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DORIS BEHRENS-ABOUSEIF

THE COMPLEX OF SULTAN MAHMUD I IN CAIRO

The madrasa of Sultan Mahmud I in Cairo, called the 
Takiyya Maḥmūdiyya and dated 1750, is the first reli-
gious foundation to be built by an Ottoman sultan in 
Egypt, two and a half centuries after its conquest by 
Sultan Selim (r. 1512–20) in 1517. This belated imperial 
interest in architectural patronage in Egypt adds to the 
peculiarity of the monument, as a foundation and as a 
construction. This paper explores the architecture of the 
madrasa and the attached fountain house and primary 
school (sabīl-maktab), which has not been the subject 
of a dedicated study so far, in search of the motivation 
behind this imperial patronage. 

At the time of the Ottoman conquest, Cairo had the 
densest concentration of religious foundations and 
monuments of any city in the Muslim world; the Otto-
mans neither perpetuated nor needed to compete with 
the pious and monumental patronage of their Mamluk 
predecessors. Whilst Sultan Selim in the course of his 
military campaign in Syria founded a mosque with mau-
soleum to commemorate the Sufi saint Ibn ʿArabi in 
Damascus,1 he did not order any new building in Egypt. 
Ottoman governors of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries founded some handsome mosques in Cairo.2 
However, Ottoman patronage was more significant in 
the promotion of major shrines and saints’ tombs, and 
in boosting the Fatimid foundation of al-Azhar to 
become the major mosque and academic institution of 
Egypt.3 The academic distinction that it maintains to 
the present day was a development that took place 
mainly during the Ottoman period. The Ottoman 
regime also contributed to Cairo’s welfare and architec-
ture by improving its water supply through the prolif-
eration of sabīl-maktabs.4 This type of philanthropic 
foundation, which combined a fountain house with a 
primary school and sometimes an oratory, was wide-
spread under the Mamluk sultanate, and it continued 
to be sponsored by Ottoman governors and officials of 

the military corps, as well as by eunuchs of the imperial 
palace and other notables. 

 At the time when Mahmud I (r. 1730–54) built his 
madrasa and sabīl-maktab in Cairo, Egypt was enjoy-
ing a period of prosperity and relative emancipation 
while the central Ottoman authority was receding, as 
numerous studies in this field have demonstrated. Dur-
ing the eighteenth century, the main challenge to the 
Porte came from the regiment of the Janissaries, who 
controlled Egypt’s economic resources through the tax-
farming system. They were heavily invested in com-
merce, participating as self-appointed partners and 
protectors of the craftsmen and merchants. In this 
period, which coincided with the apogee of the coffee 
trade, their resources allowed the Janissaries to 
strengthen their military recruitment and at the same 
time their bonds with the urban population.5 The most 
powerful figure in Egypt at the time when Sultan 
Mahmud I founded his madrasa was the head of the 
Janissary corps, Ibrahim Katkhuda (d. 1754). His suc-
cessor until 1765 was the emir ʿAbd al-Rahman Kat-
khuda, the wealthy son of a Janissary emir. With his 
political career overshadowed by that of his master, 
Ibrahim Katkhuda, ʿAbd al-Rahman concentrated his 
attention on commercial activities and, most of all, the 
patronage of religious buildings, which earned him the 
historic image of a passionate benefactor and an artis-
tic connoisseur. As the wealth and power of the Janis-
saries and their urban protégés grew in the eighteenth 
century, the Ottoman sultan’s share in Egypt’s resources 
(dispatched from Cairo to Istanbul as a yearly remit-
tance) diminished.6 Sometimes it was not even sent at 
all, as in the three years from 1752 to 1754.7 The Otto-
man central authorities, who had to cope sometimes 
with the dismissal of their governors by military offi-
cials in Cairo, had no choice but to adapt to the new 
political reality. The Ottoman governors had to ally 
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Sultan Ahmed I (r. 1603–17), completed almost one and 
a half centuries earlier, in 1616, and its novel baroque 
architecture and decoration heralded an aesthetic 
renewal. Mahmud I also expanded the hydraulic infra-
structure and built a number of fountains in Istanbul, 
as did the members of his establishment.13 His madrasa 
in Cairo was founded during the later years of his reign, 
in 1750. 

The inscriptions on the façade of the complex and 
the endowment deed identify the foundation as a 
madrasa with a sabīl (fountain house) and a maktab 
(primary school). In the late eighteenth century, the 
Description de l’Égypte14 described it as a takiyya, which 
is how it is commonly known today.15 The term takiyya 
in Arabic, from the Turkish tekke, refers to a Sufi foun-
dation or a hospice. Although it was the only religious 
building established by an Ottoman sultan in the Egyp-
tian capital, it was not the only building associated with 
a royal patron: Sultan Mustafa III (r. 1757–73) founded 
a sabīl-maktab shortly afterwards. Neither is it the only 
religious building attributed to a member of the Otto-
man royal family, if we include the mosque of Malika 
Safiyya, Murad III’s widow, which was initially endowed 
by the imperial black eunuch Dawud Agha before the 
queen mother confiscated the endowment and built the 
mosque herself.

