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Chapter XII

Cities and Citizens: The Growth and Culture of
Urban Islam*

In the Museum of Islamic and Arab Art in Cairo there is an inscription
dated 402/1011–12 which begins with an invocation to God and a quotation
from the Qur’an and then continues as follows:

This blessed mosque was built by al-Husayn ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Muhammad ibn
Silsila, the cloth merchant, in his desire to seek the satisfaction of God and of the
other world. May God have mercy upon whomever recites a [pious] formula for
him, during his lifetime or after his death. The palm tree which is in this mosque
is food for Muslims; it can neither be bought nor sold.

No one knows whence this inscription came, where the mosque it mentions
stood, and who the cloth merchant may have been. Yet with its simple piety
embodied in a single palm tree probably in the courtyard of a small mosque,
this document introduces us to a different world from that of princes or of
soldiers conquering and governing lands, building palaces, distributing gold
coins and robes of honor to deserving or sycophantic subordinates. Nor is it
a world of austere thinkers who weigh reason and revelation or of mystics
contemplating some profound reality. Even if all these worlds were by
physical and spiritual necessity interlocked, the inscription makes it possible
to isolate a practical, earthbound but God-fearing level of classical Muslim
society. Whether it was in a small Egyptian town or in a quarter of Cairo,
the mosque was hardly likely to be meaningful beyond the furthest place
from which its minaret could be seen. At the same time our merchant was
no doubt a “man of property,” different from the poor for whose nourishment
the palm was kept, different from those who made the cloth.

The Cairo inscription is not the only glimpse we have of men like al-
Husayn ibn ‘Abdallah. The Hanbali scholar Ibn al-Banna’, who lived in
Baghdad, has left a fragment of his diary covering a little over a year, from
August 461/1068 to September 462/1069. It contains an extraordinary picture
of the daily activities of a “citizen” of the imperial capital, recording births,
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interpreting dreams, praying over the dead, observing what happened around
him and listening to others. He relates that there was a riot on 31 January
462/1069, after an incident between Turkish soldiers and people praying in a
mosque. In order to settle matters a delegation was sent to the diwan or
government center. It comprised legal scholars (fuqaha’), noblemen (sharaf),
merchants (tujjar) and notables (amathil). Several meetings ensued, some
devoted to complete recitations of the Qur’an, others to fund-raising, while
garments and provisions were distributed to pacify the mass of the population.
In this, as in so many other passages from the diary, it is not a single
individual but a whole class of notables which appears, active politically and
in matters of faith, a class which neither held formal power nor participated
in urban riots.

Finally, recently published sale contracts and endowments (waqf) from
the IV/tenth and V/eleventh centuries in Damascus introduce another cloth
merchant, al-Husayn ibn ‘Ubayd, who bought from a Jew and from the two
daughters of a presumably wealthy man huge country estates with considerable
agricultural income.

It would be fairly easy to multiply such examples of the lives and activities
of a class of men and women who did not rule the Muslim world although
they controlled much of its wealth and activities, and who tended to be
consumers rather than creators of ideas and of culture. They have been
called notables, and more recently patricians, but it is perhaps most
appropriate to refer to them as a bourgeoisie, for the very vagueness of the
term and the multiplicity of its connotations reflect the many facets of this
class of people.

Three features stand out at first glance as typical of the Muslim bourgeoisie.
One is the overwhelming presence of merchants, especially cloth merchants,
among them. The geographical position of the Middle East, and the socio-
ideological origins of early Islamic leaders from the mercantile community
of Mecca and Medina are obvious explanations of the privileged position of
the merchant in Muslim society. The second feature is the consistent
relationship between the bourgeoisie and sectarian or heterodox movements
within Islam and/or merely changes in the nature and direction of orthodox
piety. As a general rule, the growth of such diverse religious and pietistic
movements as Shi‘ism, Hanbalism and Sufism [90] would not have been
possible without the active encouragement and participation of the
bourgeoisie.

The third feature involves the relationship of a given social layer to the
world around it and to physical possessions or power. On the one hand, as
S. D. Goitein puts it, “early Islam as a whole took a positive, or at least
lenient, view of economic activities, luxury and the amassing of capital.” On
the other hand, many mystics, and even a rather typical honnête homme like
Ibn Miskawayh in the IV/tenth century, argued against the acquisition of
undue wealth and especially against expensive private possessions. It is true
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that their reasons were different. The mystic saw wealth as evil, whereas Ibn
Miskawayh merely considered it as a demeaning and weakening passion, but
the practical result can be construed as an ambivalent attitude toward
possessions. Equally important, although much more frequently discussed
in recent years, is the institutional side of mercantile Islam, its guilds and
organizations, and its well-known failure, unwillingness or inability to create
urban institutions comparable to Western ones. All these questions can best
be explained within the context of an essential but elusive aspect of the
Islamic bourgeoisie: its intimate physical relationship to the city, to the
urban order.

Beyond the very broad community of the Faithful – the dar al-Islam ruled
by the caliph as successor of the Prophet – there was no coherent and
consistent dynastic or regional allegiance for most Muslims except their city.
As a result, medieval history is based either on ecumenical histories or on
histories of cities. Although called histories (ta’rikh) in Arabic, the latter are
not accounts of the chronological development of a city. Although a
topographical description at the time of the author is frequently included,
they mainly consist of lengthy lists and biographies of the learned and
important citizens. These lives, of which there are literally thousands, have
never yet been processed in a systematic manner, but they do form the main
written record of the bourgeoisie. Their implication is that a city was less a
physical setting than the sum of the lives and activities of the most successful
members of its major families.

From the VI/twelfth century onwards we do have sources dealing with
cities as such rather than with men in cities or with special restricted
characteristics of cities. The Khitat Misr of al-Maqrizi, for instance, from the
middle of the IX/fifteenth century, is a uniquely detailed description of one
of Islam’s greatest metropolises. Unfortunately nothing like it exists for any
other city and the Khitat are poorly edited and for the most part not
translated.

