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Visible anD inVisible boDies: The archiTecTural PaTronage 
oF shajar al-Durr

The mid-thirteenth century was a turning point in the 
history of egypt. The hereditary ayyubid dynasty ended 
and was replaced by a different kind of rule by former 
slaves, called the Mamluk sultans.1 it was not an abso-
lute break because the first few in the new succession  
of slave-sultans had served under the ayyubids. Thus 
their sultanate was not a rejection so much as a con-
tinuation of many of the same projects and political 
goals, foremost of which was to stave off assaults from 
the ayyubids of syria and the crusaders from France. 
one notable change was the new emphasis on tomb-
building in central cairo, where each new, grand, prom-
inently domed Mamluk mausoleum unmistakably 
proclaimed the importance of its occupant. attached to 
waqf foundations such as schools and hospitals, these 
were highly visible monuments that made an enduring 
claim to the most important public space in the city. 
interestingly, however, the practice of adding the found-
er’s tomb to his charitable complex was begun by some-
one who was herself hardly visible at all. The tomb  
(fig. 1) that the female sultan shajar al-Durr (d. 1257) 
built in 1250 for her husband, sultan salih najm al-Din 
ayyub (r. 1240–49), is unusual among early royal tombs 
because it was not built by the deceased for himself dur-
ing his own life or by a son who was the logical benefi-
ciary of such investment as a link in the same dynastic 
chain. instead, it was built by a singular woman who had 
no living sons of her own and whose qualification for 
rule—which was highly contested and ultimately over-
turned—was derived from her political relationship 
through marriage to the deceased sultan. This article 
explores the relationship among lineage, politics, and 
memory in tomb-building in mid-thirteenth-century 
cairo and asks how, in lieu of surviving progeny, 

 architecture became the means by which the relation-
ship between the former (deceased) ayyubid sultan and 
the new (female) Mamluk sultan was given material 
form.

shajar al-Durr’s rise

The thirteenth-century was a turbulent period in egypt 
and the eastern Mediterranean. in the second half of the 
twelfth century, salah al-Din (known in europe as sala-
din, r. 1169–93) had been successful at keeping the cru-
saders in check, but at his death in 1193, his territory of 
syria, egypt, the Yemen, and Palestine was divided 
among his heirs. The succeeding generations main-
tained relative peace among themselves and with the 
crusaders until 1238, when the ruler of ayyubid Damas-
cus died and internecine fighting erupted among the 
remaining princes. although, in hindsight, we tend to 
call the ayyubids a dynasty, in fact they were more of a 
consortium of distrustful allies, fighting each other 
much of the time and acting cooperatively only when it 
was profitable to do so or when threatened by external 
forces. in egypt, sultan salih najm al-Din eventually 
emerged victorious. his claim was formalized when he 
was officially named sultan by the caliphate in bagh-
dad.2 although he had briefly held Damascus in 1239, he 
did not manage to take it permanently until 1245, after 
which he held both egypt and the region of Damascus 
until his death in 1249.

sultan salih ruled egypt for nine years, continually 
defending his territory and warding off threats from his 
ayyubid kin and, in his last year, louis iX of France. at 
the sultan’s death, his heir proved so detestable that he 
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been published by amalia levanoni (1990, 2001) and 
sabine soetens (1999).5 her architectural works have 
been studied and described by K. a. c. creswell and Do-
ris behrens-abouseif.6 These studies of the politics of 
mid-thirteenth-century cairo and the history of islamic 
architecture in that city are key starting points for an 
investigation into the specific problem that invisibility 
and sequestration posed for a female ruler such as sha-
jar al-Durr. This question is critical to understanding 
how she ruled that summer of 1250 and co-ruled in the 
years thereafter, her architectural patronage of two 
building complexes, and the circumstances that led to 
her ultimate fall. The fact that she was a woman, living 
sequestered in the citadel’s harem, permeated those fac-
tors and gives us an opportunity to see how architec-
tural patronage can be a strategy for overcoming 
gendered invisibility.

shajar al-Durr was a child of the Qipchaqs of the 
steppes of southern russia, from where she entered into 
slavery. she became the favored concubine of sultan 
salih while he was still governor and before he took con-
trol of first Damascus and then egypt.7 Through that 
relationship, she gave birth to the sultan’s son Khalil in 
637 (1239–40), became his wife, and served as his occa-
sional regent while he was away on military campaigns. 
The name shajar al-Durr means “tree of pearls”—the 
kind of fanciful name given to slaves—but the historical 
sources also sometimes name her ʿismat al-Din, which 
is probably the name she took when she converted to 
islam. her son died after a few months, but nonetheless 
she earned the right to be called wālidat al-malik al-
Manṣūr Khalīl (Mother of Prince al-Mansur Khalil), 
which became an important title in her later career, at 
a point when the sultan had no other living sons.8 

