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Practice and Reform in Fourteenth-Century Damascene Madrasahs

Prior to the Mamluk period, Damascus suffered a series of political and economic
crises which underscored its already diminished status. It had been an object of
contention between the Fatimids in Cairo and the Abbasids in Baghdad, each
seeing the city as an advance post against the other. The insertion of the Saljuq
Turks and the Crusaders into this equation did not make matters any easier for
Damascus and its inhabitants. Relative stability and prosperity, however, were
slowly regained with the arrival of Nur al-Din Zangi who made Damascus the
capital of his realm in 1154. And despite minor setbacks during the following
century, when the Ayyubids ruled Egypt and Syria, Damascus continued to grow
in importance in the cultural life of the region, especially after the fall of Baghdad
(1258), as a center for Sunni (and Sufi) education with its ever expanding number
of madrasahs and khdngdhs. This role was further enhanced during the Mamluk
period as these sultans relied on an Arabic-speaking bureaucracy. During the
Mamluk period, Damascus became the capital of the province, and as the most
important city in Syria, it played a crucial role in the formulation of post-Abbasid
culture.'

Although by no means the only venue to transmit knowledge, the madrasah
became an important cultural institution whose role went beyond that of a place
for higher education. Recent literature suggests different social and political roles
and raises further questions that need to be answered in an effort to fully comprehend
the role the madrasah played during the medieval period.” While preparing an
edition of Tarikh al-Jazari comprised of all available fragments,’ I came upon,
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among other things, continuous reference in the narrative of events and in the
obituaries of some noteworthy individuals to madrasahs in Damascus, their teachers,
when they were appointed or were transferred, and who replaced whom, among
other relevant information that might shed further light on the institution, at least
during the years covered by the remaining fragments. At this time, only selected
reports will be highlighted that refer to practices related to the madrasah institution
and mention attempts to reform some abuses that were associated with it.

NEw INsTITUTIONS

While Pouzet could count 94 madrasahs in Damascus by 1300," more were built
after that. What remains of al-Jazari’s manuscript unfortunately does not cover the
first twenty-five years of the fourteenth century but only the years from 1325 to
1338 (725-38 A.H.). Al-Jazari tells of the dedication of several madrasahs and
mausolea. One madrasah was a modest establishment and the others more grand.
Inaugurated on 14 Dhu al-Qa‘dah 726, the Madrasah Himsiyah, not to be confused
with the venerable Dar al-Hadith al-Himsiyah, was a small one. It was located
opposite the Shamiyah Juwwaniyah and came into being barely four months after
the death of the person who endowed it. One teacher, Muhy1 al-Din, known as
Qadi ‘Akkar, began teaching there.’

The founder of Dar al-Qur’an al-Sinjariyah, the well-to-do merchant ‘Ala’
al-Din ‘Ali al-Sinjari, died suddenly on Thursday, 13 Jumada II 735, while in
Cairo. He had earlier established the Madrasah Sinjariyah in Damascus, opposite
the Bab al-Nattafin, one of the northern gates of the Umayyad Mosque. The
endowment provided for a group of Quran reciters and students as well as for the
teaching of hadith.’

Another madrasah is Dar al-Qur’an wa-al-Hadith, established, built, and
endowed by (ansha’ ahd wa-‘ammaraha wa-waqafaha) Shams al-Din Muhammad
ibn Ahmad al-Harrani, known as Ibn al-Sabbab. He was a wealthy traveling
merchant (tajir saffar). This madrasah was sufficiently endowed to have a hadith
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scholar and students (shaykh li-sama’ al-hadith wa-mustami‘tin). The five prayers
as well as the special rarawih prayers were to be performed there. It was located
opposite the Madrasah ‘Adiliyah al-Kabirah and its inauguration was on Tuesday,
1 Ramadan 738/

The mausoleum (turbah) had developed, as an institution supported by wagf,
during the Mamluk period and referred to a complex structure that housed the
tomb and included a mosque and facilities for the staff. Some included a Sufi
convent. Often, a turbah could also include a madrasah. The size and facilities
attached to the trurbah depended on the station of the benefactor and the size and
purpose of the endowment. Thus, a turbah, in its manifold manifestations, was
among the various types of institutions where knowledge was exchanged. The
following reports found in al-Jazari illustrate the construction of some mausolea
in Damascus.

A mausoleum was built by the merchant Amin al-Din ‘Uthman ibn ‘Umar,
known also as al-Buss, who died on 7 Dhu al-Hijjah 731. The mausoleum was
outside the Jabiyah Gate on the site of an older mosque that was knocked down
and rebuilt with a minaret and a burial room next to it. Attached to the walls of the
mosque, he built upper chambers and shops (‘alalt wa-hawdnit) and made their
income wagf for the mosque. He also endowed a chair for the teaching of hadith.
Amin al-Din ‘Uthman also built a khan (or inn) in al-Muzayrib (a village in the
Hawran, south of Damascus) with a mosque and a minaret. A prayer leader and a
caretaker, among others, were to take care of the place and the travelers who
stayed there for the night. They were to light ten candles for each boarder. The
total cost of Amin al-Din’s endowment was about 250,000 dirhams.?