Another reason for considering the bourgeoisie within the city is the
simple fact of the immense concern of Islam, especially during the first
centuries of its existence, to build urban centers and maintain and develop
existing ones. Few activities required a more continuous investment of
money and effort than cities. Texts alone make it quite difficult to move
away from broad generalization into the details of a given settlement or of
urban life. Occasionally incidents related in chronicles or in literature do
illuminate certain aspects of an individual city. But otherwise it is less from
literary sources than archaeology that we should be able to reconstruct
medieval Islamic towns. Excavations of actual or presumed towns have been
carried out in Fustat, in southern Iran and at Qasr al-Hayr East in Syria, but
the last two examples – and especially Qasr al-Hayr – are perhaps a little too
remote from the main Islamic power to be as useful as archaeological
information should be.
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There are two additional aspects to archaeological and visual sources to
define the bourgeoisie. One is the objects, in whatever technique, which can
be assumed to have surrounded the bourgeoisie. Their investigation requires
a large number of very different methods from statistics to art history. The
other aspect lies in images. Until the Ottoman period few maps, plans or
images of cities were made, but a fascinating document about the bourgeoisie
exists in the VII/thirteenth-century illustrations of the Maqamat of al-Hariri
– as yet not published in their entirety – which depict most of its activities.

My main concern will be to investigate the physical character of the city
with the lives, activities and institutions of its urban élite. Throughout, the
emphasis will be on the period between 800 and 1300, acknowledged to
have been the heyday of an Islamic mercantile bourgeoisie, although on a
number of occasions information from later times will be used as well. [91]

Time, Place and Status

Three variables must always be kept in mind as one assesses and describes
the Muslim city. They are the size and importance of the city, the precise
time under consideration and the geographical area involved. All three
variables require brief comments.

The IV/tenth-century geographer al-Maqdisi tried to develop a hierarchy
from metropolis (misr) to capital (qasaba), city (madina), and plain town
(balad). Other, more legalistically inclined geographers rate urban as possessors
or not of a minbar, a chair in the mosque from which the khutba of
allegiance to the prince was pronounced. Neither distinction is entirely
valid. Too much inconsistency can easily be detected in the actual use of the
terms given by al-Maqdisi, while an inflation of minbars made this particular
criterion for a hierarchy quite useless. In the absence of a coherent, internally
developed ranking or typology of cities (like the bishoprics of the West, for
instance, or the Roman military settlements), a hierarchy can be determined
from the point of view of the involvement in any one city of what I will call
the “state,” i.e. a combination of social, political or other forces which,
actually or in theory, tended to unify the parts of the Muslim world.

This involvement took many forms. One is that, from the beginning of
Islam, a certain number of towns became administrative capitals and,
regardless of size, the character of these préfectures was affected by
governmental presence. Another form may be called a catalytic involvement.
For instance, the town of Isfahan was formed out of a number of villages
and small urban centers. At a few key moments these separate entities were
unified through externally appointed authorities, for instance, an Abbasid
governor in the late II/eighth century and the Buyid dynasty in the IV/
tenth. The city was born out of the product of local developments and
external actions. Other cities were entirely official creations and belong to a
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broad group which has recently been called “fiat” towns. These could be
purely imperial creations like Samarra in which a bourgeoisie hardly played
any role at all, or dynastic cities like Baghdad in Iraq, Tinmal in Morocco,
Sultaniyya in Iran or Cairo in Egypt which could develop into large urban
centers; or frontier cities like Tarsus or Massisa in Cilicia, Rabat in Morocco,
or else organized settlements of newly arrived Muslims like Kufa and Basra
in Iraq, Qayrawan in Tunisia, Gurgan in Iran. While the ultimate character
and the development of these “fiat” cities has varied enormously, they all
owe their beginnings to the state.

The variable of time can best be defined through three very general
periods. One covers the early years of Islam to about 900: this was a time of
reasonably centralized authority: new urban settlements or major changes in
older ones were for the most part sponsored and probably paid for by the
caliphs themselves or by their immediately appointed governors. From 900
to 1300 the growth of local dynasties, usually supported by soldiers from an
ethnic stock different from the local population, transformed almost every
town into a center of power. This development led to an increase in the
importance and wealth of many cities and, in spite of apparent political
instability, it was a time of prosperity and growth for the bourgeoisie. In the
third period, after the Mongol invasions, it is no longer possible to talk of a
unified pattern in the Muslim world. The successive empires of Iran had a
different effect on cities from that of Anatolian beyliks, small dynasties of
North Africa and Spain or the complex system of Syria and Egypt.

The regional variable in the development of cities is the most complex one
to describe, because it involves so many different features. Two of these may be
singled out. One is the sources and distribution of water. Mesopotamian or
Egyptian cities along major rivers with regular or irregular floods necessarily
acquired a different physical pattern from Iranian cities based on qanats, or
from a Jerusalem with its cisterns. Another feature is the presence and nature
of pre-Islamic settlements. Damascus or Aleppo, with their ancient stone
masonries, shifted their main centers far less frequently than Samarkand or
Nishapur, where successive occupations tended to be next to rather than over
each other. The definition of such historical, hydrographic and geographic
factors for any one urban center has only been made in a few instances and it
is not yet possible to generalize on them in any meaningful way, although it is
obvious to any traveler or historian that considerable differences in looks and
in mood separate almost every segment of the Muslim world.

Keeping all these variables in mind, we can only try to outline a profile
of the physical city with its inhabitants. The most recent historian of the
Islamic city, while agreeing that every town was different and unique,
identified in every one of them a number of consistent institutions which
he described, at least by the V/eleventh century, as “the slave army state,
the quarters, and the religious communities in the form of the schools of
law.” At the same time this is hardly the way in which a medieval writer
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described the very same cities. Al-Jahiz, the great littérateur of the III/
ninth century, when asked about cities, replied: “There are ten major
metropolises [amsar]: Baghdad for noble virtue, Kufa for elegance, Basra
for industry, Misr [Fustat in Egypt] for trade, Ray for perfidy, Nishapur
for tyranny, Merv for avarice, Balkh for boasting, Samarkand for
craftsmanship.” The geographer al-Maqdisi, who reports these words, then
proceeds to his own series of judgments of the same type, as meaningless
to the understanding of a city as they were probably appreciated by his
contemporaries. Al-Jahiz or al-Maqdisi were writers of adab; their objective
was both to instruct and to please or amuse. And while it is today difficult
to be affected by this particular component of contemporary judgment on
cities, the point of the examples is that, beyond the three components of
the social historian, there is a component of value about a Muslim city, a
judgment about its quality. In part it is a component which hardly lends
itself to scientific analysis, especially in the terms of moral quality used by
al-Jahiz. But in another way it implies the existence of an urban taste
which can perhaps be isolated with some precision. Finally, medieval
sources as well as archaeological observations deal with the wealth of a city.
At times expressed in coldly factual terms of tax rolls, wealth is frequently
discussed through the description of characteristic products or activities,
as in celebrated references about the manufacture of inlaid metalwork in
Herat and in Mosul, or in Ibn Hawqal’s description of the agricultural
[92] potential of the cities of the middle Euphrates region.

