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Abstract

The arrival of the Fatimid conquerors to Egypt was a turning point which brought forth a radical impact on both
political and religious sides of life. Coming from quite a different doctrinal background, the Fatimids had a
predominating aim to spread their beliefs between the Egyptian populace. Perhaps one of their workable tactics to
diffuse the shi‘T doctrine was the introduction of mausoleums (mashads), devoted to the burial of their Fatimid imams-
who claimed the ultimate descent from “al- Husayn Ibn “Al1 Ibn Ab1 Talib”. Although Islam has strict traditions against
funerary architecture, the Fatimid mashads did the trick; they were, and still are, highly venerated by the Sunni
populace of Egypt. This research is an attempt to reach a better understanding of the influence of the Shiite doctrine on
the function of funerary architecture in Fatimid Egypt, while shedding light on women’s vital role in achieving this
objective.
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Introduction

It is difficult to tackle the sectarian influence on the function of the funerary architecture without a thorough
understanding of the Shi‘T ' doctrine and its role in the working of the state. The Shi‘T Fatimids developed clearly
different doctrines from those adopted by the Sunni Muslims. For the Shi‘a themselves, shi‘ism is one response to the
message of Islam, in which ‘Alf ibn Abt Talib has a pivotal role. They see their genesis in the special rapport that
existed between the Prophet and “Alj, they believe that Prophet Muhammad appointed ‘AlT to be his successor at Ghadir
Khumm not long before he died.

The Shi‘a also disagreed among themselves, the disputes between different groups often centered on
genealogy. They, thus, fell into three campuses: The Zaydi Shi‘a (Zaydiya), > The Twelver/ Imami Shi‘a (ithna §rya),’
who believe in the return of the twelfth (hidden) imam * and accord even more importance to this belief than a powerful
concept as the day of resurrection, and Isma‘fli Shi‘a (Isma liya), > also called as-Sab‘iya (Sevener Shi‘T) and al-
Batiniya.’ Unlike the two abovementioned groups, who in fact did not hold to a doctrine of continuing designation,
Isma Tlf Shi‘a dogmatized that each imam in turn must designate his own successor.’

The concept of Imamate

The division between these groups, based on their own understanding of the genealogy, sheds light on the importance of
the Imamate in their concept; specially the Isma‘Tli version of it, they believe that the succession to rule derives from the
very root of shi‘ism, they only allow designation nass,® for them, the Prophet literally “designated” ‘Alf as his sole
successor. Each Tmam designates his successor during his lifetime. This concept of nass eventually faded in importance
except for the Isma ‘Tlis who believed in its critical religious meaning and significance.

In al- Kafi, one the most trusted Shi‘T hadiths sources, we can find the following hadiths reinforcing the
concept of Imamate, the importance of having, and following, an imam, who is considered as a witness from Allah over
his creature, and confirming his Divine authority.

Al- Husayn ibn Muhammad has narrated from Mu ‘alla ibn Muhammad from al-Hassan ibn ‘Alt al- Washsha’ who had
said the following:

“Allah’s holding people accountable remains unjustified without the Imam who would teach people about Him” '°
They also believed that the Imam should have a holy nature that we can understand through the following
hadith:

Al- Hassan ibn Muhammad has narrated from Muhammad ibn Mu ‘alla ibn Muhammad from some of our people from
Abu ‘AlT ibn Rashid from Abii al- Hassan (a.s.) who he said the following: “The earth is never without a person with
Divine authority and I swear to Allah that I am the person with Divine authority”. !

The same meaning can be found in another hadith, but this time emphasizing on the absolute need to an imam
among the people.
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‘AlT ibn Ibrahim has narrated from Muhammad ibn ‘Issa from al- Fudayl ibn Abi Hamza who had said the following:
“I asked Abu ‘Abdallah (a.s.), ‘Can the earth be left without the Imam?’ “the Imam (a.s.) replied, “were to remain
without Imam it would obliterate its inhabitants.” "

The necessity of the belief in the imam goes to the extent that the faith was questioned when one does not
follow an imam; evidence could be traced from the following hadith:

Ahmed ibn Idris has narrated from ibn ‘Abd al- Gabbar from Safwan al- Fudayl from al- Harith ibn al- Mughira who
has said the following: ‘I said to Abu ‘Abdullah (a.s.), ‘The messenger of Allah has said, “Whoever would die without
knowing who is his Imam in he would die as if has died in ignorance (of religion). “The Imam (a.s.) said, “That is
true.” I then said, “Is it the ignorance of uneducated people or ignorance of ones not knowing his Imam?” The Imam
(a.s.) said, “It means the ignorance that is disbelief, hypocrisy and error.”"?

