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The caliphate between Baghdad and Cairo
A Tale of Two cities in the 13th century

Prof. Albrecht Fuess Ph.D.®

1. Introduction

In 1258 the Mongols ended the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad and the city
lost its role as most important capital of the Muslim World. However, it
staid an important center for the Mongol Ilkhanids although they resided
more in their tent city than between the walls of the old capital. Once the
Ilkhanids converted to Islam in the early fourteenth century some of the
former governmental roles returned to Baghdad and as place of the grave
of the eminent scholar Abu Hanifa (d. 767) it stabilized its role as hub for
Sunni religious teaching. However, the role as most important capital of
the Muslim world had shifted to Cairo.

Sultan Baybars (1260-77) had instituted the Abbasid Shadow Caliphate in
Cairo in 1262 with al-Hakim bi-Amri’llah an Abbasid survivor from Bagh-
dad. As new seat of the caliphate the Mamluks turned Cairo in a centre of
religious learning and splendor. This can also be seen by renovations made
to the grave of Imam Shafii (d. 820) in old Cairo. Until the advance of the
Ottomans in the early 16th century Cairo could retain its political role and
importance as place of Muslim scholarship.

The proposed paper will therefor try to trace these developments and the
transition of the caliphate from Bagdad to Cairo. A special stress shall be
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laid on the architectural and spatial policy of the Ilkhans in reconstructing
Baghdad and the Mamluks in transforming Cairo in the glorious capital of
their sultanate.

I1. Baghdad

In 750, the Abbasids, who could be traced back to the uncle of the Prophet
Abbas, overthrew the Umayyads caliphate and in 762, under the Abbasid
Caliph al-Mansur (r. 754-775), founded the new capital Baghdad as round
city in Iraq as the seat of the caliphate. According to Ya qubi, al-Mansur
conceived the plan to build his capital in 141 after the Hijra (755 AD).
However, work did not begin until Djumada I 145 (762)". The town soon
started to grow and developed into the most splendid place for Islamic
knowledge transmission and political power. Although the caliphate lost
some political powers its staid the center of the (Eastern) Muslim until the
Mongol conquest in 1258 with the assassination of the last caliph plunged
the Sunni world into chaos.

The conquest itself is depicted as a great slaughter by Ibn al-Fuwati dead
corpses were everywhere. The graves of the caliphs and the shiite Imams
were destroyed as was the caliphal mosque. The destruction was so hor-
rible that after peace was finally declared, the survivors came traumatized
and starved out of their hidings®.

However, Baghdad lost its role as capital of the Muslim world and the death
of the last caliph send a shockwave through the Muslim world but on the
local level Baghdad did stabilize again. The Mongol ruler Hiilagii (1217-
1265) kept the infrastructure and Islamic institutions to ensure continuity
for the population®. The provisional government of Baghdad during the
first year after the conquest of Baghdad came to an end when ‘Ala’ al-
Din Juwayni was appointed governor of Baghdad and Iraq and head of a
Persian administration established in an Arabic speaking province in 1260
CE. He came from a family of administrators that had served the Seljuks
and the Khwarazmshahs. ‘Ala’ al-Din Juwayni accompanied the history
of the city under three Ilkhans: Hiilegii, then Abaga and finally Ahmad
Tekidar in many ways restored and improved agricultural and city life®.
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Nevertheless, his position was disputed, he was often accused and arrest-
ed, disowned and even sentenced to death (without consequences); there
was even an attempt on his life. constant fear of the Mamluks which may
be also due to the fact that the defeat at the battle of “Ayn Jalat (658/1260)
was still in recent memory.

The charges had to be dropped when the main witness admitted under torture
that the story was all made up. Thus, especially the first years of “Ala’ al-
Din’s rule in Baghdad were very unstable, and he faced accusations both
from the Mongol military commanders as well as the local Iraqi popula-
tion. However, with the help of his brother active in the court of the Ilkhan
Hiilegii, he was able to prove his innocence and intervene in the nomina-
tion of officials in his province, eliminating political enemies and keeping
those he hoped would be loyal followers. During this time of relative sta-
bility Shams al-Din Juwayni was able to fill the most important positions
with members of his family and his brother ‘Ala’ al-Din was able to dedi-
cate himself to the reconstruction efforts of the city and the agricultural
hinterland. ‘The situation in Baghdad during the time of ‘Ala’ al-Din was
better than during the caliphate (kanat Baghdad ayyam al-sahib ‘Ala’ al-
Din ajwad ma kanat ayyam al-khalifa)’®.