In attempting our portrait of the classical Islamic city we shall pick up
these five themes: the quarters, the religious community, the wealth, the
state and the taste. In conclusion we shall try to tie them up into broader
considerations about the characteristics of an “Islamic” city and bourgeoisie.

The Quarters

Any contemporary visitor to the Near East, at least before World War II, was
aware of the Muslim city’s division into quarters united by real or imaginary
tribal, confessional or other bonds. It has generally been assumed that the
patterns of pre-modern times can be transferred to an older past, but this is
still problematic.

The norm of bourgeois existence was the family house, the dar. In most
instances, whether large or small, it had a central open area – a courtyard, or
in a few instances, near Merv for example, a domed space – and then single
rooms or apartments (bayt) reached from the center. Differences between
houses involved size, number of rooms or apartments, presence or absence
of fountains and fancy waterworks, decoration of painting or of stucco, and
private facilities. A simple cesspool always existed, but a few houses had a
private bath, and the gossipy littérateur of the IV/tenth century, at-Tanukhi,
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reports that a rich merchant in Baghdad kept his money in his own private
latrine. Few of the houses had an elaborate doorway to the outside. The
earliest house of some distinction which has survived so far – one of the six
units found in the early Islamic settlement at Qasr al-Hayr East – had an
entrance leading into a long and dark hall opening into the central courtyard.

There are many reasons for this lack of external ostentatiousness. One is
certainly an attempt to protect the private world of wives, children, servants
and slaves: the Thousand and One Nights are full of adventures which can
only be understood in the context of an intensely closed family life. Another
reason was the practical one of avoiding the directing of attention to wealth
for fear of taxation and confiscation.

Only glimpses can be gathered of the life of the bourgeoisie inside their
houses. Some business was transacted there, as well as a lot of gossip. From
VII/thirteenth-century miniatures a few details of interiors can be constructed:
curtains hanging between rooms or internal partitions, simple ceilings with
elaborate ventilation systems, a jar of cool water under a stairway, beds or
couches, a few chairs. Spinning was done in the house, and eating could be a
major event, with large trays covered with bread, meats and fruit around
which men gathered in a circle; the food was generally prepared outside and
kitchens seem unknown until Ottoman times. In some houses there were
many books, and education, especially of small children, took place there in
part. Visitors came and went, at times other merchants and men of property,
at other times total strangers, real or fake holy men, story-tellers, travelers
from far away. The stories of al-Hariri’s Maqamat often utilize the setting for
a majlis or gathering of urban notables, just as it is the setting of many
political intrigues in early Islamic times, religious and intellectual discussions
later on, amorous adventures or practical jokes at all times. It is in such
private houses that in III/ninth-century Nishapur we first hear of madrasas,
the institution of religious learning which was later to become embodied in
monumental architecture. [93]

Relations between owners of individual houses were not always idyllic.
Legal texts and the Geniza fragments are replete with disputes about property
rights and about repairs. The main bones of contention were the ownership
of walls between houses and about the uses of streets and lanes. The latter is
particularly important for an understanding of the city, for there seems to
have been a constant tension between the need for a public policy which
demanded free movement in thoroughfares and privately owned buildings
which crept into the street. Islamic law provided that the open space around
or along a building was part of the property to an extent about which
medieval legal specialists argued endlessly. Problems also arose about water,
at times about rights to the clean water usually brought in at the expense of
the state, at times about sewerage (or lack thereof ). The presence of animals
and mills also led frequently to disputes. De facto if not de jure the Muslim
world was moving toward zoning regulations.
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Living quarters were affected by such variables as the sources of water or
the predominant material of construction. Jerusalem, dependent on cisterns
and on expensive aqueducts, could not develop the appearance of Damascus
or Fez with abundant waters easily accessible through canalizations, and all
three were different from Yazd and Kirman with their underground qanats
bringing water from far away. In Iran, richer houses tended to be nearer the
source of water, while in Syria proximity to the center of town or to some
important monument was a favored location. Then also, Iranian houses in
mud brick could easily be abandoned and rebuilt elsewhere, whereas the
stone constructions of Syria and Palestine were far more permanent and
tended to be constantly repaired. The greater permanence of family ownership
of city land in Syria and Palestine led to a greater power of the urban
bourgeoisie and restricted, among other things, the showy monumental
constructions of princes so typical of Iran. Yet, with all the physical differences
which can be demonstrated, there was an internal consistency within the
Muslim quarter. Its key lies in what has been called the predominance of a
“familial obligation.” The house of a family was the main cellular unit of the
city; it was a closed unit, developing within itself, secretive and interiorized.

Few Muslim cities are understandable without their suburbs, the rabad of
texts. Damascus and Aleppo evolved and grew as suburbs were incorporated
into the city. In many Iranian cities, in Baghdad or Raqqa, there occurred an
alternation in importance between early city and suburb, the rhythms and
reasons of the alternation varying from place to place.