Based on the above belief, one who does not follow an Imam with Divine authority would endure punishment
from God.

Narrated Hisam ibn Salim from Habih al- Sagistant from Abii Ga ‘far (a.s.) who has said the following: “Allah, the
Most Holy, the Most High, has said, ‘I will cause to suffer punishment all those who live a religious life in Islam under
the guardianship of unjust Imams who possess no authority from Allah even though such followers would be virtious
and pious in their deeds. I will forgive all those who live a religious life in Islam under the guardianship of an Imam
who is just in his dealings and possess authority from Allah even though such followers in their dealings would be
unjust sinners.” '’

Hukm in building funerary domes

Despite the large number of surviving shi‘T mausolea in the Islamic world, the funerary architecture was prohibited by
the Prophet, many hadiths, found in shi‘T books, expressed forbiddance of building on the grave or even cover it with
clay. ?

Narrated Abi Ga ‘far ibn ‘Al1 from Muhammad ibn al- Hussin ibn Abt al- Khattab from ibn ‘Alt ibn Asbat from ibn ‘Alt
ibn Ga far said: “I asked Abu al-Hassan Miisa (a.s.) about building on a grave or sitting on it, if it was acceptable? He
replied that it was not acceptable to build on the grave, nor sitting on it, nor plastering it, coat or cover with clay”."®

This meaning is consolidated by other hadiths:

Narrated Muhammad ibn Ya ‘qub from ‘Ali ibn Ibrahim from his father, from al- Nufali, from al- Sakiini from Abi ‘Adb
Allah (a.s.) said: Amir al- Mu minin ‘Al7 (r.a.) said: “the messenger of Allah has sent me to destroy the graves (extra
buildings on it), and breaking of pictures”. 17
Narrated Muhammad ibn Ya ‘qub from ‘Ali ibn al- Hussayn said: “Whatever is (build) on the grave besides the mud of
the grave, then it is a burden on the dead”. 18

Although the forbiddance of building on the graves was clear in the above mentioned hadiths, others were
found holding an opposite meaning, or at least providing a sort of permission to build on graves.

Narrated Sahl ibn Ziyad from ibn Mahbub from Yinis ibn Ya ‘qub said: “on the return of Abu al- Hassan Miisa (a.s.)
from Baghdad, one of his daughters died, so he buried her and ordered some of his followers to plaster her grave, write
her name on a board and place it on the grave”. "

Should this story be true, it could be considered as a kind of license for building on graves and appears to be an
entrance to the building of mashads in the shi‘T world. Hillenbrand detailed another point of view about the origins of
the mausoleum; he believed that Syria and its neighborhood, which were saturated with classical and Christian culture®,
was considered a remaining source of inspiration, in whose culture the mausolea held an honored place. At the time of
the Arab invasion, the martyrium was already omnipresent; its impetus was still not entirely exhausted. '

Hukm of the ziyara

One of the most important Shi‘T doctrinal practice is visiting the Shi‘T imams’ mashads (ziyarat), since the pilgrimage to
Mecca was until recent times, beyond the means of most of shi‘T residents in Iran and Iraq. Therefore, they considered
visiting the imams shrines as an alternative to the hazardous journey to Mecca, a custom that exceeded, in the eyes of
the believers, the pilgrimage. It was a frequent activity in their religious life to visit the shrines of ‘Alf at Najaf, al-
Husayn at Karbala’, the seventh and ninth imams at Kazimayn, of imam Rida at Mashad and of Fatima ma‘stima, the
sister of imam Rida, at Qumm. It became customary that persons who visited the shrines at Karbala’ and Mashhad were
entitled Karbala't and Mashadi, in parallel with the designation of Hajj1, given to those who performed the pilgrimage
to Mecca al- Haj.”