 The epigraphy and the waqfiyya of the madrasa, 
which date it to 1164 (1750), indicate that Beşir Agha, 
chief eunuch of the Imperial Harem, acted as the proxy 
of Sultan Mahmud I in establishing the foundation.16 
During the eighteenth century, several consecutive 
eunuchs were named Beşir Agha.17 The one associated 
with this madrasa was already the sultan’s companion 
at the time of his accession to the throne, and main-
tained a close relationship with him until he fell from 
grace and was executed in 1752. He never went to 
Egypt.18 His predecessor (d. 1746), the founder of the 
sabīl-maktab near which the madrasa of Sultan Mahmud 
was erected, was the most prominent among the bear-
ers of that name and title, and the one who raised this 
office to great prestige. During the uprising of 1730, he 
played a major role in bringing about the dismissal of 
Grand Vizier Ibrahim Pasha, as well as his eventual exe-
cution.19

themselves with one or another of these powerful 
groups, as did the chief black eunuchs of the Imperial 
Harem or Dār al-Saʿāda (Abode of Felicity), who also 
belonged to the notables in Egypt. Since the sixteenth 
century, it had become customary for the imperial black 
eunuchs to retire to Cairo, where their presence was 
linked to their duty to administer the endowments of 
the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina, the awqāf 
al-Ḥaramayn. Their function, the considerable waqf 
(endowment) resources they administered, and their 
private wealth gave them the authority to act as major 
players in Egyptian politics and to figure among the 
patrons of charitable foundations in Cairo.8

Seven sabīl-maktabs can be associated with the 
names of imperial eunuchs in the century preceding the 
foundation of Sultan Mahmud.9 In 1718 (1131), al-Hajj 
Beşir Agha, the famous and prominent patron of archi-
tecture in Istanbul and the Ottoman provinces, built the 
sabīl-maktab on the southern side of the future com-
plex of Sultan Mahmud, in the quarter called Habban-
iyya (fig. 7 [figs. 1–31 are placed together at the end of 
the article]).10 On the western side of Habbaniyya, a new 
Ottoman quarter emerged, called Dawudiyya after 
Dawud Agha, the chief eunuch of Sultan Murad III 
(r. 1574–95). After transferring the tanneries from Hab-
baniyya to the western outskirts of Bab al-Luq, Dawud 
Agha erected in 1610 the mosque known today by the 
name of Malika Safiyya, the widow of Murad III.11 In 
the late eighteenth century, Dawudiyya was known as 
the Quarter of the Black Eunuchs (see map, fig. 1). 

THE FOUNDATION OF SULTAN MAHMUD I

The reign of Mahmud I was overshadowed by the after-
math of the Tulip Age and the uprising of the Janissar-
ies in 1730, which had forced Ahmed III (r. 1703–30) 
to abdicate. Mahmud spent the first decade of his reign 
trying to stabilize the situation and prevent further 
unrest. In the following two decades, he was busy with 
border disputes with the Russians, the Habsburgs, and 
the Safavids.12 However, as is often the case in Islamic 
art history, crises did not halt architectural patronage. 
The sultan’s mosque, the Nur-u Osmaniye, was com-
pleted after his death, in 1755. It was the first royal 
mosque to be built in the imperial capital since that of 



the complex of sultan mahmud i in cairo 197

THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE SULTAN 
MAHMUD I COMPLEX 

The layout (elevations and plan [figs. 3, 4, and 5])

All mosques founded in Cairo after the Ottoman con-
quest display in one way or another a fusion style, com-
bining a variety of individual Ottoman and Mamluk 
elements. The mosque of Sulayman Pasha (1528) has an 
Ottoman plan and Mamluk decoration, the mosque of 
Mahmud Pasha (1568) a Mamluk layout with an Otto-
man minaret; the mosque of Sinan Pasha (1571) has a 
Mamluk interior and an Ottoman exterior,20 while the 
mosque of Malika Safiyya has an Ottoman plan exe-
cuted with local architectural modules and no trace of 
Ottoman decoration. The sabīl-maktabs built under 
Ottoman rule maintained a Mamluk architectural con-
figuration; the one built by ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda 
at Bayn al-Qasrayn in 1744 (fig. 21), however, was inno-
vative for the Ottoman decorative elements on its façade 
and the imported Ottoman tiles inside.21 The complex 
of Sultan Mahmud I introduced its own interpretation 
of fusion between Turkish Ottoman and Cairene Otto-
man architecture. Its remarkable façade (figs. 2, and 
8–10) earned the attention of the French architect 
Pascal Coste, who included it in his album on Islamic 
architecture of Cairo published in 1839 (fig. 6).22

The madrasa and the sabīl-maktab, which are fairly 
well preserved, once overlooked the Khalij or canal of 
Cairo (see map, fig. 1).23 The complex stands above 
shops, twelve of which are along the main façade, the 
others opening onto side streets. Today the northern 
side abuts a modern building.24

The horizontal format of the façade, elongated and 
centered by an elevated portal with a pīshtāq (portal 
projecting above the façade of a building), was and 
remained unusual in the context of Cairene architec-
ture. Conforming to Ottoman practice, but contrary to 
Mamluk tradition, the madrasa has no minaret. 