Whether in the old city or in the suburbs, whether for living alone or for
living and manufacturing, the quarter with its individual houses of varying
quality, its neighborhood problems of sewer repairs and balconies over
streets, and its gossipy or intellectual meetings, was the core of the bourgeois
city. It did not have a formal and consistent administration, although
obviously enough a natural or hereditary selection of notables served to
defend the interests of the quarter and to communicate to it decisions or
demands from the state. The sharif and the ra’is (or muqaddam) are perhaps
the most consistent terms for leaders of quarters. One of them implied a sort
of blood nobility before it became specifically and more uniquely associated
with the descendants of the Prophet, while the other reflects an appointed or
elected office, but in both cases there were evolutions in meaning and
variations from area to area. Formalized or not, the bourgeois institution
had at its disposal several means of pressure. The most important one
consisted of a sort of para-military force, the ‘ayyarun, ahdath or fityan, part
rabble and part militia, who occasionally controlled the activities and life of
the city and who policed it against thieves and brigands. Instances exist of
governors actually removed by the local bourgeois establishment. For practical
purposes, however, consistent authority over the affairs of the quarter was in
the hands of the qadi, the judge, for it is through him that all practical
problems were settled, from the uses of water to all-important inheritances.
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It is interesting to note that the illustrations of the Maqamat always show
the qadi as a bourgeois Arab differentiated from the people with whom he
deals only by the long veil or taylasan over his head and shoulders; he is
never shown as the alien prince. It is indeed within this private world of the
bourgeoisie that Islamic law developed in the immense complexity of its
practical details, and therein lies one of its most significant characteristics
and contributions to Islamic culture. [94]

The Religious Community

The theoretical focus and locus of the Muslim community was the mosque,
the congregational masjid al-jami‘ which in the past, as today, was the most
obvious, largest monument in the city accessible to all Muslims. But this
masjid al-jami‘, or simply jami‘ as it became known from the IV/tenth or V/
eleventh centuries onward, was in many ways less a reflection of the concrete
community of a given town than the symbol and the instrument of a
broader authority, that of the caliph and his representatives. In the large
metropolises it had become too remote and possibly too anonymous to be
the true expression of the local umma. There was another monument or
institution which was possibly better attuned to the character and needs of
the city’s own inhabitants. This was the musalla, literally place of prayer.
There was usually one for every town and it was located outside of the city’s
walls, frequently, especially in Iran, in or near one of the main cemeteries. It
was generally used only for religious and popular festivals and does not seem
to have acquired the typological consistency of the congregational mosque.
Its practical urban function is still quite unclear, but it is curious that in
Morocco and in a few Spanish cities it was known as the shari‘a – the Law.

Next to the congregational mosque and to the more elusive musalla, there
were, almost from the beginning, smaller masjids for specific quarters or
tribes. In later times the number and character of these private restricted
places of gathering and prayer changed considerably. By the end of the VII/
thirteenth century in Aleppo, there were 208 masjids in the city, ten within
the walls and nearly 300 in the suburbs. Comparable figures occur in
Damascus, Cairo and Fez, where there were 785 holy places around 1300;
numbers are not of the same order of magnitude in Iraq or Iran, and it is
possible that there were significant regional variants in the development of
the masjid. In the Arab core of the Muslim world it tended to become
restricted to fairly specific social groups defined by quarter or family as well
as by trade or occupation. From one early instance in Baghdad where an old
woman’s dream led to the development of a mosque all the way to VII/
thirteenth-century Aleppo or Damascus where a Mosque of Repentance
(Tawba) replaced places for drinking and prostitution, it was local needs and
local aspirations which led to the creation of most of these monuments. At
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times, as in the Aqmar mosque in Cairo, they were very impressive works of
architecture and decoration, adapted in their shape to pre-existing exigencies
of the city’s life. Others, such as a small mosque recently excavated in Siraf,
were quite humble affairs. In contradistinction to what was said about
private houses, the masjids were frequently provided with external projections
in the shape of gates, outside ornament and, especially in Iranian cities of
the V/eleventh and VI/twelfth centuries, high and fancy minarets. It is
curious to note that several of the celebrated minarets in and around Isfahan
whose mosques have disappeared were sponsored by the local establishment
and not by princes, and one of them even has a reference to the title of a
ra’is.

A very similar conclusion can be drawn about the second most common
religious monument of the medieval city, the madrasa. It seems clear that by
the V/eleventh century a private and local patrician institution serving to
strengthen the learning and the scholarship of the Sunni establishment was
willfully transformed into an instrument of the Muslim state. It is only after
this change that the first monumental madrasas begin to appear, but their
number (some forty in Aleppo around 700/1300 and seventy-four in Cairo
in the IX/fifteenth century) can be explained only by the fact that they
fulfilled an internal urban need. In part it was simply the technical need to
provide legal and spiritual leaders, but in another sense it was the place
where the aspirations of the local bourgeoisie which endowed these
establishments found their legal justification. Madrasas began to decline
when the urban bourgeoisie lost its power, but for several centuries they
were the major foci of urban complexes; the majestic examples so well
represented in Cairo by the madrasa of Sultan Hasan are generally princely
creations, but typologically and functionally they derive from humbler
bourgeois sources and needs.

A far more complex problem is posed by the third group of a city’s
religious monuments, the holy sanctuary, variously called mashhad –
martyrium, mazar – place of pilgrimage, qubba, turba or imamzade –
mausoleum. Two cultural strands with early Islamic and even pre-Islamic
roots were involved in the development of sanctuaries around tombs of holy
men or the commemoration of holy events. One is the Islamic inheritance
of thousands of holy places which had maintained their attraction at the
level of folk piety and therefore were sooner or later Islamicized. The second
strand is the development within Islam itself of a tendency to focus activities
or to define legitimacy around specific individuals. This phenomenon took
many forms. Shi‘ism, for instance, transformed the places where the
descendants of ‘Ali were buried – Karbala, Najaf, Qum, Mashhad – into
major monuments and centers for pilgrimage. The Sunni reaction tended to
emphasize Old Testament prophets, although the burial place of the
traditionalist ash-Shafi‘i in Cairo did become a major sanctuary. The tombs
of Sufi masters also became venerated, although probably not before the V/
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eleventh or VI/twelfth centuries. Even the puritanical Hanbalis liked to
gather in the cemetery where the founder of the madhhab was buried.
Slowly and in ways which are particularly difficult to unravel, the cemetery
became one of the most important parts of the city, with pilgrimages,
meetings, revivals, at times even orgies, exemplifying a whole range of
relations to the dead. Some of these sanctuaries were Islam-wide in meaning,
others only regional, but the vast majority were restricted to local inhabitants.
Some eventually became built up and developed by princes and by the
military aristocracy, like the great Cairene cemeteries, the Shi‘i centers of
Iraq and Iran, or the Shah-i Zinda in Samarkand. But in many instances, for
example Jonas’s sanctuary in Nineveh, it is a mass of simple, locally sponsored
accretions and modifications which made up the sanctuaries as we can
observe them. Even in the great monumental examples princes may have
been responsible for the building, but local piety created and used the holy
places. A whole system of hostels, retreats, free kitchens, libraries, hospitals,
grew around many of them. Many of these were endowed by a city’s
inhabitants, at times for specific mystical orders, and they formed a link
between different cities; travelers like Ibn Battuta could go from one to [95]
another all over the Muslim world. Cities of the dead became cities of God.