Another mausoleum was built for the Mamluk amir Sayf al-Din Balaban, also
known as Turna. He died on 21 Rabi‘ I 734 and left a great deal of money, of
which 30,000 dirhams were set aside for the building of the tfurbah and the
attached mosque and to buy whatever was needed for them. The imam of the
mosque was to receive 30 dirhams, the muezzin 30 dirhams, and the caretaker 30
dirhams. The mausoleum and the mosque each had windows made of iron that
opened to the street and were inside the city walls, near the Umayyad Mosque.
They were adjacent to his former residence.’

A friend and a neighbor of al-Jazar1 when he lived near Bab al-Khawwasin,
Najm al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Rahbi was a very wealthy merchant. He died on
Wednesday, 27 Jumada II 735. He built a mausoleum and a mosque in the area of
Mazzah, where his endowment supported a group of residents and caretakers. One

"Ibid., 1027.
*Ibid., 2:508.
’Ibid., 3:698.
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third of his wealth (50,000 dirhams) went to buy property whose income was
designated for charity."

MEDICINE AND THE PHYSICAL SCIENCES

It is thought that the madrasah institution was specifically established for the
teaching of religious sciences, and especially figh (law). While that might be true
of some institutions, in others subjects such as medicine were taught alongside the
religious sciences, often by the same individuals. Also, just as in the teaching of
religious sciences, the approach to the teaching of physical sciences was similarly
varied to include the formal and the informal types of education practiced at the
time. Al-Jazari provides the following reports which illustrate this complexity.
‘Imad al-Din Abu Bakr ‘Uthman al-Hanafi, known as ‘Imad al-Hayawan, was a
physician at the Bimaristan al-Salihiyah as well as the Bimaristan al-Nuri. He
also taught Hanafi law in the Hanafi schools." ‘Izz al-Din Abu ‘Ali ibn Zufar,
from Irbil, was a physician by training and experience who studied and worked in
Baghdad, Tabriz, and other cities in the east. He came to Damascus in 692 and
became a Sufi. He must have passed certain requirements for he was recommended
to the authorities and he was finally given permission to practice medicine (thumma
innahu zukkiya wa-udhina lahu fi mubasharat al-tibb). He, however, was in a
quandary and could not take off his Sufi garb and decided to forsake his profession."
Najm al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahim ibn al-Rahman, known as Ibn al-Shahham, passed
away in the Madrasah Jarukhiyah" on Tuesday, Rabi‘ II 730. This Shafi‘i scholar,
originally from Mosul, left his home town as a youth and traveled around before
he settled in Baghdad in pursuit of knowledge (wa-aqama bi-Baghdad yashtaghilu
bi-al-‘ilm). He then “stayed awhile” in the Saray Madrasah of Uzbek Khan. Najm
al-Din came to Damascus in 724. He must have been well known by then for he
was immediately given the tadris (teaching assignment) in the Madrasah Zahiriyah,
which is outside the city wall. The mashyakhah of the Palace Khangah and the
tadris in the Madrasah Jarukhiyah were added later to his duties.'* Najm al-Din’s
obituary indicates that he was an expert in law and medicine, in keeping with the
traditions of the school. This madrasah was built for Abu al-Qasim Mahmud ibn
al-Mubarak, known as al-Mujir al-Wasiti al-Baghdadi, who studied figh at the
Nizamiyah of Baghdad with Abu Mansur ibn al-Razzaz. He was also the mu ‘id
(teaching assistant) for al-Imam Abu al-Najib al-Suhrawardi. Where or with whom

"“Ibid., 805.

"Ibid., 2:347-48.

“Ibid., 146.
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he studied medicine, al-Jazari does not say, but after Abu al-Qasim came to
Damascus and took over the Jarukhiyah, he seems to have taught medicine in the
school (wa-nashara biha al-tibb). Medicine, in addition, was also taught at the
Madrasah Dunaysiriyah, right next to the Bimaristan al-Nuri (the main Damascene
hospital), at the Labbudiyah Nijmiyah, and at the Madrasah Dakhwariyah whose
founder was the teacher of such medical experts as Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah and Ibn
al-NafTs.”

The teaching of hard sciences or professional training related to medical practice
was not always done in a madrasah. It was done also by apprenticeship. Badr
al-Din Abu ‘Ali al-Kahhal came from a family of oculists. His father and grandfather
were both oculists (kahhal). Badr al-Din, who passed away on Friday, 3 Dhu
al-Hijjah 726, also had knowledge of surgery. Naturally enough, when Badr al-Din
grew old (he lived to be a hundred) and his hand became unsteady, his son
Muhammad began to practice the profession under the supervision of his father
(fa-kana waladuhu Muhammad yukahhil wa-yudawi al-jarhd wa-al-mardd bi-
hudiirihi wa-isharatihi). It would be natural to assume that Muhammad also read
medical books with his father. Other students, al-Jazar1 says, “read and apprenticed”
with Badr al-Din, among them (mimman qara’a ‘alayhi wa-ishtaghala ‘indahu)
Shihab al-Din Ahmad, the head oculist and surgeon (ra’is al-kahhdlin wa-al-
jard’ihiyah). His son, Jamal al-Din, was then the chief of physicians (ra’is al-
attibba’ ) in Damascus.'