Visiting the shrines of the imams, especially those of Ahl- al- Bayt, the descendants of ‘Ali, was regarded as
one of the most prominent religious rituals; one of the kadiths reveals the significant value of this ziyara:
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Narrated Muhamad ibjl Yihya from Muhammad ibn al- Hussien from Muhammad ibn 'Isma il ibn Bazi‘ from Salih ibn
‘Ugba from Zayd al- Saham said: “I asked Abu ‘Abd Allah (a.s.): what is the reward for the people who visit one of you
(Ahl al- bayt)? And he replied: the same reward for those who visit the Prophet (s).”

Narrated Abu ‘Al al- AS ‘art from Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al- Gabbar from Muhammad ibn Sinan ibn ‘Al7 said: “the
Prophet (s) said: O ‘Ali .. who visits me during my life or after my death or visits you during your life or after your
death or visits your sons during their life or after their death.. I will ensure to save him from horrors during the day of
resurrection.. and he will be with me at the same degree.””*

Prophet (s) said: “You shall be killed in Iraq and you shall also be buried there!” I (Imam ‘Alf said: O Messenger of
Allah! What shall be the reward of the one who will visit our graves, beautify them and maintain them?” He (s) said to
me: “Your grave and that of your sons are among the edifices of paradise and among its fields.”*

Emphasizing on the importance of ziyara,’® other hadiths can be found in their books in order to encourage the
public to visit their honored imams.

Muhammad ibn Isma ‘Tl has narrated from al- Fadl ibn Shadha from ibn abii ‘Umayr from Mansur ibn Hazim from Abii
‘Abdullah (a.s.) said: “The holy Prophet (s) said: Association with religious people is an honor in this life as well as in
the next life”. *’

Based on the above-mentioned hadiths, in Cairo, ziyara to the tombs of holy persons received official

patronage in the tenth and eleventh century, under the Isma1lT Fatimids, who promoted the veneration of the ‘Alids.*®

Although such veneration was affiliated to the visiting (ziyara) of the religious people, building masjids there
was prohibited. A number of our people have narrated from Ahmad ibn Muhammad from ‘Uthman ibn ‘Isa from
Sama‘ah who has said the following: “I asked the imam (a.s.), about visiting graves and building Masjids there. He

said, ‘There is no offense in visiting graves, but Masjid must not be built there’.”*

Women and ziyara

Women practiced the visiting (ziyara) of the graves of relatives and holy individuals, a practice shared with men.*’
However, certain places or saints®' became the focus of women’s piety because of their association with childcare and
birth. ** The zuwwdr came to the Qarafa for numerous reasons, one of which was to contemplate the exemplary lives of
the awliya’. Hence, they came to share the baraka or blessing bestowed by God upon the saints, they also came to offer
du'@’ in the hope that the saints might intercede with God on behalf of them,*® it brought them into closer proximity to
the saint and thus, to his blessing. **

The preponderance of female saints honored in the Qarafa might be due to their general appeal to the women
of Fustat whose chief social and religious outlet was in the visitation of the dead in al-qarafa. These points could be an
indicator of an atmosphere of religious fervor for the saints and/or an official manipulation to create such an
atmosphere.” Thus, the ‘Alid women officially or popularly honored (Sayyida Nafisa, Umm Kulthum, ‘Atika and
Rugqayah) could represent a sort of conciliation, at a popular level, of the shi‘T rulers and the sunni population. *°

This point of view is supported by Jonathan M. Bloom who indicated that the cult of “Alid saints in the
cemeteries of Egypt became a central portal through which the Fatimid da ‘wa entered the country, and the women of
Egypt became its principal transmitters among the local population: *’

In this same period, women became more and more involved in religious activities in the great cemeteries,
and it seemed likely that Isma‘1lT propagandists were active in them as well, for there they could reach large
numbers of people, exploit the ‘Alid emphasis on genealogy and avoid official wrath. The graves of ‘Alid
descendants were natural places for their work. Because women were so frequently there, it is likely that they
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were numerous among ‘Alid converts and sympathizers.

