˝aythu yakbar wa-yata’ahhal lil-tadr|s).29
While the son of Ibn al-Murah˝h˝il inherited only one of his father's assigned
27
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posts, sometimes several posts, as well as the governmental appointments that
originated the entitlement, were kept in the family. Just as the position of chief
Shafi‘i judge entitled the position holder to teach at the Madrasah ‘A±dil|yah and
the Madrasah Ghaza≠l|yah, it seems that other positions had their associated posts
as well. Jama≠l al-D|n Ah˝mad ibn Sharaf al-D|n Muh˝ammad, scion of the Damascene
Ibn al-Qala≠nis| family, came from a long line of Shafi‘i notables. He studied
hadith, together with our author al-Jazar|, under Ibn al-Bukha≠r|, among other
scholars of the day. He also studied fiqh with Ta≠j al-D|n al-Farkah and grammar
with his own brother Sharaf al-D|n. He was employed in the chancery for a time.
Later, he was appointed treasurer (wak|l bayt al-ma≠l) of Damascus as well as qa≠d˝|
askar, a dual post usually held simultaneously by a Shafi‘i and a Hanafi scholar.
Jama≠l al-D|n ibn al-Qala≠nis| taught at the Madrasah Asad|yah, the Madrasah
Z˛a≠hir|yah, the Madrasah Am|n|yah, and the Madrasah ‘Asru≠n|yah.30 Jama≠l al-D|n
passed away on Monday, 28 Dhu≠ al-Qa‘dah 731. Within a month, a marsu≠m (an
official letter of appointment) arrived with the post on Tuesday, 26 Dhu≠ al-H˛ijjah
731, appointing ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n ibn al-Qala≠nis|, brother of the deceased, to all of his
vacated official as well as teaching posts (jam|‘ mana≠sib akh|hi Jama≠l al-D|n . . .
wika≠lat bayt al-ma≠l, wa-qad˝a≠’ al ‘asa≠kir al-mans˝u≠rah, wa-tadr|s al-madrasah
al-Am|n|yah, wa-al-Z˛a≠hir|yah wa-al-madrasah al-‘Asru≠n|yah, wa-ghayriha≠). This
same ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n ibn al-Qala≠nis| had been appointed to several positions a few
months earlier, such as the supervision of the B|ma≠rista≠n al-Nu≠r|. Thus, by the
end of the year ‘Ala≠’ al-D|n came to hold several sensitive official and associated
teaching posts. The continuity of the Ibn al-Qala≠nis| line in government and
madrasah positions is secured not only by having a family waqf, but also by
incorporating younger members of the family into this structure. As an example,
‘Ala≠’ al-D|n declined at least two posts in favor of his nephew: teaching at the
Madrasah ‘As˝ru≠n|yah and the management of the wealth of the sons al-Z˛a≠hir
Baybars (nazala li-ibn akh|hi al-s˝adr Am|n al-D|n ibn Jama≠l al-D|n ‘an tadr|s
al-madrasah al-‘Asru≠n|yah wa-‘an naz˛ar tirkat awla≠d al-Sult¸an≠ al-Ma≠lik al-Z˛ah≠ ir).
Am|n al-D|n inaugurated his own lectures (dhakara al-dars) at the Madrasah
‘As˝ru≠n|yah on Wednesday, 6 Muh˝arram 732.31
REFORM INITIATIVES
By the eighth/fourteenth century, the institution of the madrasah had seen over
three hundred years of growth and development. An enormous amount of energy
and resources were dedicated to its maintenance and also to insure that the benefits
continued to reach society. As we have seen, by the middle of the fourteenth
30
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century there were nearly a hundred madrasahs in Damascus, large and small.