sultan salih ruled during a turbulent period when the 
ayyubid political consortium threatened to fall apart, 
the crusaders had to be repelled, and cairo itself kept 
under control. one of his strategies for maintaining 
power was to assign regional authority to men who were 
not his equal and who reported only to him (thus weak-
ening the ayyubid consortium); the other strategy was 
to keep a large mamlūk slave army whose Turkic soldiers 
from faraway russia and the caucasus were loyal to him 
rather than the arab majority over which he ruled. 
When the sultan was away on military campaigns, he 

was assassinated after a few months. in the following 
period of great uncertainty—and in a political move 
that was nearly unheard of in the islamic world—it was 
sultan salih’s wife, shajar-al-Durr, who stepped in to 
govern the kingdom that her husband had so success-
fully defended. The remarkable thing is that she gov-
erned not simply as regent but as sultan.3 her life and 
actions are described in primary texts such as the eye-
witnesses ibn Wasil (d. 1298) (whose work was the basis 
for the history of abu’l Fidaʾ [d. 1331]) and sibt ibn al-
jawzi (d. 1256), and later historians such as ahmad ibn 
ali al-Maqrizi (d. 1442) and ibn Taghri birdi (d. 1470), 
who relied on ibn Wasil and abu’l Fidaʾ but also drew 
from other sources.4 she has been examined as a his-
torical character and literary legend by götz schregle 
(1961) and hans gottschalk (1967), and the critical 
events of the shift from ayyubid to Mamluk rule have 

Fig. 1. Madrasa-mausoleum of sultan salih najm al-Din 
ayyub, cairo. (Photo: caroline Williams)
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she ruled from within the harem in the cairo citadel 
and did not take the sultan’s normal place in street pro-
cessions, funerals, and ceremonies of obeisance. leva-
noni points out that shajar al-Durr could not hold 
public audiences, and even the oath of office had to be 
administered privately, as a woman could not appear in 
public.14 Perhaps most critically, she could not lead the 
army, an important deficiency at a time when egypt was 
constantly under attack or instigating attacks against its 
neighbors.15 These are examples of important ways that 
she could not occupy the public sphere, could not make 
herself visible.

al-Maqrizi reported that with shajar al-Durr’s eleva-
tion to sultan, the abbasid caliph in baghdad sent a 
stinging missive in which he wrote, “if there is no man 
among you [who can serve], tell me and i’ll send you 
one.” however, al-Maqrizi was writing in the early fif-
teenth century, by which point shajar al-Durr had al-
ready become a legendary character. The historians who 
were witness to the events—most importantly ibn Wa-
sil—do not mention such a letter, and gottschalk dis-
misses it as part of the mythology that became attached 
to shajar al-Durr.16 The oft-quoted letter may have been 
an invention on the part of al-Maqrizi (or one of his un-
named sources) to underscore the fact that having a 
woman as head of state was problematic and left egypt 
vulnerable to attack. indeed, shajar al-Durr’s counselors 
soon learned that the ayyubid vizier whom salih had 
placed in Damascus, having rapidly conquered many 
territories in syria, had set his sights on egypt.17

Whether forced by the caliphate in baghdad, or 
through fear of increased political and military vulner-

entrusted the government to shajar al-Durr, who had 
authority as the mother of his deceased son. she “ran the 
affairs of the kingdom during his absence on military 
expeditions. her orders were obeyed, her decrees  
were carried out and she signed with the seal of umm  
Khalil.”9 additionally, her status as a manumitted slave 
gained her the loyalty of salih’s advisers and the coop-
eration of military leaders, many of whom, like her, were 
Qipchaq mamlūks.10

Thus, when the sultan himself died on 14 shaʾban 647 
(november 22, 1249), shajar al-Durr was well versed in 
statesmanship and fully prepared to serve as regent un-
til the heir, Turanshah (the sultan’s son by a different 
wife), could be recalled from his provincial post. That 
took several months, during which time shajar al-Durr 
governed as previously: in the name of the sultan (whose 
death was kept secret) and as the regent for his heir. 
When Turanshah finally arrived home, he drank too 
much and behaved so badly that the politically powerful 
mamlūks—either with the assent or at the urging of sha-
jar al-Durr—assassinated him on 27 or 29 Muharram 
648 (May 1 or 3, 1250).11 in the dramatic series of events 
that followed, which brought the ayyubid dynasty to its 
close and ushered in the rule of the Mamluk sultans, 
shajar al-Durr was an important agent. 

on 30 Muharram 648 (May 4, 1250), in crisis, having 
lost sultan salih and killed his heir, and with the cru-
sader armies of louis iX poised to attack, the mamlūks 
placed shajar al-Durr herself on the throne.12 but now, 
instead of acting as regent, she ruled as sultan in her 
own right: it was her name that was read in the Friday 
sermon, the khutba. she had the executive power of de-
cree, issued coins in her own name (fig. 2), and signed 
official documents with her own seal, not as regent for 
sultan salih or his son Turanshah but as malikat al-
muslimīn (Princess of Muslims) and as Mother of 
Khalil.13 This is the first key point to the question of vis-
ibility because these are aural and visual instances of 
occupying the public sphere, of making herself “visible” 
through the voicing of public speech—notably the 
khutba—and the circulation of her name in written in-
scriptions. nonetheless, as a ruler, shajar al-Durr could 
not perform all the public duties that were required pre-
cisely because of the limitations imposed on her as a 
woman. as public exposure would have been immodest, 