The cemeteries were certainly the center of religious devotion for women in the ninth century. * The
association of woman with funeral lamentations and cemeteries goes back to the pre-Islamic period, and apparently the
Prophet’s prohibiting lamentations (buka’) had no effect, wailing women at the graveside of the deceased remained to
be a continuing custom over the centuries. The ‘Alid poet Muhammad ibn Salih provided a testimony when he once
passed beside the grave of an Abbassid prince in Samarra where he noticed girls wailing and beating their faces, while
in Egypt, the governors reprimanded those who offended the strict orders against wailers.*’

Fatimid domes

With the settlement of the Fatimid dynasty, many mausoleums were erected; this type of construction was an
architectural manifestation of the officially sponsored cult of the ‘Alid saints and martyrs, founded in parallel with the
uprising Isma‘1li propaganda in order to generate loyalty and support for the Isma‘ili imams. These remaining tombs
and domes of the Fatimid Period in Cairo represent the earliest and largest related group of funerary architecture
surviving from the first six centuries. *'
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In Fatimid Cairo, mausoleums construction started with the beginning throughout their reign, various patterns
of this type of architecture are preserved, such as mashad Hadra al-Sarifa (501/1107), mashad al- Lu’lu’a (406/1016),
mashad Ihwat Yusuf (beginning 6 H./ 12 J.C.), etc..., some examples will be detailed later in this paper.

It is noteworthy that funerary domes, founded at earlier dates, can be traced,* like mashad al- Hussayn in Karbala’
erected in 61/680, ** mashad for the head of Zayd ibn Zayn al-‘Abidin in Cairo which was transferred from ‘Amr ibn al-
‘As mosque, * mashad ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib 170/786 in Nagaf.*’ Following the sunna of the Prophet, the Fatimid caliphs
were buried in their residences, with the arrival of al- Mu‘izz to Cairo in 972, he buried the bodies of his predecessors,
their wives and their children®, inside the Eastern Palace, al- Mu'‘izz himself was buried there. This funerary chapel
was known as “turbat al- Za‘faran” or “tomb of saffron”.*” Other members of the caliphs’ family were buried in the
extreme south of the qarafa cemetery and later, they used the area to the north of Bab an- Nasr.*

Construction in the city was monopolized by the men of the court, during the Fatimid rule in North Africa the
women of the 7mam’s household are never mentioned either by name or position, however, both suddenly emerged after
the establishment of the dynasty in Egypt. The tradition of female ‘Alid saints, Sayyida Naffsa, umm Kulthum and
Sayyida “Zaynab, had obviously taken firm hold on pre- Fatimid Egypt. *’

Mashad of Umm Kulthum *° (Monument No. 516)

This mashad was erected before 516/1122, in the area of the garafa reserved for ahl-al-bayt and descendants of ‘Alf. °'
(P1. 1) The mashad is partly ruined, and according to Creswell, who suggested an original plan, it had a square plan with
a dome covering the central portion, which is connected to an ambulatory on three sides.*

Only a mihrab remains of this building, the date of the death of Umm Kulthiim (254/868) is marked on a marble plaque
on the gibla wall to the right of the mihrab. (Plate 1) The mihrab is made of stucco, a fluted shell hood of ten ribs
emanating from a raised spiral boss occupies the semi-dome above the concave recess, five stars to a row, each star
contains either the name “Muhammad” or the word “and "Al1”, the top row begins and ends with “and “Al1”. A plain
niche g set on each side of the mihrab, most probably, these niches served as mihrabs at the end of each of the side
aisles.

Mashad of Sayyida Ruqayya (Monument No. 273)

One of the largest and most impressive of the surviving mashads, built (1133) she was “Ali’s daughter, though not by
Fatima, she was reportedly buried in Damascus, and this shrine was built for her in Cairo in response to a dream or a
vision “mashad ru’ya’, a visual memorial.** The mashad has the form of a rectangle, separated into three bays; a dome
covers the central one and flat wooden roofs cover the side one, there are five mihrabs in this shrine, three of them in

the gibla wall and two on either side of the entrance. > (P1. 2)

The main mihrab is located in the central bay, considered one of the most impressive examples of late Fatimid
stucco work, sixteen ribs radiate from a central boss, in which the name “‘Al1” is surrounded six times by the name
“Muhammad”. * (plates. 2-3) The sixteen ribs end in an arch with a fluted edge laid against two rows of flat niches,
above the arch, a band of Koranic inscription.