The ground plan shows a divergence between the 
exterior and the interior axes: the central position of the 
main entrance in the façade does not correspond to its 
position in relation to the courtyard of the madrasa, 
where it is asymmetrically pushed towards the south. 
This arrangement was for the sake of the façade’s sym-
metry, to counterbalance the southern extension of the 

The madrasa, maktab, and sabīl according to the 
waqf stipulations

The madrasa was designed to accommodate forty stu-
dents, to be taught by a Koran teacher (raʾīs qurrāʾ). The 
staff included a waqf administrator, a secretary, an 
imam for the madrasa, a muezzin, a timekeeper, a 
librarian, a book restorer, an Arab person (ʿarabī) qual-
ified as a writer and an accountant, two clerks, two 
builders (a muhandis [architect, surveyor] and a 
 murakhkhim [marble worker]) for the maintenance of 
the premises, a doorman, a cleaner, and two waterwheel 
attendants. The waqf deed does not further describe the 
teaching curriculum of the madrasa, nor does it stipu-
late that the imam or teachers belong to the Hanafi or 
any other madhab (school of Islamic law). Generally, 
though, the foundations of Ottoman officials in Cairo 
gave preference to the Hanafi madhab.

The primary school (maktab) was dedicated to 
twenty schoolboys, to be taught by a Koran teacher and 
an assistant. The employees of the sabīl included two 
attendants, a doorman, ten men to perform invocations 
for the sake of the sultan, eleven Koran readers, an 
imam to lead the prayer, and an Arab teacher to teach 
“useful subjects” (ʿulūm nāfiʿa). The composition of the 
staff and the presence of a mihrab niche in the eastern 
wall indicate that the sabīl served as an oratory and 
classroom as well. 

 The revenue for this foundation was to come from a 
village called Bahna al-Ghanam in the province of 
Manufiyya, which belonged to the imperial estate. The 
supervision of the endowment was assigned to the chief 
eunuchs of the Dār al-Saʿāda. 

From a functional and academic point of view, the 
foundation of this complex could not have held any 
major significance for the Egyptian capital; the activi-
ties stipulated in the endowment deed are rather mod-
est. It may have been intended to serve a small 
community that might have been Turkish, as is sug-
gested by the requirement that the primary school 
teacher be Arabic-speaking, as should the accountant. 
This stipulation seems to have been based on the 
assumption that the other members of the staff might 
not be native speakers of Arabic. The madrasa might 
indeed have been a takiyya, as it was subsequently 
named, in the sense of a Sufi convent or a hospice. 
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which water was served to passersby. It has a small, flat 
marble mihrab on its eastern wall, fulfilling the waqf 
stipulations that the premise also serve as an oratory 
with its own imam (fig. 15). The combination of the 
sabīl with an oratory was common in Cairo from the fif-
teenth century, and is also found in the sabīl-maktab of 
ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda mentioned earlier. The inte-
rior of the sabīl of Sultan Mahmud can be described as 
the most Ottoman that Cairo had hitherto seen. The 
walls are paneled with Ottoman tiles of various styles. 
Two tile panels centered by oval medallions of high-
quality Iznik ceramic of the late sixteenth century form 
the major attraction of the sabīl’s decoration. Placed in 
the upper part of the northern wall, they are illuminated 
by the three large windows facing them. The panels were 
probably not in pristine condition when they arrived in 
Cairo; both lack their original lower border, which has 
been replaced by tiles with repetitive motifs. The space 
between the two panels is also filled with repetitive sev-
enteenth-century tiles in shades of blue. There are also 
some tiles of the Tekfur Saray production established 
in Istanbul by Sultan Ahmed III, while others may be 
of European origin. The resulting patchwork indicates 
that it was not easy for Cairene craftsmen to work with 
imported tiles and fit them into the inner decorative 
scheme, as can also be seen in all other Cairene monu-
ments of the period that are decorated with tiles. 
 Turkish tiles were regularly imported into Ottoman 
Egypt27 and can be seen on a number of mosques and 
residences. A prominent example of Ottoman ceramic 
decoration is the prayer hall of the Mamluk mosque of 
Aqsunqur (restored in the 1650s by the emir Ibrahim 
Agha of the Janissary corps), as well as the interior of 
his mausoleum therein.28 The interior of the sabīl-
maktab of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda is likewise pan-
eled with tiles with repetitive motifs, with the exception 
of a panel functioning as a mihrab displaying a view of 
Mecca.29 Ceramic decoration was also common in res-
idential architecture, as can be seen today at the Suhaymi 
house and in many Orientalist illustrations of Cairene 
interiors.30 However, with their wide range of colors, 
the two high-quality Iznik panels within the sabīl of Sul-
tan Mahmud may have been unparalleled in Cairo and 
could not have passed unnoticed. They may have been 
made for some princely monument in Istanbul in the 

sabīl by integrating it partly into the façade of the 
madrasa. The sabīl is an autonomous structure, how-
ever, with a separate, small, ornate entrance included 
in the design of the main façade (fig. 9), while the 
entrance to the maktab on the upper floor is on the rear 
lane (fig. 10).