Fig. 2. gold dinar issued by sultan shajar al-Durr, 1250. 
(courtesy of the british Museum)
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many other patrons of her time and previously, she used 
architecture to make a mark in the public sphere. 
Throughout the islamic world, while women did not 
build at the same rate as men, female members of 
wealthy families were often entrusted with representing 
the family’s fulfillment of obligatory zakāt (alms-giving) 
and voluntary charity to the outside world by building 
waqf (endowed) institutions such as religious retreats, 
madrasas, local mosques, tombs, and soup kitchens. in 
ayyubid aleppo, shajar al-Durr’s contemporary, the 
regent-queen Dayfa Khatun (d. 1243), was the patron of 
two important sufi khanqahs.23 r. stephen humphreys’s 
study of ayyubid Damascus showed a high level of pa-
tronage activity among women: they paid for 24 percent 
of the madrasas and 21 percent of the sufi hospices, with 
21 women and 126 men constituting the total number of 
patrons of religious and charitable architecture in that 
city.24 in Mamluk cairo, the percentage of female pa-
tronage at 5 percent was much lower than ayyubid Da-
mascus.25 but regardless of the rate of overall patronage, 
in the case of mausoleums, it is highly likely that the 
person for whom the tomb was intended was engaged 
in its construction, and thus the many tombs of women 
in egypt reveal traces of their architectural involvement. 
case in point: howayda al-harithy says that Fatima 
Khatun, wife of sultan al-Mansur Qalaʾun (r. 1279–90), 
was actively involved in her own tomb construction, 
built in 682 (1283), a year before her demise.26

shajar al-Durr, as the highest-ranking and most-pow-
erful woman in cairo, was obviously more than a mere 
figurehead for family piety. she was a signer of decrees 
and a decision-maker, and her architectural commis-
sions for her husband and herself clearly reflected per-
sonal interest and agency. like any other ruler, she was 
well aware of architecture’s representational function, 
but as a female ruler with no heir to succeed her, she 
pushed the metonymic function of architecture in in-
novative ways that were subsequently adopted by her 
Mamluk successors, making her patronage important 
not only for the specific works that she built but also for 
its impact on later foundations. 

When sultan salih was alive, he had had to win and 
control cairo. one of the earliest ayyubid strategies for 
both serving and maintaining a grip on the people had 
been to build public institutions, such as madrasas, and 

ability under a female sultan, the mamlūks persuaded 
shajar al-Durr, after she had ruled autonomously for 
three months, to enter into an arrangement with an 
upper-middle-ranked army mamlūk named al-Muʿizz 
ʿizz al-Din aybak (d. 1257), who was given the title of 
atābak al-ʿasākir (army commander).18 Probably be-
cause face-to-face contact between the two was other-
wise impossible, she eventually married him (the 
precise date is unknown).19 The marriage reveals an-
other dimension of the visibility problem: the ways that 
kinship and marriage determined which women could 
be seen by which men. This co-rule arrangement lasted 
for a short while, and then at the end of the summer of 
1250, shajar al-Durr was demoted from sultan and aybak 
elevated in her place, only to be replaced after five days 
by a minor ayyubid puppet-prince, who was in turn re-
placed by aybak by 652 (1254).20 

From the time of her demotion onward, matters re-
mained in delicate balance between shajar al-Durr and 
aybak. she seems to have continued to do what she had 
done as regent and then as sultan, ruling de facto if not 
in name, one indication of which was the fact that she 
continued to sign official decrees as wālidat Khalīl al-
Ṣāliḥiyya (Mother of Khalil and [former] slave of salih) 
and was still sometimes referred to as sultan ʿismat al-
Din.21 aybak, meanwhile, led the army and was formal-
ly recognized as the head of state. Their uneasy union 
also served to bind factional interests among the power-
ful mamlūks, many of whom remained loyal to salih and 
thus to shajar al-Durr as a nominal ayyubid replace-
ment, and others of whom were fully prepared to dis-
pense with the ayyubids and accept a merit-based rule 
by a mamlūk. all of them regarded aybak as weak and 
therefore easy to manipulate, although he proved to be 
a much better, more durable leader than they had ex-
pected.22 Thus shajar al-Durr and aybak divided up the 
role of sultan between the visible public role of the man 
and the invisible and nonpublic role of the woman be-
hind-the-scenes. 

shajar al-Durr’s archiTecTural PaTronage

if shajar al-Durr had had to cede public authority to ay-
bak, she found other ways to assert her own agency. like 
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in that it was the first institution with four iwans to 
house the four branches of law taught there. each of the 
twin buildings had two iwans that faced each other 
across a central courtyard. although the madrasas were 
gutted by later building activity, a large part of the 
northern madrasa survives, revealing it to have been a 
grand complex, united by a continuous masonry street 
façade with a handsome brick minaret standing midway 
along a regular parade of tall, flat niches with windows 
at street level (fig. 4).