Another near-contemporary oculist passed away four years later on Saturday,
15 Dhu al-Hijjah 730. Zayn al-Din Ayyub ibn Ni‘mah al-Nabulsi resided,
presumably as a student, in the Madrasah Shamiyah that was outside the city
walls (al-Barraniyah), where he “memorized Kitab al-Lugtah fi al-Tanbih” and
audited (sami‘a) Kitab al-Adab of al-Bayhaqi. But when he saw his neighbor,
Isma‘il ibn al-‘Abbadi al-Kahhal, practicing his profession, Zayn al-Din liked
what he saw and decided to become a kahhal himself. So he studied with yet
another oculist, Muhy1 al-Din Tahir al-Kahhal, among others, for a “short period”
before he started his own practice. He seems to have done well and grew rich as a
result. But when Ghazan Khan attacked Damascus in 700, he fled, with many
others including al-Jazari himself, to Cairo, where he stayed for twenty-two years.
His fame and fortune increased there due to the demand for his profession (wa-nafaqa
suquhu wa-hasala lahu hazz fi sind‘atihi). He served the sultan and accompanied
him on the hunt. When he returned to Damascus his reputation had already been
enhanced and the students flocked to study with him (wa-gasadahu al-talabah
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wa-akhadhit ‘anhu).”

Al-Jazari provides the following reports regarding the teaching of other sciences.
‘Ala’ al-Din ‘Ali ibn ‘Uthman, known as al-Tuyuri al-Hasib, was a professional
witness specializing in assessing property values (yashhadu fi giyam al-amldk)
who started out teaching in a maktab but eventually had a study circle (halgah) in
the Umayyad Mosque. A group of students benefited from ‘Ala’ al-Din’s extensive
knowledge (al-yad al-tiild) in calculus, algebra, mugabalah (collating, equations),
and geometry (wa-ishtaghala ‘alayhi jama‘ah fi al-hisab wa-al-jabr wa-al-
muqgabalah wa-al-handasah, wa-kdna lahu maktab fi awwal amrihi wa-ba‘du
sara lahu halgah bi-jami‘ Dimashg)." Qutb al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Ali, the
muezzin and muwagqqit (time-keeper) in Karim mosque in the Qubaybat, was an
expert astrologer, astronomer, and maker of astrolabes. He studied astronomy
with Zayn al-Din ibn al-Murahhil (a deputy Shafi‘i judge, see below). In turn,
Qutb al-Din taught many students these same subjects."”

MOVEMENT

It is not unusual to read in the obituaries that someone died while a resident in a
madrasah. Al-Nuwayri (d. 732), author of Nihayat al-Arab, for example, reports
that his father was born in one madrasah and died in another. He passed away
while in the Maliki lecture hall of the Najmiyah Madrasah in Cairo. But although
some positions seem to be assigned for life, there was also a considerable movement
of scholars from one madrasah to another. And it is worthwhile to notice that the
authorities responsible for these appointments took special care not to leave a post
vacant in case of death or transfer. Al-Jazar1 usually says wa-a‘tii (they gave, or
they assigned), yet he does not make clear who “they” refers to. (However, the
authorities in this instance would usually consist of officials who administer the
endowments, each of the chief judges or their deputies, and other relevant
government officials.) Some of these appointments could be considered lateral
moves, others seem to be promotions.

When al-Jazari died on Friday, 7 Jumad4 II 729, in his residence at the
Madrasah Badra’iyah, he was replaced by Shihab al-Din Abu al-‘Abbas Ibn Jahbal,
who inaugurated his own lectures there a week later on Monday, 15 Jumada II.
Ibn Jahbal, a scion of a family of learning, vacated his post at the Madrasah
Zahirtyah. Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn al-Dhahabi took his place there and
inaugurated his own lectures two days later, on Wednesday, 17 Jumada II. This
lecture was attended by the chief Shafi‘i judge of Damascus, ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Qunawi,

"bid., 444-45.
®Ibid., 156.
®Ibid., 370.

©2007 by Mahmood Ibrahim.
BY DOI: 10.6082/M1G44NFR. (https://doi.org/10.6082/M1G44NFR)

DOI of Vol. XI, no. 1: 10.6082/M1DR2SK1. See https://doi.org/10.6082/ZWRN-BZ17 to download the full volume or
individual articles. This work is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license
(CC-BY). See http:/mamluk.uchicago.edu/msr.html for more information about copyright and open access.