The Ottoman layout of the madrasa of Sultan 
Mahmud is not the first of its kind in Cairo, having a 
precedent at the madrasa of Suleyman Pasha, built in 
1543. This building, however, lacks the spectacular 
façade of Sultan Mahmud’s building, with its well-struc-
tured arrangement of windows and shops. The front 
wall of the Sulayman Pasha madrasa is concealed behind 
shops and apartments, showing only a portal of late 
Mamluk style.25

The interior

The madrasa is reached from the street through a flight 
of steps between the shops. The students’ cells are pre-
ceded by a portico of Ottoman tradition, facing the 
courtyard with round arches and roofed with shallow 
domes (fig. 11). The façade of the prayer and gathering 
hall, set in the middle of the eastern arcade, is slightly 
elevated above the surrounding portico, with a trilobed 
recessed entrance (fig. 12). Due to the divergence 
between the courtyard’s axis and the Mecca orientation, 
the inner walls of the mosque hall are set askew to its 
façade, which is aligned to the courtyard. Unlike Otto-
man madrasas, Cairene madrasas were traditionally 
oriented toward Mecca, allowing the main hall to 
 function as a mosque.26 In the center of the courtyard, 
which is planted with trees, a fountain basin is roofed 
with a rectangular wooden canopy crowned by a small 
dome. 

The maktab is a bright room with large, arched win-
dows displaying in their lunettes stucco grilles with col-
ored glass. The underground cistern, which has the 
same D-shaped ground plan as the sabīl and the mak-
tab, is roofed with six shallow domes supported by a 
pair of columns in its center.

Unlike the plain madrasa, but consistent with its 
exterior, the interior of the sabīl is densely decorated, 
as was common among Mamluk sabīls (figs. 6, 7, 13, 14, 
19, and 20). The spacious D-shaped room is visible from 
the street through its multiple large windows, through 
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and the window grilles, are in the local tradition. How-
ever, the sabīl-maktab, while following the Mamluk 
device of a double-storied structure, interprets it in a 
different manner: the increased proportions of the sabīl 
in relation to the madrasa reverse the Mamluk order, 
which fully integrates the double structure within the 
façade. The emphasis on the sabīl of Sultan Mahmud 
disturbs the architectural unity between the two parts 
of the complex and thus the harmony of the façade. The 
façade of the sabīl is, moreover, emphasized by a num-
ber of elements that are not shared with the façade of 
the madrasa: striped masonry with black and red stone 
combined with white marble, marble columns flanking 
the window recesses, and elaborate epigraphy and win-
dow grilles (figs. 19 and 20). The main feature of the 
carved decoration is a chain molding with angular loops 
running above and between the three windows of the 
sabīl. The chain molding is a typical feature of late Otto-
man architecture in Cairo. The roundels connected with 
the molding are another innovation introduced previ-
ously at the aforementioned zawiya of ʿAbd al-Rahman 
Katkhuda; they were later repeated on a number of 
other façades of his and other buildings. 

The relationship between the decoration of the façade 
of Sultan Mahmud I and Cairene decorative traditions 
is complex and interwoven. The style of architectural 
decoration recently created by ʿAbd al-Rahman Kat-
khuda and displayed for the first time on the façade of 
his zawiya was obviously the main source of inspiration 
for the decoration of this complex. In the course of his 
extensive architectural patronage, this Janissary com-
mander left a remarkable legacy on the streets of Cairo, 
stamping his works with his own flamboyant decora-
tive style—one that justifies the label “ʿAbd al-Rahman 
Katkhuda style,”34 and which consisted mainly of carved 
façade decoration. Since the Ottoman conquest in 1517, 
no other official or dignitary had contributed so exten-
sively to the aesthetics of the Egyptian capital. This pro-
grammatic initiative is paralleled only by that of the 
Mamluk sultans, in  particular al-Ashraf Qaytbay 
(r. 1468–96), who began a restoration campaign on a 
grand scale, emphasizing his works with the creation of 
a new style of architectural decoration. The carving style 
of ʿ Abd al-Rahman Katkhuda, which displays a synthe-
sis of patterns copied from or inspired by Cairo’s mon-

sixteenth century and then transferred to Cairo when 
they became redundant in the course of some renova-
tion or “baroquification” of this monument, as often 
happened in eighteenth-century Istanbul. 

The façade

In contrast with the functional interior of the rather 
unpretentious religious foundation, it is the façade that 
seems to represent the intent of its imperial founder, 
and which may lead to some conclusions regarding the 
significance of this monument. 