although the madrasa structures themselves were 
oriented to the qibla so that the eastern iwan in each 
could serve as a prayer hall, the complex’s façade on the 
western side accommodated the preexisting street.  
The ornamentation and skewing of the façade, both of 
which had begun in the Fatimid period and become 
common in the ayyubid period, show the way that 
building  ex teriors had begun to be developed as urban 

hence by 1243–44 (641) he had completed the construc-
tion of his own madrasa in cairo. Paid for with his own 
funds but donated as a charitable waqf endowment, it 
bore his name as the madrasa of sultan salih najm al-
Din ayyub. The complex stood on the bayn al-Qasrayn 
(a street known today as al-Muʿizz li-Din allah), the 
main street through the center of ayyubid cairo that 
had been a processional way for the Fatimids in their 
weekly parades to each of the congregational mosques 
as well as the avenue along which they built their pal-
aces. The sultan had removed part of the old Fatimid 
palace to make space for his new complex.27 his selec-
tion of this location may have been a deliberate erasure 
of his shiʿi precursors, or it may have been chosen as 
prime urban real estate, or both. 

a narrow alley divided the complex into two identical 
structures, one of which still survives, albeit in a lamen-
tably fragmentary state (fig. 3). The madrasa was  unusual 

Fig. 3. Plan of the madrasa-mausoleum of sultan salih. (From K. a. c. creswell, The Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 2 vols. 
[oxford: clarendon Press, 1952–59], vol. 2, fig. 46)
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 em bel lishments. instead of a streetscape consisting of a 
labyrinthine series of twisted spaces left over after the 
construction of major architectural complexes with 
high, plain walls—in other words, treated as surplus ex-
terior space—some major streets began to emerge as 
important spaces in which a succession of adorned fa-
çades attracted the admiration of passersby. an early 
harbinger of this development was seen in the project-
ing portal and salient minaret bases added to the 
Mosque of al-hakim in 393 (1002–3) in early Fatimid 
cairo. The decorative, skewed façade as a well-devel-
oped urban concept is especially notable at the Fatimid 
aqmar Mosque (519 [1125]) (fig. 5). both mosques stood 
on the same major thoroughfare as the sultan salih ma-
drasa. The emphasis on the façade of the sultan’s ma-
drasa, therefore, was not an entirely new architectural 
idea, but it reveals the attention paid to urban public 
space in that period in cairo, especially the public space 
of the street.

The sultan salih madrasa is important in the history 
of islamic architecture for its inclusion of four iwans to 
house the four schools of law, as well as for its ornament-
ed façade and tall minaret. but equally important was 
the tomb that was added to the complex shortly after 
sultan salih’s death. unlike the dilapidated condition of 
the madrasa, the tomb has survived in better condition 
(fig. 4 shows the domed tomb). in the early 1990s it was 

carefully studied and restored in a joint project by the 
german institute of archaeology in cairo and the egyp-
tian antiquities organization.28 

The mausoleum is centrally planned with a dome that 
rises from an octagonal drum to a total height of about 
21 meters (the ground level of the exterior street today 
is higher than it was in the thirteenth century).29 The 
pointed dome rises vertically and begins its curve from 
an articulated zone of transition with stepped corners 
and, on each façade, three stacked windows. These for-
merly had stucco tracery containing colored glass that 
filled the interior with a rainbow of light. attached to the 
madrasa’s northwest corner and oriented to Mecca, the 
tomb has two street façades, one of which is ornament-
ed and skewed to adjust to the qibla and thus parallel to 
the rest of the madrasa’s façade. however, the tomb does 
not simply extend the extant madrasa façade: it juts 5 
meters beyond it, making an aggressive claim on public 
space and asserting its presence even more forcibly than 
the rest of the building. This projection into the space of 
the street, which we have seen was gaining importance 
as an urban element, together with the rise of the dome 
above the walls of the madrasa, gave the tomb extraor-
dinary visual prominence.

The interior consists of a square chamber measuring 
10.65 meters square. Due to the rotation often necessary 
to orient cairene buildings toward Mecca, the interior 