Private masjids, madrasas, sanctuaries, cemeteries were much more than
monuments and areas in which inhabitants congregated on certain occasions
or for purposes which could be snobbish (to hear a muezzin with a good
voice), learned, mystic or practical (as in seeking cures for sickness). These
were the places where political, social and intellectual groupings were made,
where the citizenry of a town divided itself into factions, the opposite in a
way to the pilgrimage to Mecca which was the greatest unifying factor in the
umma. It is perhaps because this factionalism took place within or around
institutions of piety that so much of classical Islamic factionalism took on a
religious or at least pietistic form, and why central authorities sought so
frequently to build up and to manipulate institutions which had sprung out
of the needs of the urban population.

While the confessional building was the main center of public activities
and the source of a bourgeois’s allegiances and beliefs, it was not the only
one. Baths were remarkably numerous in all medieval cities and served as
important social centers. Many have been preserved from Central Asia to
Granada. They are usually quite small and their exact uses still merit
investigation. There were also organizations which were not tied to specific
locales, like the futuwwa for instance, to which we shall return in another
context.

In short, next to quarters centered on the single family house, the urban
landscape of traditional Islamic civilization possessed a network of city-wide
foci in the form of confessionally restricted centers through which the city’s
bourgeoisie acquired its allegiances and developed the physical forms of its
beliefs. Within the Muslim community, these forms varied from century to
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century. They were tribal and ethnic in early times, orthodox madhhabs
from the III/ninth century onwards, Sunni and Shi‘i from the IV/tenth
century, frequently Sufi after the VI/twelfth. Yet behind the forms there
always lay a very deep piety which, as behooves Islam, expressed itself in
works as much as in buildings or in professions of faith. This concern for the
good of others appears in the humble palm tree with which this chapter
began, or in the Baghdad merchant who had made arrangements to have
blankets and garments distributed to the Muslim prisoners taken by the
Byzantines, or in another wealthy citizen of Baghdad who used to buy up
the time of prisoners in jails who had confessed their misdeeds. Most
instances like these have not been preserved in written records, nor do they
appear in monuments, yet they form the most socially and humanely
meaningful dimension of the traditional religious community.

Wealth

The ownership of land was the major source of wealth in classical Islam. A
town like Raqqa may have had any number of functions and purposes, but
one of them was to be the capital of a rich and newly irrigated agricultural
area. Estates and entire villages were owned not by the people who lived in
them but by city dwellers, and their revenues seemed to embellish the city,
at least after the VI/twelfth century.

Wealth gained from manufacturing also had a crucial influence on the life
of towns. Some of the work may have taken place inside the quarters, but
for many activities, especially the polluting work of tanners, butchers,
brickmakers and so on, there were specialized quarters, on the outskirts of
the town. How systematically specialization was divided inside towns is still
a moot question, but a bazaar of metalworkers was recently discovered at
Siraf, and the pre-modern pattern of Aleppo’s wonderful suq or that of
Kashan may have early roots.

The visible expression of trade – the third most important source of
wealth in the Islamic city – took several forms. On the outskirts of the city
there were large caravanserais, usually surrounded by an empty area for the
parking of animals. Superb examples of this type have been preserved from
X/sixteenth- and XI/seventeenth-century Iran, and a similar caravanserai
was found recently in Siraf. A neighboring bath probably served the function
of our own health inspection at frontiers.

Inside the city there were warehouses, called variously khan, funduq,
qaysariyya, wakala. Each of these terms has its [96] own history and background
and there were differences in meaning and possibly in legal and functional
uses between them, but the main point is that the center of the city – and at
times several centers in it – was occupied by large storage buildings, at times,
as in Aleppo, truly monumental ones. These warehouses were usually built
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into a system of covered streets with shops, the suq. Plans tend to be either
radial from one or more polygonal nodes or consisting of parallel streets with
occasional large interior piazzas. Shops are simple but warehouses are frequently
monumental. The bazaar is dotted with monuments of practical piety, fountains,
small masjids, madrasas, baths, hospitals. Few people lived there in classical
times, but the commercial hub of the city is rarely far removed from the
congregational mosque and from the offices and dwellings of princes and
governors. Proximity to the bazaar, while not necessarily desirable for living,
was obviously a source of much prestige, and could be afforded by the very
wealthy, as is suggested by the admittedly late Azem palace in Damascus.
Earlier in Cairo pious monuments celebrating the conspicuous consumption
of the rulers were all erected near each other, almost always on the same street
adjoining bazaars and between two main mosques.

It is not very difficult to imagine the life and activities of a city’s commercial
center, its endless movements of people, goods and animals. At certain
places, as is shown in an illustration from the Maqamat, a dentist–barber
would set himself up, and a host of services sprang up everywhere: water-
carrying, cooking and so forth. Law and authority were in the hands of the
muhtasib, an official specially appointed to supervise weights and measures,
fineness of coinage, honesty in merchandising. Punishments of mercantile
impropriety seem on the whole to have been far more frequent and more
severe than of private immorality.