The façade of the sabīl is markedly higher than that 
of the madrasa, making it stand out as a separate struc-
ture in an incoherent ensemble (figs. 3 and 16). The 
sabīl-maktab was obviously intended to be the pièce de 
résistance of this complex and was perhaps even its rai-
son d’être. Its rounded profile—the most characteristic 
feature of the complex31—was an unprecedented sight 
on the streets of Cairo at that time, and advertises the 
architectural fashions of Istanbul.32 Its bold curve is fur-
ther accentuated by two timber eaves, one above the 
sabīl and the other above the maktab. 

A carved horizontal band with unusual arabesques 
running above and below the windows of the madrasa 
emphasizes the horizontal format of the façade (figs. 2 
and 9). Another band with a different pattern frames 
the spandrel of the main portal’s arch. Whereas the hor-
izontal band has no extant precedent in Cairo, the bands 
that decorate the portal recall the decoration of the 
façade of a small oratory, or zawiya, built by the Janis-
sary commander ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda on 
Mugharbilin Street in 1730–31 (figs. 17 and 18). This is 
not the only feature of this building to be repeated at 
the complex of Sultan Mahmud I. The cushion voussoir 
of the main portal and the lobed arch of the maktab por-
tal (figs. 8 and 10), both citations from the Fatimid gate 
Bab al-Futuh built in 1087, were previously applied on 
the façade of this zawiya, which is the earliest of a series 
of striking façades attributed to the patronage of this 
Janissary commander.33 The use of Iznik tiles to fill the 
relieving arches above the windows and lintels (fig. 25), 
adding color to the entire façade, was already common 
in earlier Ottoman Cairo.

The layout of the composite structure and most of 
the decoration, with the exception of the inscriptions 
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continued to function during his exile, while expand-
ing its repertoire. 

OTTOMAN EPIGRAPHY AND CALLIGRAPHY

A most important innovation introduced by the foun-
dation of Sultan Mahmud I was the reintroduction of 
monumental epigraphy in Cairene architecture, with a 
novel Ottoman interpretation.36 The inscriptions, which 
were an unprecedented feature in the architecture of 
this period, occupy a prominent place in the design of 
the sabīl’s façade. Only one inscription is carved on the 
façade of the madrasa, however: located above the door 
of the main entrance, it includes the foundation text in 
Arabic thuluth naming Sultan Mahmud I as the founder, 
along with the date. The panel is flanked by a pair  
of medallions, one inscribed Allāh and the other 
Muḥammad (fig. 25). 

The sabīl is adorned with several inscriptions in dif-
ferent forms. The lintel of the entrance door is carved 
with three tiers of four cartouches, inscribed with a 
foundation text in the form of a mediocre poem (fig. 9). 
The use of such cartouches, which was unprecedented 
in Cairo, must have been inspired by the epigraphic 
innovations of Sultan Ahmad III seen on his spectacu-
lar fountain near the Topkapı palace in Istanbul.37 The 
calligraphic style of these cartouches, however, differs 
from that of the main entrance and is of lesser quality. 

A cartouche above each of the three large windows 
of the sabīl is carved with the tughra of Sultan Mahmud 
(fig. 23). The use of the imperial tughra on façades was 
a recent phenomenon in Istanbul, where it seems to 
have been applied for the first time on the mosque of 
Nişancı Mehmed Pasha, during the reign of Ahmed III, 
Mahmud’s predecessor. Its occurrence there is a refer-
ence to the patron’s position as nişancı, the official in 
charge of designing the tughra on Sultanic decrees.38 
However, tughra panels were already in use on interior 
walls: Evliya Çelebi mentions a golden tughra of Sultan 
Murad IV (r. 1623–49), designed by the ruler himself, 
hanging on a large panel on a wall in one of the pashas’ 
palaces at the Cairo citadel.39 The quality of the crafts-
manship of the tughra on the sabīl of Sultan Mahmud 
in Cairo is less accomplished than that of his tughras in 

umental legacy reaching as far back as the Fatimid 
period, has a revivalist component in which new 
designs, including Turkish Ottoman motifs, were 
merged. The decoration of the zawiya on Mugharbilin 
Street ushered in the new style by combining Fatimid 
elements with pierced muqarnas introduced in the 
 Qaytbay period, compressed into a narrow façade in a 
novel and eclectic manner. The carved marble spandrels 
of the sabīl at Bayn al-Qasrayn (figs. 21 and 22), which 
were repeated at the mosque of al-Mutahhir (both built 
in 1744), display Ottoman patterns that were not used 
in architectural decoration but are rather reminiscent 
of textiles. The craftsman ʿAli Shaltut, whose signature 
is carved in the center of the portal conch of the mosque 
of al-Mutahhir, may have been instrumental in the crea-
tion of the new carving style under the aegis of the 
 Janissary commander. The fine conch with a radiating 
shell motif crowning a muqarnas vault goes back to a 
Fatimid tradition elaborated in Mamluk portals. 
Located in the heart of the capital, it effectively adver-
tised the decorative revival. 