Fig. 4. Façade reconstruction of the madrasa-mausoleum of sultan salih. (From K. a. c. creswell, The Muslim Architecture 
of Egypt, 2 vols. [oxford: clarendon Press, 1952–59], vol. 2, fig. 45)
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corners spanned by squinches articulated as three-
tiered muqarnas.33 in recent restorations, the floor and 
the walls were found to have been revetted in marble. 
amid such luxury, the centerpiece was surely the very 
large mihrab on the qibla wall, made of marble laid in 
ablaq technique of alternating light and dark panels—
the first known example of such in egypt. nairy ham-
pikian’s team from the german institute found that 
carved pieces of marble from the dismantled Fatimid 
palace had also been used.34 Moreover, on the basis of 
vestiges of mosaics that were observed by Mahmud ah-
mad in his 1939 guide, Michael Meinecke proposed that 
the mihrab’s hood was once sumptuously decorated 
with gold mosaic (no longer visible), a type of ornament 
imported from syria.35 behrens-abouseif, who accepts 
these assertions, points out that although mosaic was 
present in the Mosque of ʿamr in Fustat until the tenth 
century, and although the mihrab of sayyida nafisa re-
ceived a mosaic mihrab in the mid-twelfth-century that 
lasted until the fifteenth century, the use specifically of 

space of the tomb does not match the outer dimensions 
marked by its skewed façade, and thus some portions of 
the walls reach a thickness of 5.30 meters.30 notwith-
standing, the outer walls are pierced by windows that 
allowed passersby to see the interior and, equally as im-
portant, to hear the voices of men who were paid to re-
cite the Koran there.31 The deceased’s wooden cenotaph 
stands at the center of the chamber, with the actual 
burial vault directly below and under the floor in the 
ground. The cenotaph bears an inscription giving the 
death date of the sultan in 15 shaʿban 647 (november 23, 
1249). however, ibn Wasil and others stated that when 
the sultan died, his tomb had not yet been built and thus 
his body was temporarily interred in the rawda Palace; 
eleven months later it was removed and reburied at the 
tomb that shajar al-Durr built as an addition to his ma-
drasa. Thus the date on the cenotaph does not corre-
spond to the date of the mausoleum.32 

in its day, the tomb was grand, sumptuous, and in-
novative. it was the first building in egypt with interior 

Fig. 5. Mosque of al-aqmar, cairo. (Photo: D. Fairchild ruggles)
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urban space than previous tombs and, moreover, was 
guaranteed to remain a vibrant center of activity. From 
that point onward in cairo, patrons combined architec-
tural functions in this way all the time. The madrasa-
maristan (hospital)-mausoleum of sultan Qalaʾ un (built 
1284–85) and the madrasa-mosque-mausoleum of sul-
tan hasan (built 1356–59) are but two relatively well-
preserved examples of complexes that were intended to 
serve both as charitable foundations and as commemo-
rative monuments to their founders. each contains the 
real presence of the deceased person interred below its 
dome, and as a result each high dome is also a semiotic 
reference to that singular, important person. This was a 
profoundly important innovation that changed the way 
that architecture preserved memory and communicat-
ed individual identity in the public sphere. earlier tombs 
had achieved the feat of commemoration and semiotic 
representation, but from salih’s tomb onward, it was the 
urban placement of the tomb, its extraordinary visibil-
ity, and its aggrandizement as a defining element in a 
larger commemorative complex—guaranteed by its 
function to be full of people—that became the new 
paradigm.

genDer anD The coMMeMoraTiVe ToMb

it is important to remember that it was not sultan salih 
who added the tomb, but rather shajar al-Durr. This fact 
begs the question of her motivation. What did a monu-
ment to a deceased sultan-husband do for the living 
sultan-wife?  

a tomb serves the occupant in that it commemorates 
him or her forever, and it serves the descendants by 
celebrat ing the dynastic line that gives them political 
legiti macy. The concept of lineage is central to comme-
moration and mausoleums, but it is a lineage that can 
project in one direction only: backwards in time to the 
ancestors of the deceased. Thus, the inscription over the 
entry to the tomb of salih identified the occupant as:

our Master the sultan al-Malik al-Ṣāliḥ, the Wise just lord, 
the champion of the Faith, the Defender of the Territories, 
the Defender of the shores, najm al-Dunyā wa al-Dīn, the 
sultan of islam and the Muslims, Master of the Kings of the 
Defenders of the Faith, heir of the Kingdom from his noble 

golden mosaic in salih’s tomb—if indeed it had mosa-
ic—was the first such instance in egypt.36 however, it 
should be noted that creswell, who was generally a me-
ticulous observer of architectural fabric, mentioned no 
such traces.37

in addition to its ornamental innovations, the build-
ing stands out in the architectural history of egypt be-
cause it launched the practice of attaching the founder’s 
tomb to his endowed foundation and, in so doing, estab-
lished a new relationship between the deceased patron 
and his major public work that was his most visible 
legacy. The complex did not simply bear his name. it 
now also held his body and turned the madrasa as a 
whole into a grand commemorative institution that 
served as a frame for celebrating his importance. in em-
powering the building to become the eternal substitute 
for the sultan himself, the addition of the tomb changed 
the paradigm of what architecture could do: the archi-
tectural complex gained a new “identity” through the 
presence of the patron’s actual body. one of the body’s 
semiotic signs was the wooden cenotaph, glimpsed 
through the windows that gave onto the street, but in a 
larger sense the domed mausoleum as a whole became 
an even more powerful sign, projecting outward into 
that street where it demanded attention in the part of 
the city that mattered most. Previous royal tombs in 
cairo had been built outside the city walls in sprawling 
cemetery zones such as Qarafa, which had many Fatim-
id mausoleums and had become sites for populist forms 
of commemoration and saint worship, and thus the 
placement of salih’s tomb in the heart of cairo may have 
been intended to shift attention away from those other 
cemeteries.38 The central location of sultan salih’s tomb 
was a new strategy.