Although ‘Ala’ al-Din’s period in office was marked by turbulences, con-
spiracies and attempts to end his rule, it still denotes an effort to create
continuity in Baghdadi life after the break induced by the Mongol con-
quest. He distinguished himself by his active interest in construction and
that placed him in the tradition of Muslim rulers®. First of all he ordered
that a palace with an elaborate colonnade, a hammam and a large gar-
den be built outside the city walls in the eastern side of Baghdad between
the Zafariyya and Halba gates”. He also dedicated himself to rebuilding
Baghdad’s urban infrastructure especially the water system as well as the
famous Mustansiriyya School that had already been damaged under the
caliph and the dam of al-Qamariyya Mosque that had also been damaged
by floods during the caliphate and not properly repaired®. Finally, ‘Ala’
al-Din promoted the Shiite holy sites by adding a ribat to "Ali’s mauso-
leum in Najaf in 666/1268 which he also richly endowed®. Moreover, he
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built a canal from the Euphrates town of Anbar to Kufa and Najaf in an
effort to promote agricultural production and the creation of allegedly 150
villages along the bank. Another example of settlement development is the
construction of a new city, al-Maman, along the Ja'far canal in the Wasit
district, equipped with a Friday mosque, a diwan, a market and a school.
It was quickly populated and became a centre for traders and merchants to
and from Basra'?.

So, we can see that although Baghdad lost its role as main capital of Islam,
Baghdad kept its role as regional centre and around the grave of the im-
portant Sunni jurist Abu Hanifa (d. 767) regional Sunnism could regain
importance as center for religious knowledge.

III. Cairo

After the Ayyubids took power in Egypt in 1171 the country adhered again
to the Abbasid caliph in Bagdad, only that this was already ended in 1258
by the Mongols. The last caliph al-Musta‘sim bi-‘l1ah being killed. The
Mamluks as successors of the Ayyubids in Egypt and Syria and defender
of Islam against Crusaders and Mongols were able to fill this void at least
a bit. They installed with al-Hakim I. a remote relative of the last Abbasid
of Baghdad as shadow caliph. Stripped of any political role the Abbasid
Caliphs of Cairo did become ritual figures who had to accompany the
Mamluk sultan on public appearances. The Mamluks as slave soldier dy-
nasty did not claim any religious or spiritual authority but their promise
was security and justice for the World of Islam. They took their seat of
government in the Citadel the Ayyubid had constructed on the Muqattam
hill above the old Fatimid city.

Headgears were essential for investiture processes in Muslim societies as
well. Ideally, a caliph would bestow ceremonial clothing on the sultan, but
in the case of the Abbasid shadow caliph of Cairo it was in practice the
other way around. Ibn Taghribirdi reports a striking episode that illustrates
this fact: “On Monday, 1 Sha‘ban 808/22 January 1406 Sultan al-Malik al-
Nasir sent for Abu al-Fadl al-°Abbas, son of the caliph al-Mutawakkil ‘ald
Allah Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad, and recognized him as caliph after the
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death of his father. The former then put on the tashrif [ceremonial cloth-
ing], received the title of al- Musta ‘In billah and went back to his home”(".

The Citadel represented the centre of the public representation of Mamluk
sultans as they and their entourage did leave it on a regular basis by means
of a highly ritualised public procession, the so-called mawkib. The sultan
and the amirs went usually to dar al-‘adl sessions in these public proces-
sions through Cairo and after the hearing of judicial cases followed by an
official banquet (simat) and the whole ceremony became known as khidma
(service).

Al-Magqrizi describes the first procession of Sultan Baybars as follows: “on
Monday 7 Safar 659/ 11 January 1261 al-Malik al-Zahir Baybars rode out
of the citadel of the mountain with the Sultan’s insignias. He then entered
Cairo by the Bab an-Nasr and the amirs and the army walked in front of
him until the Bab Zuwayla. Then they returned to the Citadel. Cairo had
been decorated for this event. Dirhams and dinars were scattered on the
Sultan. He bestowed honour clothes on the nobles of the Empire. And this
had been his first public outing. And from this day onwards the outings
were followed by a game of polo™?. The processions became in the fol-
lowing a regular part of Mamluk public representation. They were done
as well by Mamluk governors in province capitals and every city of the
Empire where units of the Mamluk army were stationed!?.