Any account of the legal and professional organizations common to Islamic
commercial life requires the mention of an allied topic, the futuwwa. This
was a strictly urban movement with elaborate initiation rites, a partly secret
code of behavior and mystical doctrines. It was both a means to formulate
and defend local needs and a loose pan-Islamic system of social and political
contacts. Frequently it became indistinguishable from Sufi movements and
we shall see later that it may have had some impact on the arts. The
relationship between the official world of the muhtasib and the locally
developed one of the futuwwa is difficult to determine properly, but the
duality of allegiances and of obligations suggested by the existence of both
leads to a major point to which I shall return in conclusion.

Trade, altogether, was much more than the main source of wealth in the
city. It was its cultural mix, its source of ideas and adventures, and in many
ways the means by which almost everything from a Chinese ceramic to an
absurd story could penetrate across social classes and from one end of the
Muslim world to another.

The “State”

Few urban centers could escape the presence of what has been called earlier
the “state”, i.e., the complex of administrative, military and ideological forces
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which tended to reflect a broader entity than the city itself or which consisted
of individuals and groups different from city-born but ruling over them.

Several types of monuments made the state’s presence visible. In early
times the most common one was the dar al-imara: “house of government.”
Two of these are known archaeologically, both from Umayyad times. One in
Kufa is a sort of castle within the city, with a central court from which one
penetrates into a formal audience hall or into a group of small units, either
administrative offices or living quarters. The other one, at Qasr al-Hayr ash-
Sharqi in Syria, is distinguishable from more common houses only by its
ease of access and by a greater concentration of decoration. From literary
sources we know that other dar al-imaras were quite elaborate, such as the
one Abu Muslim built in Merv. But on the whole, as its name indicates, it
was not really meant to be more than a “house” serving the community by
harboring the officials appointed by the central government and the offices,
mostly financial, needed for the exercise of their functions.

It is not very clear from sources when the term dar al-imara and presumably
the functions associated with it disappeared, but a definite change both in
terminology and in type occurs after the foundation of Baghdad in 139/786.
Administrative offices became separated from formal and living areas, and at
least in the case of Baghdad, they were located along the inner wall of the
town. Next to the formal imperial palace was the private palace, often called
a qasr, castle, inside the city. Fancy names were given to these establishments
found in most capital cities: the Palace of the Crown, of the Pleiades, or of
Eternity. Often surrounded by gardens, they may not have been more than
pleasure pavilions like the later Safavid and Ottoman ones in Isfahan or
Istanbul. To the bourgeoisie and to other city dwellers the imperial palace
became a myth, the imaginative myth of the mysterious succession of
magnificent palaces found in the Thousand and One Nights, the romantic
myth of Harun al-Rashid escaping his gilded cage to mix with commoners,
the frightening myth of a world from which one could not escape and into
which, when called, one brought one’s shroud.

Little of day-to-day administration was carried out in these palaces. Instead
there were diwans. Their forms are not known, but one building in Siraf has
tentatively been interpreted as an office building. It is curious, however, that
the illustrations of the Maqamat of al-Hariri represent a royal living place as
an unusual building, while a diwan or a dar al-nizara is shown in the same
manner as regular houses.

The evidence of these illustrations is of course rather late and limited to
Iraq. In the meantime a new type of place of government has appeared: the
citadel, qala or arg. All citadels were not as striking as that in Aleppo, which
dominates the city from the height of a partly natural and partly artificial
mound. But in most known instances they were the largest and most
impressive monuments in town, as in the striking citadel in Bosra, built
entirely around a Roman theater. Citadels are as ancient as towns, yet they
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were relatively rare in early Islamic times except in frontier areas. They
began to proliferate in the IV/tenth century and the earliest evidence known
so far is, accidentally or not, from the northeastern frontiers of Islam. Ibn
Hawqal describes at [97] Bukhara a citadel which was outside the city but
contiguous to it, a pattern which was to occur in Aleppo, Damascus, Cairo
and Granada. It was not simply a fortified enclosure for the military but
often a sort of mini-city with a mosque, palaces, cisterns, houses, etc. The
creation of a separate and restricted urban entity controlling but different
from the main city occurs also in the first Cairo built at the end of the IV/
tenth century and most spectacularly in the Alhambra in Granada. As has
been shown for Aleppo, the evolution of the physical relationship between
citadel and city reflects the evolution of the relationship between the local
bourgeoisie and the military aristocracy.

Closely related to the citadel were fortifications. Early Islamic towns, with
a few exceptions, did not have defensive walls, but in the IV/tenth century
city walls appear in a systematic manner, totally new ones or, especially in
very old cities, refurbished antique ones. Epigraphic information for cities
like Diyarbakr, Jerusalem, Cairo and Aleppo clearly indicates that these
constructions were almost always the responsibility of local princes and in
earlier times of the caliphate.

An interesting aspect of fortifications lies in their gates. Their location
usually reflects the existing terrain, internal features of the city like its
markets and quarters, some significant suburban feature like a sanctuary,
or an activity like tanning which usually took place outside the city walls.
The names of gates often indicate the peculiar symbiosis between the
world of the prince and that of the city. The former appears in secret gates,
the bab as-sirr so often mentioned in sources, or in the symbolic transfers
of gates from one city to another, as happened to the gates of Baghdad and
is alleged to have happened in one instance in Aleppo. Gates were symbols
of princely possession and were frequently decorated with sculptures, most
often lions and snakes. It is curious that the Muslim world, which generally
avoided an official art of sculptured representation, made quite consistent
exceptions for gates, from Bukhara to Cairo. We know very little about the
actual sources of these representations or the specific associations which
were made with them. In some instances, especially in Anatolia, there is
little doubt that Central Asian, non-Islamic, Turkish pagan or Buddhist
explanations can be proposed, but quite frequently local talismans, cults
and superstitions were involved, as in the lion gate built in Hamadan by a
Daylami prince, the Aleppo gates with snakes, or pre-Islamic gates with
solar symbols reused in Isfahan. It has been suggested that the now vanished
Talisman gate in Baghdad, with a small figure strangling two symmetrically
arranged dragons, is an attempt at a precise symbolism of the Caliph al-
Nasir defeating heterodoxies. For the most part, however, the names of
gates refer to the people and activities which surrounded them, and through
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their lists, as for instance in VI/twelfth-century Marrakesh, the tribal and
economic organization of the city can be reconstructed. In Jerusalem, on
the other hand, the names of gates and their changes reflect the complicated
religious associations of the city.