The madrasa foundation had enabled the patron to 
embellish the streetscape, stake a claim to the city, and 
display his generosity and piety in his lifetime. The ma-
drasa bore salih’s name and was identified with him, but 
it was ultimately an educational institution for teaching 
and study. The tomb, in contrast, existed for the sole 
purpose of commemoration and—like all mausole-
ums—stood as a visible sign designed to preserve the 
memory of its occupant for eternity. by uniting tomb 
with madrasa, a powerful new ensemble was created 
that was much larger and occupied more highly charged 
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extending an audible invitation to the street. The tomb 
did not simply enlarge and enhance the madrasa on the 
same spatial and visual terms as previously; its visual 
prominence (and audibility) meant that the entire com-
plex communicated more forcefully than earlier com-
plexes, keeping sultan salih literally present in the heart 
of cairo and insisting on his continuing claim to that 
space. it was a communication made visually in urban 
space but also through time, as a lasting commemora-
tive monument. an earlier conjunction of madrasa and 
mausoleum had occurred with the complex of nur al-
Din (d. 1174) in Damascus in 1167, which shajar al-Durr 
may have seen when she visited that city with sultan 
salih, but in egypt we can credit both of these new ideas 
to shajar al-Durr and her immediate circle of advisers. 
The Mamluk skyline of ornamental domes and minarets 
that is so admired today and that emblematizes historic 
cairo began its development in 1250 with her addition 
to sultan salih’s complex. it is because of this suppos-
edly invisible woman’s architectural innovations that 
the men like sultan Qalaʾun and sultan hasan are still 
visibly present in the city of cairo.

shajar al-Durr’s astute use of the public monument 
to assert presence was not limited to her husband’s com-
plex. although she came to a tragic end, assassinated in 
1257 in the bathhouse in revenge for having ordered the 
murder of aybak a few days earlier, she had already built 
her own endowed complex.41 This foundation, which 
stood outside the ayyubid city walls in the cemetery of 
sayyida nafisa, consisted of a mosque, madrasa, baths, 
palace, garden, and a mausoleum, which received her 
body in 1257.42 although only the tomb survives, its at-
tachment to the patron’s endowed foundation and its 
remarkable mosaic mihrab echo the innovations at the 
tomb of salih and confirm that, as a patron, shajar al-
Durr was highly original. 

it is commonly known that inscriptions provide an 
important means of communication in islamic art and 
that images of people and animals are avoided altogeth-
er in Muslim religious settings such as mosques and 
tombs. nonetheless, shajar al-Durr managed to insert a 
clear reference to herself in the most highly charged 
place in any building where prayer occurs, the mihrab, 
where an image of an upright branch with pearlescent 
fruit recalls her name: shajar (tree) and durr (pearls) 

Forefathers, abū al-Fatḥ ayyūb [one of Ṣāliḥ’s epithets], 
son of sultan al-Malik al-Kāmil nāṣir al-Dīn abū al-Maʿālī 
Muḥammad b. abū bakr b. ayyūb.39

The text celebrated salih’s lineage, as was fitting since 
his claim to the sultanate was made through “his noble 
Forefathers” of the ayyubid line. his claim was founded 
on being the son of his father, Kamil, himself the son of 
a sultan. neither salih’s descendants nor the wife who 
succeeded him are mentioned, even though it was that 
wife who built and paid for the tomb. it was not her own 
patronage that shajar al-Durr was emphasizing in the 
mausoleum inscription, but rather the legitimacy (as 
determined through family inheritance) of the man 
from whom she gained her tenuous authority to rule. 
The silence regarding salih’s progeny is explained by the 
fact that by that time Turanshah was dead and there 
were no other surviving sons.

Tombs celebrate genealogy, and free women typi-
cally built them for themselves or for their fathers or 
sons—members of their own bloodline—but rarely 
their husbands. in such commissions, free women cel-
ebrated their own family line as an inalienable part of 
their political capital. The spousal relationship was far 
less important since as a contract, it could be easily dis-
solved. but shajar al-Durr had risen from slavery, and 
although she became free, she had no family ties of her 
own because in slavery that lineage is severed. unlike 
women with family, her claim to legitimacy and status 
was made not through her father (somewhere back in 
the central asian steppes) but through her relationship 
to salih, first as consort, then mother of his son, wife 
(although the precise chronology of motherhood and 
marriage is not known), and finally widow. her titula-
ture reflected this: we have already seen that in coins 
and documents she was called Mother of Khalil and al-
salihiyya (belonging to salih).40