During the processions people were apparently allowed to approach the sul-
tan. In a memorandum of Sultan Qalawiin (r. 678-689/ 1279-1290) for his
son al-Malik al-Salih on how to govern Egypt during a military absence
of his father, it states that: “If petitions were handled to Him while riding
(on processions outside the citadel), let Him help the one who handles
them, treat him justly and give redress against the wrongs. He should in-
vestigate the injustice personally and not entrust the case to those who
delays things”», How successful such a “petition by chance” was, is hard
to decide, but Sultans were handed petitions on a regular basis once they
descended the citadel!®. Of course the public processions contained a cer-
tain element of danger. No wonder that Sultan Qalawiin told his son in
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his memorandum to watch his back carefully and never leave the official
route on public outings"'®.

The processions became in the following a regular part of Mamluk public
representation. They were done as well by Mamluk governors in province
capitals and every city of the Empire where units of the Mamluk army
were stationed. The most usual form of processions took place on the days
when the Sultan heard complaints of his subjects in the house of justice,
the dar al-‘adl. Quite often the Abbasid shadow caliph was part of the
processions. The last of the caliphs Al-Mutawakkil I1I (r. 1508-1517) was
taken by the victorious Ottomans to Istanbul where his traces are lost and
the Ottoman sultans assumed the caliphal title for themselves, although
they were for the first time non-Arab caliphs.

Still, the military threat of the Mongol cousins was not banned until the van-
ishing of the Ilkhanate by the mid-fourteenth century. Therefore the ideol-
ogy of the Mamluks was very much forged in the intellectual and mili-
tary encounters against the Mongols as Anne F. Broadbridge has shown
in 2008 in her book “Kingship and Ideology in the Islamic and Mongol
World”, where she describes Mamluk ideology as follows: “Unlike Chin-
gizid or later Turko-Mongol notions of kingship, however, this ideology
hinged consistently and exclusively on antiquated Islamic concepts, on a
vision of the Mamluk sultan as a martial Guardian of Islam and Islamic
society. The Mamluks sultans used this outdated model because they suf-
fered from two serious, linked problems: the institution of slavery and the
lack of lineage™".

The second source of Mamluk military prestige was the victory against the
Crusaders. The grave of the Mamluk Sultan Qalawiin (1279-1290) in the
Centre of Cairo at the place of the old Fatimid palace is a case in point. It
constitutes the heart of a large hospital complex which he endowed him-
self. His grave therefore is a metaphor for healing processes of the sick in
the Mamluk Empire. Even more so as the building resembles the structure
of the dome of the rocks in Jerusalem. When his son Sultan Ashraf Khalil
ibn Qalawiin (1290-1293) had finally conquered Accre the last stronghold
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of the crusaders in Palestine, he entered Cairo through the Gate of victory
(Bab an-Nasr) and went straight to the grave of his father where he prayed
extensively with his entourage!®. It is also interesting that the Mamluks
took very good care of the mausoleum of Imam Shafii (d. 820) in Old Cai-
ro in order to underline their role for the transmission of Sunni knowledge
and they strengthened as well the Azhar University. The qibla of Mam-
luk Cairo was moreover changed compared to Fatimid Cairo because the
Mamluks wanted to show that they knew Islam better than the rest.

IV. Conclusion

What is obvious here is that the Mamluk sultans transformed Cairo into a
stage to show their role as defenders of Islam. Cairo and the Citadel were
reshaped through new buildings in order that the heritage of the Fatimids
was erased. By adhering to the Abbasid caliphate and installing an Abba-
sid shadow caliph in Cairo, the Mamluks declared Cairo to be the natural
successor of Baghdad. Cairo was in somehow a new and better Baghdad.
However, Baghdad still existed and it was rebuilt in the 13th century after
the catastrophe of the Mongol invasion, but it emerged more as an impor-
tant regional centre than as the capital of an Empire. When the Mongol
Ilkhans converted to Christianity it did develop better although the Mon-
gols preferred often the tent cities (urdu) to the old urban centres. But
Baghdad proved to be resilient and did survive as mega centre until today.
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