Palace, citadel, fortifications, gates, mosque: such are the most obvious
and most important aspects of the state’s visibility in the city. Others were
the jail, and at times the mint, but these have not been clearly isolated as
characteristic forms. An example about which more is known is the large
open space found inside the city walls or at its edges. The maydan or the
rabba (the latter limited, it seems, to the interior of towns) were used for
military parades and practice as well as for polo-playing. These are clearly
princely activities; the maydan built by Ibn Tulun in his quarter near Fustat
was within the city and has [98] elaborate units with fancy gates that were
used in specific ceremonies. All Central Asian cities are supposed to have
had a large open space in front of the citadel. While one must concede that
most of these areas were used primarily for the state, they did also serve as
market places, especially for animals, and in many cities, Damascus for
instance, the maydan became an essential part of the physical development
of the town. In later Iran, it was a center for almost all urban activities and
acquired striking architectural forms, but it is difficult to know how far back
such formalization can legitimately be pushed.

The immediate, daily extension of the state’s authority into the city took
place through a police force, the shurta, and through tax collection, whose
practical mechanisms are not very clear. But there were also major state
responsibilities inside the city. Water, for instance, was often gathered and
distributed through its auspices and thoroughfares were maintained by it,
large enough for the horses of the princes, the camels of merchants and the
donkeys of individuals. Many caravanserais were built and maintained by
princes or the military establishment as well.

Taste

One aspect of the city’s taste has been brought out as we discussed other
components of the urban complex. The interiorized house off a narrow lane
or the private sanctuary emerging in the midst of living quarters or of a
bazaar are characteristic elements of an urban taste, for they are the result of
uniquely urban needs and affect the modes of behavior and the habits of the
city. Other examples are the mythology formed around princes and in tales
about remote lands or about the deeds and misdeeds of the city’s bourgeoisie.
Much of adab literature, from at-Tanukhi’s gossips to al-Hariri’s verbal
pyrotechnics, grew out of the world of merchants and artisans. But, beyond
these features, a peculiarly medieval Islamic development is the way in
which its visual arts also reflected the city and its bourgeoisie. This is most
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evident in the art of objects, especially ceramics and metalwork, of which so
many examples have been preserved.

Three aspects of the art of the object are particularly pertinent for our
purposes. One is the development of new techniques. In ceramics, luster,
polychrome glazes and all sorts of means to improve the precision and color
of designs; in metalwork, the rediscovery of silver inlays on bronze objects,
as well as similar modifications in glass making and in book decorating, are
techniques which share two characteristics. One is that they seek to give
brilliant and expensive effects as economically as possible and the other is
that they all exhibit interest in visual ostentatiousness for generally very
humble objects – a pitcher, a bowl, a mortar, a pen case. The motifs found
on them, and especially on ceramics, are amazing in their variety. The recent
publication of the objects found in Nishapur, one of the great metropolises
of medieval Islam, has brought to light thousands of different subjects, from
simple proverbs or expressions of good wishes on undecorated backgrounds
to personages, animals, floral and other motifs. Metalwork objects tended to
be less varied in their subjects of decoration. Most of their themes came
from what has been called the princely cycle, hunting, drinking, polo-
playing, astrology, the life of [99] pleasure. Yet occasional anomalies suggest
that these were not simply illustrations of princely life. Some objects show
scenes of daily life in a very specific and literal sense. A particularly
extraordinary group shows Christian scenes in the midst of royal pastimes.
And then inscriptions indicate that the celebrated Bobrinski kettle, or bucket,
in the Hermitage, dated in 559/1163, as well as a strange aquamanile in the
shape of a cow made in 600/1203 and from the same museum, were specifically
made for merchants, while a pen case dated to 543/1148 (also in the Hermitage,
and the earliest remaining object with complete inlaid decoration) was made
by a city dweller for his brother returning from the haj. What is suggested
by these and many other similar examples is that most objects played a role
in a very complex system of personal and social relations within the urban
bourgeoisie. They were gifts or simply the objects which surrounded life,
which made the regular activities of life more attractive and more pleasurable.
The very variety of the motifs and techniques found on them argues for an
urban origin, for, whereas the art of princes tended to be interchangeable
from area to area and less immediately affected by new tastes and new ideas,
urban middle classes were more conscious of differences between cities and
provinces as well as between individuals.

Finally, the iconography of these objects, insofar as we are able to unravel
it, confirms the close relationship between the urban bourgeoisie and especially
ceramic art. A magnificent plate of the III/ninth century from northeastern
Iran simply has a decoration of writing consisting of homespun and prosaic
proverbs or of standardized greetings. In its prosaically aphoristic character,
it illustrates the world of the sanctimonious and pious merchants and artisans
who belonged to early Sunni madhhabs. It is their own lives or the world
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which surrounded them which appear so frequently on contemporary
ceramics from Egypt. A celebrated plate in the Freer Gallery in Washington
has been shown to be an illustration of mystical literary metaphors, showing
a young man who has abandoned his earthly desires (represented on the
plate by a riderless horse) contemplating a soul, perhaps his own, which has
reached union with the divine and lives in the divine like a fish in water.
And, as a final example, a ewer of the late VI/twelfth century in the Tiflis
Museum has a long poem which, partly in naively personal and partly in
mystical terms, expresses an artisan’s or owner’s love for his object and
appreciation for its uses. It is certainly not an accident that these last two
objects coincide in time with the appearance of the futuwwa and of mysticism
in urban culture. Even the personal and private character of some of the
inscriptions from VIII/thirteenth-century objects, as opposed to the more
generalized nature of earlier ones, illustrates the more individualistic type of
piety which preceded the Mongol invasions.