However, careful consideration of the chronology of 
the buildings erected during the fifth decade of the 
eight eenth century reveals that the decoration of the 
façade of Sultan Mahmud’s complex did not consist 
merely of borrowed features but introduced some new 
elements as well, which in turn inspired the subsequent 
evolution of this style. The complex of Sultan Mahmud 
I was founded while ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda was in 
exile in Mecca (between 1747 and 1751) and his build-
ing activity had been temporarily interrupted. The hor-
izontal carved bands of the façade of Sultan Mahmud’s 
madrasa predate, and, therefore, must have inspired the 
decoration of the al-Azhar mosque commissioned by 
the Janissary commander in 1167 (1753–54) after his 
return from exile (fig. 24).35 The extent of the renova-
tion of the al-Azhar mosque was unprecedented in the 
history of this sanctuary and the most spectacular con-
tribution of ʿ Abd al-Rahman to the pious patronage and 
the aesthetics of Ottoman Cairo. He substantially 
enlarged the prayer hall, added three minarets and two 
portals, and attached his own lavishly carved mauso-
leum to the premises. It thus seems that the carving 
workshop established by ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda 
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at the Imperial school, from which he received a 
diploma (icāzetnāme); his style was influenced by Abdi 
Efendi of Edirne. Müstakim-zade adds that Beşir Agha 
was a relentless collector of calligraphic works, which 
he would acquire even by illicit means.45 It is therefore 
most likely that Beşir Agha was involved in the design 
of some of the remarkable inscriptions of this monu-
ment, which he founded on behalf of the sultan and 
which bears his name. His involvement would explain 
the significance of epigraphy in the decorative program 
of the sabīl. Having not been in Egypt himself, he would 
have sent the patterns. Although the presence of Turk-
ish Ottoman calligraphers in Cairo is documented dur-
ing the eighteenth century, their contribution to 
monumental epigraphy is not attested hitherto, and 
may have been confined to the palaces of the pashas, 
which are no longer extant.46 

FUSION

Neither Sultan Mahmud nor his proxy ever saw the 
monument they commissioned; the supervision of the 
construction of this madrasa must have been delegated 
to Ottoman officials, probably from the community of 
the black eunuchs, who would have been instructed to 
create a monument that stood out from the ordinary, 
suitable to imperial patronage and yet within reasonable 
and feasible limits. Although the curved façade of the 
sabīl, the Iznik tile decoration, and the elaborately 
wrought iron grilles point to Istanbul, these still do not 
provide evidence for the involvement of imperial crafts-
men in the actual construction work of the complex. 
The tiles were imported, while the grilles might have 
been either imported or produced locally with the 
expertise of an Ottoman master. The epigraphy was 
based on patterns provided by calligraphers in Istanbul 
or Cairo. The curved façade, which looks like a Cairene 
interpretation rather than the replica of a specific build-
ing in Istanbul, is likely to have been erected by local 
masons with the help or instructions of an Ottoman 
supervisor. The architecture of a rounded façade must 
have been familiar to the masons of towers. The design 
concept of the complex is neither connected to the con-
temporary Ottoman Baroque aesthetics of the sultan’s 

Istanbul, such as those found at the Yeraltı mosque or 
the arsenal (Tophane) (fig. 26). 

Two epigraphic medallions set between the three 
windows of the sabīl identify Sultan Mahmud as the 
founder (fig. 19). This manner of inserting the sultan’s 
name within a roundel divided in three horizontal 
bands, which is not common in Ottoman art, is char-
acteristic of the Mamluk royal blazon. In the Ottoman 
period, however, this epigraphic roundel with the sul-
tan’s name regularly occurred on the band (ḥizām) of 
the curtain (kiswa) of the Kaʿba, which was tradition-
ally woven in Cairo in the name of the Ottoman sultan 
(fig. 29).40 The earliest such medallion identifying an 
Ottoman sultan on the band of the kiswa bears the name 
of Sultan Selim II (r. 1566–74); however, a Mamluk-
style marble blazon in the name of Sultan Suleyman the 
Magnificent (r. 1520–66), recently published, was found 
in Mecca.41 This Egyptian tradition, inherited from 
Mamluk heraldry and perpetuated on the kiswa and 
other pilgrimage-related objects of the Ottoman period, 
may have been the inspiration for the carved epigraphic 
medallion on this sabīl. Here again, the role of the black 
eunuchs as a link between the Holy Cities, Cairo, and 
Istanbul, seems to have been the source of inspiration.

