
Islamic Culture and Non-Muslim Contributions' 

Ismail Serageldin 

Fig. I Fig. 2 

Patterns of dress were not dissimilar among 

different communities. Fig. I: Rabbi Ibrahim 

ben Ezra (19th century). Fig. 2: Priest and 

Sheikh at the time of the 1919 Revolution. 

Let us look at some of the philosophical issues that are involved in dealing with the 

physical aspects of urbanisation and what the role of the architect should be. 

The concerns of the architect and urban planner have been touched upon in a 

variety of ways including the very challenging question about the meaning of 

history to a contemporary architect. Not the technical issue of "How do we restore 

a building?", but rather "What is the meaning of a historical heritage to an architect 

practicing today?" Our heritage did not stop at the time of the Mamluks; we have 

subsequently had a large number of significant buildings. I think we have to take 

those two points together and address the question of the role of a heritage in 

inspiring architects to serve a contemporary society. But I would like to go back to 

the first question, that of history, and suggest that historical reality in Cairo is highly 

complex. I would invoke a comment made by Dr Salah Hejab in which he said there 

is not simply just an Islamic Cairo, or a Christian Cairo, but there is one Cairo that 

has gone on through time. I would like to highlight this to explain that Cairo 

through the ages has had a culture of its own. That culture may have been imbued 

with the spirit of Islam, but it also had the contributions of other religious faiths, 

welded together in a broader cosmopolitan urban culture that cannot be subsumed 

under any narrow label. 

Let me refer you to a few images, for which I must thank Professor Laila Ali 

Ibrahim, who has been able to dig up these very interesting examples from archival 

research. The distinguished gentleman portrayed in Figure 1 is not a Muslim scholar. 

He is the rabbi of the Jewish community in Cairo; but there was a commonality of 

-dress and a commonality of behaviour that was shared in a wide variety of ways in 

a single community in the nineteenth century. There was a commonality of culture, 

manifested through clothes, habits and so on, that spread throughout the various 

communities within Cairo; it was not so dichotomised (into Muslim/non Muslim) 

as one would imagine. In fact Figure 2 is another striking picture of a priest and a 

sheikh sitting together at the time of the 1919 revolution; one would be hard-

pressed to identify which is which. 
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The careful and painstaking decoration of the Mamluk Quran (Fig. 3) 

is strikingly similar to that found in the Coptic Bible of the same period 

( F i g .  4 ) .  



Fig. 5 

Architectural decoration used the same motifs 

in Christian and Muslim Cairo. The arabesques 

on the minbar of al-Muayyad Mosque (Fig. 5) 

are almost identical to those found on the altar 

of Abu Sirga Church (Fig. 6) 

Even in something that we consider as uniquely Islamic as the decoration of the 

cover of a Quran (Fig. 3), one would find a very strong resemblance to a contempo

rary picture of a Bible of the same Mamluk period (Fig. 4). Architecturally speaking, 

the magnificent decoration of the minbar of the Muayyad Mosque in Cairo (Fig. 5) 

can be found almost identically in the altar of the Abu Sirga Church (Fig. 6). And 

the doorway of the Mullaqa Church in Cairo is striking in its homogeneity and its 

closeness to the character of other parts of the Old City. In fact one cannot easily 

differentiate between a traditional mihrab and the apse of the Church of the Virgin 

in Zuwayla which is in the heart of Gamaliya. 

I use these many examples to make the point that when we interpret (historic) 

culture we should not be obsessed with specific periods in history or with specific 

individual monuments, or with specific labels. Instead, we should take the broad 

product of Egyptian Cairene society which was truly predominantly Muslim; but 

which incorporated many talents and many geniuses in producing a magnificent 

heritage. 

* Extract from Proceedings of The Expanding Metropolis: Coping with the Urban Growth of Cairo, 
Seminar Nine in the series - Architectural Transformations in the Islamic World, Cairo, Eygpt, 
Nov 11 - 15, 1984. Published by Concept Media for The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 
Singapore, 1985, pp 209 - 211. 
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Architectural detailing was strikingly similar in medieval Cairene 

construction as can be seen in comparing the mihrab of the Sultan 

Hassan Mosque (Fig. 7) with the apse of the medieval Church of the 

Virgin in Zuwayla (Fig. 8). 
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The rich Cairene architectual heritage is considered a universal legacy. 

The recent Coptic Museum (Fig. 9) used the same ribbed arch motif 

found in the twelfth century Aqmar Mosque ( Fig. 10). 