Al-Nu‘aym| (d. 978/1570) lists 152 madrasahs in Damascus, other than the 500 or
so mosques and the numerous riba≠ts¸ and kha≠nqa≠h s, where instruction, usually of a
Sufi orientation, also took place. The greater majority of these institutions were
founded in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. That the institution had become
so ubiquitous in the Islamic world is indicated by al-Maqr|z| (d. 845/1442), who
lists 73 madrasahs on the Cairo street known as Bayn al-Qas˝rayn, the site of the
old Fatimid palace.32 Abuses were bound to crop up due to the large number of
institutions, personnel, and amount of money dedicated to this institution. We
have seen how the position could be abused as in the cases of Ibn Jumlah and
Fakhr al-D|n al-Mis˝r|. George Makdisi reports on several practices such as
divisibility of posts and multiplicity of posts. Makdisi refers to Ibn Taym|yah who
criticized these practices in the form of fatwás. Makdisi also sites Abu≠ Sha≠mah (d.
665/1268), who wrote a long poem denouncing some of the abuses that had
become prevalent even earlier in his day.33 The following cases related by al-Jazar|
shed further light on this issue and explain some of the steps taken to correct these
abuses.
Sayf al-D|n Tankiz al-Na≠s˝ir|, the governor of Damascus (na≠’ib al-sult¸a≠n), was
visiting the Madrasah Qill|j|yah, which was next to his residence, during the early
days of Rab|‘ I 729 when he saw iron locks on several rooms (buyu≠t, lit. houses).
He asked the supervisors of the madrasah if such rooms belonged to the teachers
of law (fuqaha≠’) at the school itself. One replied that the rooms belonged to Fakhr
al-D|n ibn Shiha≠b al-D|n al-H˛anaf|. He continued by saying that they stored in
them cloth (qima≠sh) and other wares (h˝awa≠’ij). Fakhr al-D|n was summoned and
was criticized for his actions as they were taking away rooms from the fuqaha≠’ of
the school, given that he owned other places around the city for storage (wa-ankara
‘alayhi li-kawn lahum qa≠‘ah wa-mawa≠d˝i‘). It turned out that Fakhr al-D|n was not
alone. The governor then issued an order to the inspector of endowments (mushidd
al-awqa≠f) to demand rent from everyone who had a (store) room in a madrasah in
which he was not a faq|h. Rent was to be assessed from the day each room was
occupied. Honorable and highly-regarded assessors (‘udu≠l al-q|mah) were
assembled to estimate the value and on Wednesday, 26 Rab|‘ I 729 it was decreed
(rasamu≠) that the following should pay what the assessors had determined: Shams
al-D|n ibn H˛umayd, who was the colleague of Fakhr al-D|n in the D|wa≠n al-Jaysh,
600 dirhams; Shiha≠b al-D|n Ah˝mad ibn al-Muhadhdhib, 630 dirhams; the sons of
‘Af|f al-D|n al-H˛anaf|, 400 dirhams; Na≠s˝ir al-D|n ibn al-Qas˝s˝a≠‘, 400 dirhams;
al-Khalla≠t¸|, 400 dirhams. All of these individuals were found in the Madrasah
32
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‘Az|z|yah. Unfortunately, al-Jazar| does not mention what happened to Fakhr
al-D|n and his colleagues at the Qill|j|yah. However, he says that some rooms and
adjacent structures were knocked down to create a long covered and carpeted
walkway (dihl|z) from the madrasah to the Umayyad Mosque. It is not clear how
this would help prevent the abuse from recurring, except maybe in creating a large
and continuous space instead of compartments: students could come and go
unhindered. The authorities followed up with others in similar circumstances
(tatabba‘u≠ ba≠q| al-na≠s alladh|na hum sukka≠n al-mada≠ris). Although the effort
seemed extensive, al-Jazar| mentions one more name in particular, Muh˝ammad
al-Khashsha≠b, known also as al-Bahlawa≠n, who had to pay 100 dirhams.34
Another reform came in response to an order from the sultan al-Na≠si˝ r Muh˝ammad
himself. A marsu≠m arrived in Damascus in early Dhu≠ al-H˛ijjah 727. Shortly
thereafter, on Friday, 6 Dhu≠ al-H˛ijjah, the governor assembled the four chief
judges, other teachers, and Sufis, and had the sultan's letter read to the gathering.
The letter asked that the deed document (waqf|yah) of each madrasah, inside and
outside of the Damascus city walls, must be examined to make sure that the
madrasah functioned exactly as stipulated in the document. Anyone who did not
meet the qualifications (shuru≠t¸) stipulated by the benefactor must be dismissed.