MAMLUK STUDIES REVIEW VoL. 11, No. 1,2007 75

and a group of hadith and law scholars. Shams al-Din ibn al-Dhahabi (a Shafi‘i
himself) had been a preacher (khatib) in the mosque of Kafar Batna for nearly
twenty-six years, having been appointed there in Safar 703. To take over his
duties in Kafar Batnd, Jamal al-Din ibn al-Masallati, a Maliki, was appointed. He
assumed his duties on Friday, 19 Jumada II, in the presence of a group of judges
and other notables who attended his inaugural sermon. A division of duties was
agreed upon in this instance where the sons of Ibn al-Dhahabi occupied the post
of leading the prayer (imamah) while Ibn al-Masallatt assumed the duty of preaching
only.” Ibn al-Masallati was soon after appointed shaykh of the Khangah al-
Shihabiyah when the previous shaykh died and the post became vacant.

The chief Shafi‘i judge al-Qunawi passed away on 14 Dhu al-Qa‘dah 729.
One of his posts, that of mashyakhat al-shuyiikh, was assigned to Sharaf al-Din
al-Hamdani, who assumed his post at the Khanqah al-Sumaysatiyah. However,
the new chief judge, ‘Alam al-Din Muhammad al-Ikhna’i, was transferred from
Alexandria. He journeyed to Damascus and assumed his new post in less than two
months, on Friday, 1 Safar 730. Two days later, al-Ikhna’1 inaugurated his lectures
at two locations, at the Madrasah Ghazaliyah and the Madrasah ‘Adiliyah. As
usual in such cases, deputies or substitutes were appointed. One was Zayn al-Din
Ibn al-Murahhil, known also as Ibn Wakil Bayt al-Mal; he had been at the Madrasah
‘Adhrawiyah ever since 6 Sha‘ban 725, when he came from Cairo to replace the
departing Ibn al-Zamalkani who had been promoted to chief Shafi‘i judge of
Aleppo and thus had to leave several posts behind. Another of his posts at the
Madrasah Masruriyah was filled by Jamal al-Din ibn al-Sharishi. To take Ibn
al-Sharishi’s place at the Ribat al-Nasiri, Husam al-Din Hasan was transferred
from Tripoli.”!

Another deputy appointed by al-Ikhna’t was Jamal al-Din Abu al-‘Abbas
Ahmad al-‘Uthmani. He, however, died very soon afterward. Muhy1 al-Din Ibn
Jahbal, nephew of the above-mentioned Shihab al-Din ibn Jahbal, was then
appointed deputy and assumed his duties on Wednesday, 29 Jumada I 730.” Chief
Judge al-Ikhna’i was soon to assume a teaching post at another school. When two
of the teachers at the Madrasah Sarimiyah, Najm al-Din Hashim al-Tanukhi
al-Ba‘lbaki and Najm al-Din Hashim al-Ta‘lili, died, the one in Jumada II and the
other in Rajab, al-Ikhna’i took over their duties as a supervisor and a teacher,
respectively”

Jamal al-Din Ibn Jumlah was appointed chief Shafi‘i judge in Rabi‘ I 733 and

“Ibid., 325.
*'bid., 75, 78.
“Ibid., 378f.
“Ibid., 464, 493.
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the letter of appointment arrived fifteen days later. On the following Sunday, it
was read in the governor’s residence in the presence of other judges. Everyone
then went to the Madrasah ‘Adiliyah, where the letter of appointment was read
again (quri‘a taqliduhu thani marratan). As part of the duties of the chief Shafi‘i
judge, Ibn Jumlah taught at the Madrasah ‘Adiliyah and the Madrasah Ghazaliyah.
His post as mu ‘id (teaching assistant) at the Madrasah Qaymariyah (or Qaymaziyah)
was taken over by his nephew Mahmud. Ibn Jumlah appointed (or confirmed)
Muhyt al-Din ibn Jahbal as his deputy (na’ib al-hukm) which meant that he
taught at the Madrasah Atabakiyah. But within six months Muhy1 al-Din was
promoted and sent to Tripoli to become its chief Shafi‘i judge. Ibn Jumlah took
over the teaching duties at the Atabakiyah, presumably until the new deputy,
Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Kamil al-Tadmuri, arrived from Hebron where he
had had the duties of preaching and leading the prayers.” Ibn Jumlah remained in
his post for nearly a year and a half when he became embroiled in a bribery
scandal, after which he was stripped of his position and imprisoned in the Madrasah
‘Adhrawiyah (Shawwal 734; more on this incident below). His duties as chief
judge and teacher at the ‘Adiliyah, Ghazaliyah, and Atabakiyah were assigned to
Shihab al-Din ibn ‘Abd Allah, who retained his own teaching post at the Madrasah
Igbaliyah because it was his place of original residence. Accordingly, the new
Shafi‘i chief judge had teaching posts at four schools. In the meanwhile, Ibn
Jumlah was transferred to the Citadel, where he remained in prison until 13 Safar
736. When Ibn Jumlah was released, he joined his family, which had been residing
all the while at the Madrasah Masruriyah.”