The two other mihrabs, managed inside the side bays, are similar and yet smaller than the main one, they are
crowned by a cresting of seven rounded bud shapes separated by trilobed leaves.”” The two other mikrabs are of lesser
importance. The mihrabs are decorated with many Qur’anic verses, used as proof of ‘Al’s right to the Imamate of the
Muslim community. Under the dome is a splendid cenotaph.*®

Mashad of Sayyida Nafisa * (Monument No. 394)

A grand-daughter of al- Hassan, she was an authentic saint of the city, she immigrated from Higaz to Egypt and settled
in Fustat, she had a great reputation for Baraka (bless of God), this is the reason that many people were buried beside
her grave, after her death. The present mashad was built during the Ottoman reign; Sayyida Nafisa was buried in her
house, which the mashad later replaced. The building was a simple square construction with a door embedded in the
north wall of the hawsh.”” (Pl. 4) The wooden mikhrab of this shrine is considered one of the finest late Fatimid
examples.®' The caliph al- Hafiz renewed the dome over the grave and ordered a marble lining for the mikhrab. (Plate 4)

Among the woodworks remaining of this mashad is a top half of window filling, bearing a koufic inscription
referring to Ahl al- bayt, this verses could be of appropriate use for an imam who was asserting his claim to legitimacy.
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Conclusion

Based on the previous tackled issues, some points are to be concluded and highlighted:

In shite doctrine, visiting the tombs of the §1°7T imams, was regarded as one of the most prominent religious rituals,
on the other hand, one can assume that the ‘Alid cult patronized by the Fatimids was only one aspect of a larger
and already well-established social and religious phenomenon centered on the veneration of the holy dead.

“Turbat al- Za faran”, the great mausoleum where the Fatimid caliphs, their ancestors and their families were
buried, was not a place for public visitation,®® however, the shrines dedicated for ‘Alid descendants “Ahl al- Bayt”
was erected in al- Qarafa, between the Fatimid new city al-Qahira and Fustat, therefore, it is understandable that
they did not intend to be buried near their saints.

The site, chosen by the Fatimids, for the construction of their saints’ shrines is an indicator of the already
“politico-religious” set plan, they were clever enough to build at the qarafa, a place frequently visited by the sunni
Egyptian populace, in order to propagate the §1'T doctrine, privileging of the respect and veneration the sunni
Muslims have towards the ‘Alid saints “Ahl al-Bayt”.

Women played a pivotal role in spreading the Si‘T doctrine among the Egyptian populace since ziyara to the
tombs of the dead, especially holy ones, was a popular ritual and remained the basic and central activity of the
cult of Muslim saints, performed mainly by women.

Mausoleums represent the largest single category surviving from the Fatimid period, those designated as
“mashads” follow the plan of an open courtyard, a central domed chamber and two side flatly roofed
ambulatories, a plan that offer a disposition especially favorable for the customary visitation of burial places.

The specific use of ornamental features, in favor of the spread and substantiation of the shi‘T belief is traceable:

® The use of the names of “Muhammad” and “‘AlT” where the latter is at the center, According to the Shi'T
doctrine, this form present a significant religious indication, the name “Muhammad”, the Prophet in whom
all the prophets are contained and who is the seal of the Prophets, is repeated six times, in reference to the
days of the world’s creation, and on the seventh day, it would be the seed of “*Al1”, the 7mam who is in all
the imams, and who would bring the reign of God on Earth.

® The use of epigraphic decoration, especially those engraved on the main mihrab, to emphasize the holiness
of Ahl al- bayt.

The conflict between Sunna and shi‘a goes beyond its sectarian aspect, in a matter of fact, it was, essentially, a
conflict over power, from a political perspective, the Fatimids conquered Egypt in order to strengthen their
existence and serve their expansion in the Muslim word against the already well-established Sunni Abbassids in
Baghdad.
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¥ Al- Hur al- ‘Amili; Wasa’il al- Shi‘a, Vol. 2, p 887.