because shajar al-Durr’s claim to authority derived 
entirely from salih, whether he was alive or dead, it was 
in her own political interest to embellish his major ar-
chitectural work and celebrate his importance as the 
ayyubid sultan of egypt in a way that was as insistently 
visible and distinctive as possible. Thus the tomb pro-
jected into the street and its large dome rose above the 
madrasa and surrounding buildings. Through its row of 
open windows, a perpetual Koran reader could be heard, 
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Despite the evidence in favor of shajar al-Durr’s pa-
tronage, several scholars have proposed that the mosaic 
mihrab hoods in the tombs that she built in cairo were 
the work of sultan Qalaʾun, inserted in the course of res-
torations in the 1280s. This theory was expressed at least 
as early as the first edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam 
(1913–36) and was repeated by Michael Meinecke, and 
more recently by Finbarr barry Flood.44 given Qalaʾun’s 
prodigious building activity and his rule over both egypt 
and syria, he is indeed a plausible conveyor of not only 
mosaic style but also of actual artisans from syria to 
egypt, a theory accepted by nasser rabbat, who sug-
gests that mosaicists from Damascus installed scenes for 
Qalaʾun in the citadel.45 after all, Qalaʾun did complete 
the tomb of baybars i (left unfinished at the latter’s 
death in 1277) in Damascus in 1281 with a mosaic mihrab 
hood, and he built his own madrasa complex in cairo in 
1285 with a mosaic hood in the mausoleum’s mihrab. 
Flood has argued that Damascene forms became espe-
cially important following the restorations to the Dome 
of the rock starting in 1261 and the umayyad Mosque of 
Damascus in 1269, and he attributes all the cairo mosa-

(fig. 6). rendered in brilliant mosaic in gold, black, 
green, and red, with mother-of-pearl disks, the image of 
the tree of life recalls the themes of much earlier mo-
saic pictorial programs in syria, such as the scrolling 
vines emerging from pots in the interior of the Dome of 
the rock and the trees in the courtyard arcade at the 
umayyad Mosque of Damascus (figs. 7 and 8). shajar 
al-Durr could easily have seen the umayyad originals, 
for she was a well-traveled woman. born in central asia, 
she was taken as a slave to Diyarbakir (southeast ana-
tolia) when salih was governor there in the 1230s and 
almost certainly accompanied him to Damascus when 
he took that city at the end of 1238 (he took it again in 
1245), traveled with him during his military campaigns 
in sinjar (near Mosul) and Palestine, staying at his side 
during his imprisonment in Karak (in central jordan), 
and finally accompanied him to cairo in 1240.43 The 
sources indicate that she stayed with the sultan through-
out these journeys. it is therefore very possible that she 
personally saw the umayyad mosaics in the great 
Mosque of Damascus or other umayyad and byzantine 
mosaic programs. 

Fig. 6. Mihrab in the tomb of sultan shajar al-Durr, cairo. (Photo: D. Fairchild ruggles)
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Fig. 7. Mosaics in the Dome of the rock, jerusalem. (Photo: robert ousterhout) 

Fig. 8. Mosaics in the courtyard of the great Mosque of Damascus. (Photo: D. Fairchild ruggles)
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new glass pieces that ʿumari mentioned were left over 
from the 1269 restorations at the Mosque of Damascus; 
another, also relying on ʿumari, proposes that they 
could have been salvage pieces that had fallen from the 
mosaics at the Mosque of Damascus, were saved, and 
then boxed up and carried to cairo for reuse.46 While 
tesserae do indeed seem to have circulated and been 
reused in the way that ʿumari described, it is doubtful 
that Damascene tesserae were used in shajar al-Durr’s 
tomb. First, the color palette of the mosaic mihrab of 
shajar al-Durr is very limited. on a golden background, 
it uses lots of black tesserae to form thick borders around 
flat, unmodeled shapes (fig. 9). The vine stems and leaf 
shapes are made with grayish tesserae with only a few 
sequences of green and red, with the “fruit” made of 
small disks of luminous white shell. The limited palette 
and plain shapes have little in common with the rich 
spectrum of colors and expertly modeled shapes in the 
umayyad mosaics. if the shajar al-Durr mihrab was 
made of spolia from Damascus, or from new glass  pieces 

ics to Qalaʾun and his successors. The argument relies 
on the assumption that the restorations in Damascus 
and jerusalem generated the expertise necessary to 
make the entirely new creations in cairo. under 
Qalaʾun’s rule, cairo and Damascus were united under 
one ruler, and it is logical that there were close connec-
tions between them. but sultan salih had likewise ruled 
both Damascus and cairo, and, by extension, so had his 
regent and companion, shajar al-Durr. other than style 
(from very few exemplars), there is scant evidence to 
support the theory that the mosaic restorations predat-
ed the new work. indeed, even on the basis of style, it is 
hard to accept that the rather crude mosaics at shajar 
al-Durr’s tomb were made by an artisan whose craft de-
veloped by studying and restoring the much more so-
phisticated mosaics at the great Mosque of Damascus 
or the Dome of the rock. 