Only those who met the stipulations, including those who held non-teaching
positions, could be retained. A "committee" made up of the four chief judges, the
treasurer (wak|l bayt al-ma≠l), the supervisor and the inspector of the endowments
(na≠z˝ir al-awqa≠f wa-mushidduha≠), the accounts controller (mustawf|), and a group
of fuqaha≠’ and teachers began a systematic reading of all the waqf|yahs, an
activity that took place everyday between the noon prayer and the afternoon
prayer until the month of S˛afar the following year (nearly the two months of Dhu≠
al-H˛ijjah and Muh˝arram).
The first madrasah that was examined was al-‘A±dil|yah and then al-Ghaza≠l|yah
(the madrasahs of the Shafi‘i chief judge), but nothing untoward was found there.
The deed document of the Madrasah Sha≠m|yah Juwwa≠n|yah stipulated that the
law professor must board in the school (shart¸uha≠ al-mab|t) and the condition was
made that all the teachers must sleep in the school if they were to remain employed.
The deed document of the Sha≠m|yah Juwwa≠n|yah stipulated the employment of
20 professors, in addition to other teaching posts, such as teaching assistants, and
non-teaching functions such as prayer leader and the one who calls to prayer. The
committee found 190 faq|hs and thus had to dismiss a total of 130. Leaving 60
behind did not comply with the conditions of the waqf|yah, but it must have been
a difficult compromise because there was a great deal of commotion and unhappiness
as a result of this action.
34
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Three of the Hanafi schools that were examined also stipulated boarding.
These were the Madrasah Kha≠tu≠n|yah Barra≠n|yah, the Madrasah Muqadam|yah
inside the Fara≠d|s Gate, and the Madrasah Kha≠tu≠n|yah which is inside the city
walls. In addition to boarding, the deeds stipulated that additional prayers must be
performed on top of the five ordinary prayers. Al-Jazar| says that as a result of
this examination many teachers were dismissed. Only 30 professors remained in
these madrasahs where once they had 200, or 150, etc.35
Local self-initiated reform attempts were also reported by al-Jazar|. On
Wednesday, 22 Juma≠dá II 725 the chief Shafi‘i judge, Jala≠l al-D|n al-Qazw|n|,
presided over a committee made up of the na≠zi˝ r al-awqa≠f (Shams al-D|n al-Harra≠n|),
the mushidd al-awqa≠f (Na≠s˝ir al-D|n Bakr), and the mustawf|. Apparently, there
have been several complaints from the unhappy trustees of the madrasahs because
the waqf income was insufficient, due to low prices and presumably meager
profits. Some even expressed their complaints by writing to the sultan in Cairo
and to the governor in Damascus. Perhaps to forestall government interference,
al-Jazar| says that the Shafi‘is surveyed the schools and inspected them (ara≠ku≠ha≠
[rawk] wa-kashafu≠ ‘alayhim). They found lecturers with thirteen posts, others
with twelve, eleven, or ten, and more or less (wa-qal|l wa-kath|r). The committee
called all the Shafi‘is who had been assigned residence in the various madrasahs
(wa-h˝ad˝ara fuqaha≠’ al-sha≠fi‘|yah al-munazzalu≠na f| al-mada≠ris). They gathered
nearly 600 individuals. The decision was taken to reduce the number of posts held
by an individual to three or four posts and to base the salary on the total of
stipends gathered from each (wa-yaku≠n bi-al-mablu≠m alladh| yatana≠walahu f|
al-majmu≠‘). Al-Jazar| says that what was said and discussed at this unhappy
occasion was too much to explain (wa-ja≠ra fus˝u≠l yat¸u≠l sharh˝uha≠) and no one was
happy with the outcome (wa-infas˝ala al-jam|‘ wa-kulluhum ghayr ra≠d˝in).36
There were other instances when lecturers were dismissed from their posts
based on local initiative as indicated by the following account, although this time
it seems that the dismissal was unilateral and the implication is that the action was
unjust. Al-Jazar|, furthermore, does not report the circumstances or why the lecturers
were dismissed. The chief Shafi‘i judge Jama≠l al-D|n ibn Jumlah was appointed
to his post in S˛afar 733, as we have seen earlier. By the middle of Shawwa≠l 734,
nearly a year and a half later, Ibn Jumlah was dismissed due to complaints that he
exceeded the law and that he lied under oath when accusations of bribery against