There are other examples of this movement from one madrasah to another.
‘Imad al-Din ibn al-Tarsus1 began teaching at the Madrasah Muqaddamiyah on
Sunday, 23 Rabi‘ I 738. He vacated his post at the Madrasah Qaymaziyah, which
was filled by ‘Ala’ al-Din ibn al-‘Izz al-Hanafi, who had been the preacher at the
Afram Mosque. ‘Ala’ al-Din was also previously a teacher at the Madrasah
Qillijiyah, a post which he left to be filled by another ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Qunawi, a
Hanafi, Sufi shaykh (not to be confused with the deceased chief judge). All this
movement took place within three days.”

Death and transfer were not the only causes of replacement. Quick appointments
to the vacant posts were made here also. When the celebrated Hanbali scholar
Taqi al-Din Ibn Taymiyah was arrested, his teaching post at the Madrasah
Hanbaliyah was assigned to Burhan al-Din Ibrahim ibn Ahmad, known as Ibn
al-Jabi. He is said to have acquitted himself well in his inaugural lecture, which

*bid., 3:592, 600, 602-3.
*Ibid., 591, 674, 855.
*Ibid., 1016, 1017.
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was attended by a number of gadis and notables.” In another instance, Fakhr
al-Din al-Misr1 had been in Aleppo when he was recalled due to his name being
associated with a financial scandal. He arrived back on Thursday, 10 Jumad4 I
738, and the very next day he was arrested, stripped of his posts at the Madrasah
‘Adiliyah and the Dawla‘Tyah. He was accused of participating in a shady sugar
deal that became known after the head of the chancery (katib al-sirr), ‘Alam
al-Din Muhammad Ibn al-Qutb, was arrested on accusations of embezzlement. It
was rumored that the sugar could be found in the residence of Fakhr al-Din at the
Madrasah ‘Adiliyah. Thereupon, his residence was searched (wa-kabasii baytahu)
but the sugar did not turn up. Unlike in the case of Ibn Jumlah’s family, the
authorities ordered Fakhr al-Din’s family out of the residence, sealed it, and
sealed all of his other properties. With Ibn al-Qutb in prison and Fakhr al-Din in
disgrace, a third individual was sought. Al-Amin al-Sukkari admitted that they
had bought gand for the amount of 12 thousand dirhams and they processed it into
sugar (ishtarayna qand bi-ithnay ‘asharah alf dirham, wa-‘amilnahu sukkar). He
further stated that one third was to go to him, one third to Ibn al-Qutb, and one
third to Fakhr al-Din. At that, Ibn al-Qutb was beaten and jailed in the Citadel,
while Fakhr al-Din was imprisoned in the Madrasah ‘Adhrawiyah, where other
“scholars” had been held prisoner at the same time. Fakhr al-Din’s post at the
‘Adiliyah was assigned to Ibn al-Nagib, while the post at the Dawla‘iyah was
assigned to the rehabilitated Ibn Jumlah. Fakhr al-Din was finally released after
100 days of confinement and only after an order for his release came from the
sultan in Cairo. There is no word that he recovered his posts. We are told, however,
that he lived in a house that was loaned to him (a‘arahu iyyahu) by a teacher at
the Madrasah Nasirtyah.”

The movement from one post to another did not stop here. Ibn Jumlah, who
was assigned to the Madrasah Dawla‘iyah after his rehabilitation, was soon
transferred to the Madrasah Shamiyah Barraniyah (outside the city walls). The
imam of Dar al-Hadith al-Ashrafiyah, Shams al-Din al-Yamani was appointed in
Ibn Jumlah’s place at the Dawla‘lyah. Zayn al-Din ibn al-Murahhil, whose death
necessitated the transfer of Ibn Jumlah in the first place, left a young son who was
presumed to take over the teaching duties at yet another school, the Madrasah
‘Adhrawiyah. As the boy was too young and unqualified for the post, Nur al-Din
al-Ardabili was appointed to the post until the boy grew up and acquired the
qualifications necessary for teaching (ild haythu yakbar wa-yata’ ahhal lil-tadris).”