Moreover, the theory falls apart with the explanation 
of how this might have occurred. one explanation relies 
on the possibility that the mosaics were made with the 

Fig. 9. Detail of the mosaics in the mihrab in the tomb of sultan shajar al-Durr. (Photo: D. Fairchild ruggles)



THE ARCHITECTURAL PATRONAGE OF SHAJAR AL-DURR 75

shajar al-Durr lived her life within the norms that 
were imposed on respectable women: serving as the 
faithful companion to her husband during his years of 
military campaigning and even imprisonment, and then 
sequestered within the women’s quarters of the ayyu-
bid citadel in her years in cairo. she did not leave per-
sonal papers or many written clues to her identity as a 
person—all the contemporaneous texts that survive 
were written for her or about her, and they are gener-
ally brief, focusing on affairs of state. she remains an 
elusive character whose dramatic biography so astound-
ed later historians that they heavily embellished and 
romanticized it, starting as early as al-Maqrizi but con-
tinued by modern historians.50 in this, she is like any 
other historical person who emerges from obscurity 
only through the texts, pictures, and architecture that 
remain after that person’s demise. but unlike a man, 
shajar al-Durr was doubly invisible because she was not 
seen even in her own time, and that problem, as leva-
noni tells us, became an impediment to her ability to 
govern. 

i contend that the paradigm shift in architecture that 
shajar al-Durr effected through her patronage of these 
two remarkable tombs—the expansion of architecture’s 
role in representing human identity—occurred pre-
cisely because of the challenge that her gender imposed. 
invisible to the world as a female body, she used the 
architectural body as representation instead. Finally, 
because she was never one to respect normative bound-
aries, she pushed this beyond architecture and into the 
realm of pictorial representation, creating a mosaic that 
proclaimed her name in the presence of her entombed 
body. 
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that were used in the restoration at Damascus, what 
happened to all the other colored tesserae? Finally, and 
most important, it is hard to imagine Qalaʾun collecting 
tesserae and sending them for use at shajar al-Durr’s 
tomb in cairo. if the introduction of Damascus-style 
mosaics was so important to him, why choose her mau-
soleum—which lacked political importance after her 
death—as one of the places to display that important 
connection to syria?47

The theory of Qalaʾun as the instigator of a “mosaic 
revival” in cairo is ultimately not persuasive, but the 
point regarding the semiotic meaning of mosaics as a 
sign of a strong Mamluk connection to umayyad Da-
mascus still holds. like Qalaʾun, shajar al-Durr might 
well have embraced mosaic as one of the clearest, most 
visible signs of a cultural link between cairo and the 
umayyad cities of Damascus and jerusalem. and, as 
rabbat notes with respect to the pictorial scenes in the 
Mamluk citadel, mosaic was the only medium for pic-
ture-making at that time.48

becoMing Visible

ultimately, it is important to pay attention to the image 
as visual communication. in shajar al-Durr’s tomb the 
image of a tree bearing pearlescent fruit was a clear ref-
erence to her name. The fact that it suddenly occurs in 
egypt in this context, so clearly linked to her name, by 
a patron who thoroughly grasped the importance of vis-
ibility, underscores the intentionality of the semiotic 
association between the image and its referents. in  
that quarter of much-frequented tombs, one can imag-
ine a visitor to the mausoleum entering and facing the 
 mihrab. astonished by the glittering golden mosaic—an 
unfamiliar site in cairo in the mid-thirteenth century—
the visitor looks at the image, perhaps recognizes the 
“tree of life” motif, and in describing it, speaks the name 
of the sultan herself.49 in every such utterance, the “tree 
of pearls” is always shajar al-Durr and she is recalled, 
whether through conscious intention or not. The   
mihrab niche illustrates beautifully the way that “be-
coming visible” is entirely dependent on how we under-
stand social, spatial, and pictorial visibility. 
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absTracT

Whereas reliance on official texts such as chronicles of-
ten leads modern historians to overlook women, the 
built works of female patrons can provide a valuable 
historical source because they stand publicly for female 
patrons who were themselves unseen. indeed, it is dif-
ficult to imagine Damascus and cairo without the visu-
ally prominent tombs and pious foundations of the 
otherwise invisible Fatimid and ayyubid women. 
among the latter was shajar al-Durr, a Turkic concubine 
who rose from slavery to become the legitimate sultan 
of egypt in 1250. her short reign and subsequent mar-
riage ended violently with her death in 1257, but in that 
space of time she made architectural innovations that 
ultimately inspired lasting changes in cairo’s urban fab-
ric. shajar al-Durr’s impact as architectural patron was 
as pivotal as her political role: the tomb that she added 
to her husband’s madrasa led to his permanent and 
highly visible presence in central cairo, an innovation 
that was followed in the endowed complexes of the 
Mamluks. in her own more modest tomb, she chose not 
monumentality but iconography, representing herself 
pictorially in dazzling mosaic, a daring gesture in a 
world where female propriety meant invisibility.
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