him surfaced. These charges involved him and others, such as Z˛ah≠ ir al-D|n al-Ru≠m|,
Rukn al-D|n al-S˛u≠f|, and Na≠s˝ir al-D|n al-Duwayda≠r. A person by the name of
Abu≠ Riya≠h˝ testified in the presence of the governor Tankiz, with the Maliki chief
35
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judge presiding over a council made up of the other two chief judges, amongst
others, that Ibn Jumlah exceeded the law. The Maliki chief judge then ordered his
imprisonment in the Madrasah ‘Adhra≠w|yah. Confirmation of the finding and the
judgment finally came from Cairo on Saturday, 23 Shawwa≠l. To replace the
disgraced Ibn Jumlah, the sultan sent an order to appoint, as mentioned earlier,
Shiha≠b al-D|n Muh˝ammad ibn Majd al-D|n ‘Abd Alla≠h. The letter was read in the
presence of an assembly by none other than ‘Alam al-D|n al-Birza≠l|, al-Jazar|'s
mentor and teacher and the source of much of the information for the latter parts
of the Ta≠r|kh. Shiha≠b al-D|n, it will be recalled, took over the posts at the two
madrasahs of the chief qadi (al-Ghaza≠l|yah and al-‘A±dil|yah) and at the Atabak|yah,
in addition to his own post at the Madrasah Iqba≠l|yah. Most people expressed
satisfaction at this turn of events and felt that Ibn Jumlah got what he deserved,
especially for stirring up the earlier case against Ibn Taym|yah. But what is
important here is that Shiha≠b al-D|n immediately took a reverse course from that
of his predecessor. He showed a great deal of generosity in distributing charity,
giving twenty to thirty dirhams (and no less than ten) to all those in need. In
addition, he hired back all the lecturers that had been dismissed during the last
year and a half by Ibn Jumlah. These were about fifty, some of whom had become
nearly destitute. He also restored the stipends (ja≠mik|yah) to what they had been
before Ibn Jumlah had reduced them.37
CONCLUSION
These reports, culled as they were from one source only, in no way provide a full
picture of the madrasah institution. But to the extent that they allow us any
conclusion, they give us a glimpse at the institution as it functioned in its dual
role: as a place of residence and as a center for education. The Madrasah ‘Adhra≠w|yah
has the added distinction of being some sort of jail, or a half-way house, to punish
those who were guilty of serious transgressions. Ah˝mad Fikr|, in his study of
Cairo's madrasahs and mosques during the Ayyubid period, says that it was then
that the madrasah finally began to perform its main function as a place of residence
for the fuqaha≠’.38 This much could be seen in various reports, especially in the
cases of the 600 Shafi‘is (and no doubt others like them) who were munazzalu≠n
(given residence) in the various madrasahs. But the madrasah was not simply a
manzil where one resides; it was also an educational institution, although these
reports do not specifically describe a formal curriculum. The often-repeated phrase
is wa-dhakara al-dars. As we have seen also, transfer from one madrasah to
another did not necessarily entail relocation of residence, and having posts at
37
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several madrasahs did not entail multiple residences. The urgency to fill the
vacancies must be seen in the importance of the function of dhikr al-dars (giving
the lesson), as the madrasahs became a more pervasive and regulated institution
where imparting of knowledge of various fields took place. And in imparting
knowledge, in this knowledge industry, the physical sciences were no different
from the religious sciences in that they were equally taught formally and informally.
"Quality control" could be exercised, on the one hand, by manuals of h˝isbah and
other professional checks, and on the other by the assignment/reassignment of
these fuqaha≠’/mudarrisu≠n who constituted the pool of candidates for promotion to
higher posts. Other conclusions could be drawn from these reports, especially
when seen in their wider context. Also, it would be interesting to speculate about
the relationship of the state to the judiciary when the movement of teachers in one
city is charted, and when the transfer of judges (and other related positions) from
one city to another is mapped out.
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