While the son of Ibn al-Murahhil inherited only one of his father’s assigned

bid., 2:122.
*bid., 3:1018, 1020, 1027, 1030.
“Ibid., 1018-20, 1026, 1032.
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posts, sometimes several posts, as well as the governmental appointments that
originated the entitlement, were kept in the family. Just as the position of chief
Shafi‘i judge entitled the position holder to teach at the Madrasah ‘Adiliyah and
the Madrasah Ghazaliyah, it seems that other positions had their associated posts
as well. Jamal al-Din Ahmad ibn Sharaf al-Din Muhammad, scion of the Damascene
Ibn al-Qalanist family, came from a long line of Shafi‘i notables. He studied
hadith, together with our author al-Jazari, under Ibn al-Bukhari, among other
scholars of the day. He also studied figh with Taj al-Din al-Farkah and grammar
with his own brother Sharaf al-Din. He was employed in the chancery for a time.
Later, he was appointed treasurer (wakil bayt al-mal) of Damascus as well as gadi
askar, a dual post usually held simultaneously by a Shafi‘i and a Hanafi scholar.
Jamal al-Din ibn al-Qalanisi taught at the Madrasah Asadiyah, the Madrasah
Zahiriyah, the Madrasah Aminiyah, and the Madrasah ‘Asraniyah.” Jamal al-Din
passed away on Monday, 28 Dhu al-Qa‘dah 731. Within a month, a marsim (an
official letter of appointment) arrived with the post on Tuesday, 26 Dhu al-Hijjah
731, appointing ‘Ala’ al-Din ibn al-Qalanisi, brother of the deceased, to all of his
vacated official as well as teaching posts (jami‘ manasib akhihi Jamal al-Din . . .
wikalat bayt al-mal, wa-qada’ al ‘asdakir al-mansiurah, wa-tadris al-madrasah
al-Aminiyah, wa-al-Zahiriyah wa-al-madrasah al-‘Asruniyah, wa-ghayrihd). This
same ‘Ala’ al-Din ibn al-Qalanisi had been appointed to several positions a few
months earlier, such as the supervision of the Bimaristan al-Nuri. Thus, by the
end of the year ‘Ala’ al-Din came to hold several sensitive official and associated
teaching posts. The continuity of the Ibn al-Qalanisi line in government and
madrasah positions is secured not only by having a family wagf, but also by
incorporating younger members of the family into this structure. As an example,
‘Ala’ al-Din declined at least two posts in favor of his nephew: teaching at the
Madrasah ‘Asruniyah and the management of the wealth of the sons al-Zahir
Baybars (nazala li-ibn akhihi al-sadr Amin al-Din ibn Jamal al-Din ‘an tadris
al-madrasah al-‘Asruniyah wa-‘an nazar tirkat awlad al-Sultan al-Malik al-Zahir).
Amin al-Din inaugurated his own lectures (dhakara al-dars) at the Madrasah
‘Asruniyah on Wednesday, 6 Muharram 732."

REFORM INITIATIVES

By the eighth/fourteenth century, the institution of the madrasah had seen over
three hundred years of growth and development. An enormous amount of energy
and resources were dedicated to its maintenance and also to insure that the benefits
continued to reach society. As we have seen, by the middle of the fourteenth

*Ibid., 507, 508.
bid., 2:457, 472, 507, 515.
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century there were nearly a hundred madrasahs in Damascus, large and small.
Al-Nu‘aymi (d. 978/1570) lists 152 madrasahs in Damascus, other than the 500 or
so mosques and the numerous ribats and khangahs, where instruction, usually of a
Sufi orientation, also took place. The greater majority of these institutions were
founded in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. That the institution had become
so ubiquitous in the Islamic world is indicated by al-Magqrizi (d. 845/1442), who
lists 73 madrasahs on the Cairo street known as Bayn al-Qasrayn, the site of the
old Fatimid palace.” Abuses were bound to crop up due to the large number of
institutions, personnel, and amount of money dedicated to this institution. We
have seen how the position could be abused as in the cases of Ibn Jumlah and
Fakhr al-Din al-Misri. George Makdisi reports on several practices such as
divisibility of posts and multiplicity of posts. Makdisi refers to Ibn Taymiyah who
criticized these practices in the form of fatwds. Makdisi also sites Abu Shamah (d.
665/1268), who wrote a long poem denouncing some of the abuses that had
become prevalent even earlier in his day.” The following cases related by al-Jazari
shed further light on this issue and explain some of the steps taken to correct these
abuses.

Sayf al-Din Tankiz al-Nasiri, the governor of Damascus (na’ib al-sultan), was
visiting the Madrasah Qillijiyah, which was next to his residence, during the early
days of Rabi‘ I 729 when he saw iron locks on several rooms (buyiit, lit. houses).
He asked the supervisors of the madrasah if such rooms belonged to the teachers
of law (fugaha’) at the school itself. One replied that the rooms belonged to Fakhr
al-Din ibn Shihab al-Din al-Hanafi. He continued by saying that they stored in
them cloth (gimdsh) and other wares (hawa’ij). Fakhr al-Din was summoned and
was criticized for his actions as they were taking away rooms from the fugaha’ of
the school, given that he owned other places around the city for storage (wa-ankara
‘alayhi li-kawn lahum qa‘ah wa-mawadi ‘). It turned out that Fakhr al-Din was not
alone. The governor then issued an order to the inspector of endowments (mushidd
al-awqaf) to demand rent from everyone who had a (store) room in a madrasah in
which he was not a fagih. Rent was to be assessed from the day each room was
occupied. Honorable and highly-regarded assessors (‘udul al-gimah) were
assembled to estimate the value and on Wednesday, 26 Rabi‘ I 729 it was decreed
(rasamii) that the following should pay what the assessors had determined: Shams
al-Din ibn Humayd, who was the colleague of Fakhr al-Din in the Diwan al-Jaysh,
600 dirhams; Shihab al-Din Ahmad ibn al-Muhadhdhib, 630 dirhams; the sons of
‘Afif al-Din al-Hanafi, 400 dirhams; Nasir al-Din ibn al-Qassa‘, 400 dirhams;
al-Khallati, 400 dirhams. All of these individuals were found in the Madrasah