*° In the Shi‘T belief, women’s ziyara was subject to different points of view; in this regard, MajlisT expresses thus:
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opinions; one opinion is that ziyara for women is loathsome, and the other opinion is that it is permissible
provided that they cover themselves from the sight of strangers (ghayr mahram)”.

- AL- Majlist; Mir’at al- ‘Uqul fi Sarh Abbar al- Rastl, Dar al- Kutub al- Islamiya, (26 Vols.), Tahran, 1375, Vol. 14, p
191
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personage, the wife of a Qur’anic figure or a male saint, or by their own pious actions like miracles or teaching.

- Meri, J.W.; The Cult of Saints Among Muslim and Jews in Medieval Syria, Oxford University Press, 2002, pp 80-81.
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Islamica, No. 84, 1996, pp. 35-66.

¥ Bloom, J.; The Mosque of the Qarafa in Cairo, p 16.
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- Williams, C.; The Cult of “Alid Saints, p 39.

*_ Grabar, O.; The Earliest Islamic Commemorative Structures, Notes and Documents, Jerusalem, Vol. IV, Ashgate
Publishing Limited, 2005,

¥ Bloom, J. M.; The Mosque of the Qarafa in Cairo, p. 17.
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3 Williams, C.; The Cult of ‘Alid Saints, pp. 40-41.
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- Ibid.; p. 44.
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- Corbin, H.; Histoire de la Philosophie Islamique, Gallimard, Paris, 1986, pp. 111-116.
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reference to the days of the world’s creation, and on the seventh day, it would be the seed of “*Ali”, the imam who
is in all the 7mams, and who would bring the reign of God on Earth.

>’ Williams, C.; The Cult of the Alid Saints, pp. 45- 47.
38 Makarem, S. N.; Political Doctrine of the Isma‘ilis, Caravan Books, New York, 1977, p 30.
%% Al- Sayyida Nafisa ibnat al- imam al- Hassan al- Anwar ibn Zaydibn al- imam al- Hassan ibn ‘Alf ibn Abi Talib.

- Maher, S.; Masagid Misr we Awlia’uha as- Salihin, al- Maglis al- A‘la lil- Su’in al- Islamiyya, 1st edition, Cairo,
1983, p 122.
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' Williams, C.; Islamic Monuments in Cairo: The Practical Guide, the American University in Cairo Press, Cairo,
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- see: Ragib, Y.; "Une Description Arabe Inédite du Mausolée d’al- Sayyida Nafisa au Caire", Arabica 3, 1976, pp37-
41.

22 3l 2V 5 g e SI oA

% Though the tombs of the Zmams ancestors were venerated by the court on official occasions.
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Plan 1 — Mashad Umm Kulthiim — Horizontal plan
(Creswell, K.C.A.; Al- ‘Imara al- Islamiyya fi Misr, Vol. 1, Fig. 165)
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Plan 2- Mashad al- Sayyida Rukayya- Horizontal plan
(Creswell, K.A.C.; Al- ‘Imara al- Islamiyya fi Misr, Vol. 1, Fig. 142)
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Plan 3 — Mashad as- Sayyida Nafisa

(Russell, D.; Note on the Cemetry of the Abbasid Caliphs of Cairo and the Shrine of Saiyida Nafisa, Ars Islamica,
Vol. 6, No.2, 1939, Fig. 1)

Plate 1 - Mashad Umm Kulthum (main mihrab)
(http://archnet.org/sites/2249)
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Plate 2- Mashad al- Sayyida Rukayya (main mihrab)
(Creswell, K.A.C.; Al- ‘Imara al- Islamiyya fi Misr, Vol. 1, plate 119 A)

Plate 3- Mashad al- Sayyida Rukayya (epigraphic decoration — main mihrab)

(Williams, C.; The Cult of the Alid Saints in the Fatimid Monuents of Cairo, Part Il the Mausolea, Muqarnas,
Vol. 3, 1985, Fig. 8)
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Plate 4- Mashad as- Sayyida Nafisa — Main mihrab
(Creswell, K.A.C.; Al- ‘Imara al- Islamiyya fi Misr, Vol. 1, plate 120 C)