It is more difficult to decide whether the existence of a bourgeois art of
the city can be extended to architecture. The practical means of building
major monuments were most of the time in the hands of the state, and most
dedicatory inscriptions identify princes or their retinue as the major patrons
of architecture. Yet there are two areas in which the taste of the bourgeoisie
may have permanently affected architecture, at least until 1300. One is the
function of monuments. With the exception of palaces and military
architecture, almost all major functions from the caravanserai to the madrasa
were first developed within the bourgeois world or served its purposes, even
if the ostentatiousness of monuments like the madrasa of Sultan Hasan in
Cairo or some of the Anatolian princely caravanserais is probably royal in
nature. The other area of urban bourgeois impact lies in specific forms, or
rather in the ways in which forms were treated. As one walks in traditional
sections of Muslim towns or contemplates and uses so many of their objects,
consistently striking impressions are, first of all, the ubiquitous presence of
inscriptions, and then the way in which the rhythm of living activities in the
streets is broken up by a doorway to a sanctuary or by a fountain. In all
instances the viewer is less affected by the entrance itself or by the fountain
than by its decoration. It compels the visitor to stop, to enter into the
monument or to use it, and thus to escape from the city’s continuous
activities, to work out the details of the design, at times to read the inscription.
The point of the doorway, of the fountain (or of the minaret) is to remind
one of formulas so often found on inscriptions: al-mulk lillah or al-baqi
lillah, “power is to God” or “the remainder is to God.” These are not
standardized, meaningless phrases, but reminders of the ultimate statement
of Islam that there is no one and no thing but God. Inasmuch as piety in its
manifold forms was so much a local phenomenon, it can be suggested that
there was a bourgeois mode in architectural forms just as much as in objects,
and that it consisted in developing designs which required the viewer to stop
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and to think of God and of things other than the immediately perceptible
and immediately compelling life.

The Islamic City: Tension and Resilience

From this impressionistic and essentially descriptive survey of the urban
landscape in classical Islamic times, a number of conclusions emerge, of
which two seem to me particularly significant.

The first is that the Muslim city can be defined less as a willed, conscious,
so to speak “programmed” social and physical entity than as a series of
tensions between contradictory and at times downright incompatible poles,
always subject to the variables of time and area. The city is commercial and
artisanal, but much of its wealth derives from agriculture, and the physical
separation between urban living and the cultivation of land is never very
clear. The city is defined by a single congregational mosque, but it also
contains hundreds of private sanctuaries and places of worship. It is the
world of a local bourgeoisie, although a military aristocracy of governors
from the outside tends to have most of the power. Quarters are divided
according to tribal, religious or ethnic groupings, but the hub of the city is
its center of trade, in which many faiths and men of many origins are
present. Walls are built to protect it and immediately suburbs grow. Purposes
and functions of monuments derive from the needs of the city, but only the
state has the funds and the power to build major ones. Within the bourgeoisie
itself similar tensions occur, between family and professional allegiances,
between orthodox legalism and mystical movements, between strictly local
pride and more worldwide concerns, between individualism [100] and group
interests. All these tensions were translated into institutional and formal
terms. The qadi and the muhtasib, the shurta of the state and the ayyarun or
ahdath of the city, the amir and the ra’is, the jami‘ and the mashhad, the qasr
and the diwan, the madina and the rabad, all these pairs of terms illustrate
generally unresolved oppositions between parallel sets of institutions.

It would be convenient if one could further conclude that all these
examples of binary tension are but illustrations of one or two basic structural
tensions within the Muslim world affecting, in this instance, the urban
order. And no doubt tensions between military and bourgeoisie, between
legalism and Sufism, between local particularism and pan-Islamic needs can
be detected at almost all times.

Should we then argue that there was no “Islamic” city or bourgeoisie,
only a number of local developments and occurrences whose tension took
on an Islamic mold? To a degree this is indeed so, and some recent scholarship
has sought to emphasize local particularities at the expense of very broad
cultural generalizations. Yet even the brief outline given in this chapter
suggests a second conclusion, which is the remarkable permanence of so
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many Muslim cities – almost all of them in fact, except for those like Siraf
which had from the very beginning a single and limited focus. If, in spite of
conflicts, invasions, destructions and tensions, the Muslim world is so
frequently defined by its urban life, and if so many of the cities preserved
their wealth for so many centuries without abandoning their allegiance to
the umma, we must assume that they held something in common, something
which would have been absent, for instance, from Russian cities, so many of
which did not survive the Mongol invasions, or from Languedoc cities
which required centuries to recover from the destructive crusades of the VII/
thirteenth century. It is in part the very looseness of the Muslim city’s
institutional system which gave it resilience. For, just as it did not acquire
the urban institutions of antiquity or of the medieval West, it did not
acquire sclerotic organisms which could stifle it. Based as it was on a series of
bonds between individuals and between units of very different kinds, bonds
which were rarely written down but carried on from generation to generation,
the Muslim city could define itself, as in the passage of al-Jahiz cited earlier,
in ethical or spiritual terms, for it was based on a relationship between men
and not between institutions. This human side explains so much of the city’s
physical aspects, handsome new houses and monuments next to dilapidated
ones originally fulfilling the same purposes, constantly refurbished bazaars,
constant relationship to men of the past through large cemeteries and easy
abandonment of burial places of forgotten men. This was all possible because
it was men rather than formal institutions that remained and men could
adapt themselves to new circumstances. Furthermore, the Muslim mold,
which was given to whatever institution or problem arose, made it possible
for Andalusians to move to Morocco, for Moroccans to come to Iran and for
more than half the Muslim world to be governed by Ottoman Turks. It is
Islam which gave its resilience to the Muslim city and to its bourgeoisie, not
because it was necessarily aware of all urban problems but because it had the
abstract forms in which all of them could be resolved.

For this reason it is difficult and dangerous to interpret original physical
features of a few Muslim cities – the brilliantly symbolic plan of Baghdad,
the complex compositions of bazaars in Kashan and Isfahan, the square
patterns of Herat – as expressions of the culture’s own unique qualities. In
many of these instances, most remarkably in Baghdad, the theoretical pattern
hardly survived a generation. And, while abstract urban plans may have
developed occasionally within the Muslim world, they tended, more often
than not, to be the whims of princes and of the state, not typical expressions
of the culture. The latter occurred in the unique character of Islamic life and
attitudes, whose shadows only have been preserved in the bourgeois city.