*Al-Nu‘aymi, Tarikh al-Madaris, index.
33Makdisi, Rise of Colleges, 161-71. On Abu Shamah and his poem, see ibid., 171.
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‘Aziziyah. Unfortunately, al-Jazari does not mention what happened to Fakhr
al-Din and his colleagues at the Qillijiyah. However, he says that some rooms and
adjacent structures were knocked down to create a long covered and carpeted
walkway (dihliz) from the madrasah to the Umayyad Mosque. It is not clear how
this would help prevent the abuse from recurring, except maybe in creating a large
and continuous space instead of compartments: students could come and go
unhindered. The authorities followed up with others in similar circumstances
(tatabba‘u baqi al-nas alladhina hum sukkdn al-madaris). Although the effort
seemed extensive, al-Jazarl mentions one more name in particular, Muhammad
al-Khashshab, known also as al-Bahlawan, who had to pay 100 dirhams.™

Another reform came in response to an order from the sultan al-Nasir Muhammad
himself. A marsum arrived in Damascus in early Dhu al-Hijjah 727. Shortly
thereafter, on Friday, 6 Dhu al-Hijjah, the governor assembled the four chief
judges, other teachers, and Sufis, and had the sultan’s letter read to the gathering.
The letter asked that the deed document (wagfiyah) of each madrasah, inside and
outside of the Damascus city walls, must be examined to make sure that the
madrasah functioned exactly as stipulated in the document. Anyone who did not
meet the qualifications (shurit) stipulated by the benefactor must be dismissed.
Only those who met the stipulations, including those who held non-teaching
positions, could be retained. A “committee” made up of the four chief judges, the
treasurer (wakil bayt al-mal), the supervisor and the inspector of the endowments
(nazir al-awqadf wa-mushidduhd), the accounts controller (mustawfi), and a group
of fugahd’ and teachers began a systematic reading of all the wagfiyahs, an
activity that took place everyday between the noon prayer and the afternoon
prayer until the month of Safar the following year (nearly the two months of Dhu
al-Hijjah and Muharram).

The first madrasah that was examined was al-‘Adiliyah and then al-Ghazaliyah
(the madrasahs of the Shafi‘i chief judge), but nothing untoward was found there.
The deed document of the Madrasah Shamiyah Juwwaniyah stipulated that the
law professor must board in the school (shartuhd al-mabit) and the condition was
made that all the teachers must sleep in the school if they were to remain employed.
The deed document of the Shamiyah Juwwaniyah stipulated the employment of
20 professors, in addition to other teaching posts, such as teaching assistants, and
non-teaching functions such as prayer leader and the one who calls to prayer. The
committee found 190 fagihs and thus had to dismiss a total of 130. Leaving 60
behind did not comply with the conditions of the wagfiyah, but it must have been
a difficult compromise because there was a great deal of commotion and unhappiness
as a result of this action.

MAL-T azarl, Hawadith al-Zaman, 2:320-21.
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Three of the Hanafi schools that were examined also stipulated boarding.
These were the Madrasah Khatuniyah Barraniyah, the Madrasah Mugadamiyah
inside the Faradis Gate, and the Madrasah Khatiniyah which is inside the city
walls. In addition to boarding, the deeds stipulated that additional prayers must be
performed on top of the five ordinary prayers. Al-Jazari says that as a result of
this examination many teachers were dismissed. Only 30 professors remained in
these madrasahs where once they had 200, or 150, etc.”

Local self-initiated reform attempts were also reported by al-Jazari. On
Wednesday, 22 Jumada II 725 the chief Shafi‘i judge, Jalal al-Din al-Qazwini,
presided over a committee made up of the nazir al-awgaf (Shams al-Din al-Harrani),
the mushidd al-awqaf (Nasir al-Din Bakr), and the mustawfi. Apparently, there
have been several complaints from the unhappy trustees of the madrasahs because
the wagf income was insufficient, due to low prices and presumably meager
profits. Some even expressed their complaints by writing to the sultan in Cairo
and to the governor in Damascus. Perhaps to forestall government interference,
al-Jazar1 says that the Shafi‘is surveyed the schools and inspected them (arakiihd
[rawk] wa-kashafii ‘alayhim). They found lecturers with thirteen posts, others
with twelve, eleven, or ten, and more or less (wa-qalil wa-kathir). The committee
called all the Shafi‘is who had been assigned residence in the various madrasahs
(wa-hadara fugahd’ al-shdfi‘iyah al-munazzalina fi al-madaris). They gathered
nearly 600 individuals. The decision was taken to reduce the number of posts held
by an individual to three or four posts and to base the salary on the total of
stipends gathered from each (wa-yakiin bi-al-mablium alladhi yatanawalahu fi
al-majmu‘). Al-Jazarl says that what was said and discussed at this unhappy
occasion was too much to explain (wa-jara fusul yatil sharhuhd) and no one was
happy with the outcome (wa-infasala al-jami‘ wa-kulluhum ghayr radin).”