The longest inscription is included in a chain of epi-
graphic cartouches beneath the wooden eaves; it is an 
Arabic poetic text in praise of the madrasa, the maktab, 
and the sabīl, and refers to Beşir Agha, who founded 
them (anshāʾuhu) on behalf of the sultan.42 The poem 
is followed by an attribution (ḥarrarahu, meaning “has 
composed”) to Hasan al-Zuhdi and the year 1164 
(1750).43 The style of this inscription is of higher calli-
graphic quality than that of the previous inscriptions 
and may have been the design of Beşir Agha himself. 
This assumption is supported by the fact that it is the 
only inscription to name him as the sultan’s proxy. Beşir 
Agha was an acknowledged calligrapher, who designed 
monumental inscriptions in the Ottoman capital. His 
signature figures on a ḥilya (calligraphic verbal portrait 
of the Prophet)44 and on the foundation inscription of 
the imaret (soup kitchen) at the Topkapı palace in Istan-
bul (figs. 27 and 28). According to Müstakim-zade, 
Beşir Agha studied thuluth and naskh under the super-
vision of the imam of the Hasırcılar mosque, Mustafa 
Efendi, continuing with Mumcu-zade Mehmed Agha 
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PATRONAGE

After more than two centuries of Ottoman rule in Egypt, 
the imperial foundation of the madrasa of Sultan 
Mahmud I with its lavish sabīl-maktab raises questions 
as to the motivation for its construction. One may argue 
that the foundation of a monument bearing the names 
of the sultan along with that of Beşir Agha enhanced 
the prestige of the latter and the black eunuchs in 
 general. The position of the complex next door to the 
sabīl-maktab of the previous Beşir Agha creates an 
architectural ensemble that commemorates the imperial 
eunuchs. However, the involvement of the sultan’s 
name can hardly have been secondary to the interests 
of the eunuchs; rather, the sultan must have played a 
decisive role in the building of this foundation. 

The imperial interest in Egypt is further confirmed 
by the foundation a few years later of two sabīl-maktabs 
in Cairo by Sultan Mustafa III. The earlier one, no lon-
ger extant, was built in 1170 (1756–57), near the shrine 
of Sayyida Nafisa;53 the second one (mentioned above) 
likewise served a highly venerated shrine—that of Sayy-
ida Zaynab. This sabīl-maktab introduces its own highly 
unusual and contemporary feature—its interior is dec-
orated with Dutch blue-and-white tiles, most likely sent 
from Istanbul.54 

Among all the monuments founded in Cairo between 
1517 and the emergence of Muhammad ʿ Ali in the early 
nineteenth century, the façade of the complex of Sultan 
Mahmud I occupies a prominent place. The foundation 
was designed primarily as a showpiece, to mark the 
imperial presence in Cairo; the modest interior of the 
madrasa-takiyya appended to the lavish sabīl-maktab 
suggests that its contribution to the academic life of 
Cairo was of less significance than its aesthetic function. 
If the construction of this foundation was motivated by 
concerns about the future of the Ottoman presence in 
the central Arab provinces, it would have been in vain. 
The open disobedience of Egypt’s military grandees 
towards the Ottoman sultan had yet to reach the dra-
matic proportions of two decades later, with the rebel-
lion of the emir ʿAli Bey al-Kabir, who evicted two 
Ottoman governors between 1768 and 1769. ʿAli Bey’s 
eventual defeat could not bring Egypt back to the Otto-
mans; the arrival of Napoleon’s troops in 1798, and 

mosque, the Nur-u Osmaniye, completed after his 
death, in 1755, nor to the decorative program of con-
temporary fountains in Istanbul. This is not surprising, 
since the craftsmen who worked on imperial monu-
ments would not have been sent to work in the prov-
ince. Rather, the construction and decoration seem to 
have relied on local manpower, such as the recently 
established workshop of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda. 
This was a matter of convenience rather than principle. 

In view of the traditional significance of fountains as 
an urban and aesthetic feature in Cairo, long before the 
Ottomans discovered their passion for them, the 
emphasis on the fountain house must have had partic-
ular significance for the patronage of this foundation. 
It may not be speculating too far even to interpret the 
taste for fountains in eighteenth-century Istanbul as 
having been stimulated by the fountain patronage of 
Ottoman officials in Cairo, notably the black eunuchs. 
This Egyptian connection may have also influenced the 
appearance of the sebils that were combined with mek-
tebs in Istanbul, and in some cases even their architec-
tural superposition in the Cairene manner.47 

Reversely, in Cairo, the complex of Sultan  
Mahmud I introduced an intricate version of fusion 
between Ottoman and Cairene Ottoman architecture, 
with its curved sabīl façade, iron grilles with arabesque, 
and epigraphic decoration. The decorative innovations 
of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda only included epigraphy 
after the complex of Sultan Mahmud I was established.48 
The appearance of epigraphic bands and mirrored cal-
ligraphic compositions on his portal at the al-Azhar 
mosque, although of different style, must have been 
stimulated by the significance of epigraphy in the dec-
orative program of the complex of Sultan Mahmud I 
(fig. 24).49 

The fusion created here did not remain confined to 
this monument; it continued to characterize the façades 
of the next two decades, as can be seen, for example, at 
the gate of the citadel known as Bab al-ʿAzab, which was 
built in 1754.50 The curved sabīl combined with the ʿ Abd 
al-Rahman Katkhuda carving style characterized all 
subsequent sabīl-maktabs in Cairo, such as that of 
 Ibrahim Katkhuda, ʿAbd al-Rahman’s master, built in 
1167 (1753–54) in the Dawudiyya quarter,51 and the 
sabīl-maktab of Sultan Mustafa III, near the shrine of 
Sayyida Zaynab (1759–60) (figs. 3052 and 31). 
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Muhammad ʿ Ali’s accession to power shortly thereafter 
terminated the de facto dominance of Istanbul in Cairo. 
The impact of Sultan Mahmud’s foundation remained 
a matter of art. 