There were other instances when lecturers were dismissed from their posts
based on local initiative as indicated by the following account, although this time
it seems that the dismissal was unilateral and the implication is that the action was
unjust. Al-Jazari, furthermore, does not report the circumstances or why the lecturers
were dismissed. The chief Shafi‘i judge Jamal al-Din ibn Jumlah was appointed
to his post in Safar 733, as we have seen earlier. By the middle of Shawwal 734,
nearly a year and a half later, Ibn Jumlah was dismissed due to complaints that he
exceeded the law and that he lied under oath when accusations of bribery against
him surfaced. These charges involved him and others, such as Zahir al-Din al-Rumi,
Rukn al-Din al-Sufi, and Nasir al-Din al-Duwaydar. A person by the name of
Abu Riyah testified in the presence of the governor Tankiz, with the Maliki chief

*Ibid., 197-98.
*Ibid., 73-74.
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judge presiding over a council made up of the other two chief judges, amongst
others, that Ibn Jumlah exceeded the law. The Maliki chief judge then ordered his
imprisonment in the Madrasah ‘Adhrawiyah. Confirmation of the finding and the
judgment finally came from Cairo on Saturday, 23 Shawwal. To replace the
disgraced Ibn Jumlah, the sultan sent an order to appoint, as mentioned earlier,
Shihab al-Din Muhammad ibn Majd al-Din ‘Abd Allah. The letter was read in the
presence of an assembly by none other than ‘Alam al-Din al-Birzali, al-Jazari’s
mentor and teacher and the source of much of the information for the latter parts
of the Tarikh. Shihab al-Din, it will be recalled, took over the posts at the two
madrasahs of the chief gadi (al-Ghazaliyah and al-‘Adiliyah) and at the Atabakiyah,
in addition to his own post at the Madrasah Igbaliyah. Most people expressed
satisfaction at this turn of events and felt that Ibn Jumlah got what he deserved,
especially for stirring up the earlier case against Ibn Taymiyah. But what is
important here is that Shihab al-Din immediately took a reverse course from that
of his predecessor. He showed a great deal of generosity in distributing charity,
giving twenty to thirty dirhams (and no less than ten) to all those in need. In
addition, he hired back all the lecturers that had been dismissed during the last
year and a half by Ibn Jumlah. These were about fifty, some of whom had become
nearly destitute. He also restored the stipends (jamikiyah) to what they had been
before Ibn Jumlah had reduced them.”

CoNCLUSION

These reports, culled as they were from one source only, in no way provide a full
picture of the madrasah institution. But to the extent that they allow us any
conclusion, they give us a glimpse at the institution as it functioned in its dual
role: as a place of residence and as a center for education. The Madrasah ‘Adhrawiyah
has the added distinction of being some sort of jail, or a half-way house, to punish
those who were guilty of serious transgressions. Ahmad Fikri, in his study of
Cairo’s madrasahs and mosques during the Ayyubid period, says that it was then
that the madrasah finally began to perform its main function as a place of residence
for the fugaha’.” This much could be seen in various reports, especially in the
cases of the 600 Shafi‘is (and no doubt others like them) who were munazzaliin
(given residence) in the various madrasahs. But the madrasah was not simply a
manzil where one resides; it was also an educational institution, although these
reports do not specifically describe a formal curriculum. The often-repeated phrase
1s wa-dhakara al-dars. As we have seen also, transfer from one madrasah to
another did not necessarily entail relocation of residence, and having posts at

“bid., 3:674-76, 679-81.
38Ahmad Fikr1, Masajid al-Qahirah wa-Madarisuha (Cairo, 1969), 2:160.
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several madrasahs did not entail multiple residences. The urgency to fill the
vacancies must be seen in the importance of the function of dhikr al-dars (giving
the lesson), as the madrasahs became a more pervasive and regulated institution
where imparting of knowledge of various fields took place. And in imparting
knowledge, in this knowledge industry, the physical sciences were no different
from the religious sciences in that they were equally taught formally and informally.
“Quality control” could be exercised, on the one hand, by manuals of hisbah and
other professional checks, and on the other by the assignment/reassignment of
these fugaha’ /mudarrisiin who constituted the pool of candidates for promotion to
higher posts. Other conclusions could be drawn from these reports, especially
when seen in their wider context. Also, it would be interesting to speculate about
the relationship of the state to the judiciary when the movement of teachers in one
city is charted, and when the transfer of judges (and other related positions) from
one city to another is mapped out.
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