School of Oriental and African Studies, 
The University of London

Fig. 1. Map of eighteenth-century Cairo: 1) the complex of Sultan Mahmud I; 2) the sabīl-maktab of Beşir Agha I; 3) the 
mosque of Malika Safiyya; 4) the sabīl-maktab of Ibrahim Katkhuda; 5) the zawiya of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda; and 6) 
the madrasa of Sulayman Pasha. (Plan: Nicholas Warner, based on the Cairo map in the Description de l’Égypte, ou, Recueil 
des observations et des recherches qui ont été faites en Égypte pendant l’éxpédition de l’armée française, publié par les ordres 
de Sa Majesté l’empereur Napoléon le Grand [Paris, 1809–22]). 
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Fig. 2. Main façade of the madrasa of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)
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Fig. 3. Elevation of the main façade of the madrasa and sabīl of Sultan Mahmud I, surveyed by Heba Ali.

Fig. 4. Elevation of the rear façade of the madrasa and sabīl of Sultan Mahmud I, surveyed by Heba Ali.

Fig. 5. Plan of the madrasa and sabīl of Sultan Mahmud I. (Plan: courtesy of the Organization of Egyptian Antiquities)
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Fig. 6. The sabīl-maktab of Sultan Mahmud I. (After Pascal Coste, Architecture arabe, ou Monuments du Kaire, mesurés et 
dessinés, de 1818 à 1826 [Paris, 1839]) 

Fig. 7. The sabīl-maktabs of Sultan Mahmud I (left) and al-Hajj Beşir Agha (right). (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif)
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Fig. 8. The main portal of the madrasa of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)

Fig. 9. The portal of the sabīl of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)
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Fig. 11. The courtyard of the madrasa of Sultan Mahmud I. 
(Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)

Fig. 12. Façade of the oratory of the madrasa of Sultan 
Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)

Fig. 10. The portal of the maktab of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)
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Fig. 13. Interior view of the sabīl of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)

Fig. 14. Tile panel in the sabīl of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: 
Doris Behrens-Abouseif)

Fig. 15. The mihrab of the sabīl of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: 
Faisal Ali Rajper)
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Fig. 16. View from the west of the sabīl façade of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal Ali Rajper)
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Fig. 17. The zawiya of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda. (Photo: Nicholas Warner)

Fig. 18. The zawiya of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda. 
(After Coste, Architecture arabe, pl. XXXVII)
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Fig. 19. Detail of the sabīl façade of Sultan Mahmud I, with epigraphic medallion. (Photo: 
Faisal Ali Rajper)

Fig. 20. Detail of the sabīl façade of Sultan Mahmud I, with window grille. (Photo: Faisal 
Ali Rajper) 
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Fig. 21. The sabīl-maktab of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda at 
Bayn al-Qasrayn. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif)

Fig. 22. Detail of carving on the façade of the sabīl-maktab of ʿAbd 
al-Rahman Katkhuda at Bayn al-Qasrayn. (Photo: Doris Behrens-
Abouseif)

Fig. 23. Tughra of Sultan Mahmud I on the sabīl façade. (Photo: Faisal 
Ali Rajper)



doris behrens-abouseif214

Fig. 24. Façade of ʿAbd al-Rahman Katkhuda at the al-Azhar mosque. (Photo: Doris 
Behrens-Abouseif) 

Fig. 25. Detail of the main portal of the madrasa of Sultan Mahmud I. (Photo: Faisal 
Ali Rajper)
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Fig. 26. Tughra of Sultan Mahmud I at the Tophane in Istan-
bul. (Photo: Burak Çetintaş)

Fig. 27. Ḥilya panel signed by Beşir Agha. Private collection. 
(Photo: Bora Keskiner)

Fig. 28. Epigraphic panel designed by Beşir Agha for the ima-
ret of the Haghia Sophia in Istanbul. (Photo: Burak, Çetintaş)

Fig. 29. Medallion on the band of the kiswa inscribed with 
the name of Sultan Selim II. London, The Nasser D. Khalili 
Collection of Islamic Art, text. 0280. (Photo: Nahla Nassar, 
courtesy of the Khalili Collection)
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Fig. 30. The sabīl-maktab of Ibrahim Katkhuda. (After Iván Forray, Utazási Album [Travel Album] [Pest, 1859], no. 35: 
Egyiptomi kút [Egyptian fountain])

Fig. 31. The sabīl-maktab of Sultan Mustafa III opposite the shrine of Sayyida Zaynab. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif) 
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