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Khidr and Rasputin: On the Potentials and
Limits of Charismatic Advisors at Court

I vividly remember a conversation with Professor Reuven Amitai, back in 2010,
when I had just begun considering a topic for my M.A. thesis. Seeking direction
for the project, we discussed the role of Sufi shaykhs in the context of the Islam-
ization of Palestine during the Mamluk period, and Reuven pointed me to a cer-
tain shaykh Khidr (d. 676/1277), who was sultan Baybars’ spiritual advisor, a cu-
rious “Rasputin-like” character, and suggested that I start by reading about his
deeds. Thus began my relationship with Khidr—and with the Sufis in general.

While the reference to Grigory Rasputin (1869-1916)—the notorious spiritual
advisor to the last Czar of Russia, Nicholas II (1868-1918), and especially to the
latter’s spouse, Alexandra (1872-1918)—was obviously humorous, it soon became
clear to me how much the stories of those two controversial (to put it mildly)
spiritual figures had in common and how pairing them in a discussion about the
possible influence of saintly characters at rulers’ courts might be instructive.
This short essay will thus examine the influence a charismatic advisor was able
to wield at court but also consider how crossing certain boundaries might lead
to a clash with other, more traditional or bureaucratic, authorities. Focusing on
Khidr and the Mamluk context, Rasputin will serve as a point of comparison,
which will help shed new light on Khidr and the phenomenon he represented at
large. By doing so, the article will propose insights into the nature of relations
between the Mamluk ruling elite and Sufi shaykhs, or other saintly figures,
while situating them within a broader context.

Louis Pouzet pointed out the resemblance between Khidr and Rasputin in
a brief footnote in his 1978 article.! While not the first scholar to emphasize
Khidr’s influence during Baybars’ reign—Ashtor aptly called Khidr Baybars’
“Hausprophet” in a brief 1937 article’—Pouzet’s article paved the way for a num-
ber of subsequent short studies of the shaykh’s mesmerizing story.® It seems

'Louis Pouzet, “Hadir Ibn Abi Bakr al-Mihrani (m. 7 muh. 676/11 juin 1277), Sayh du sultan
mamelouk Al-Malik az-Z&hir Baibars,” Bulletin d’études orientales 30 (1978): 182.

2Eliyahu StrauR (Ashtor), “Scheich Hidr, Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Juden in Damaskus,”
Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde des Morgenlandes 44 (1937): 227-30.

*Most studies dealt with Khidr’s notorious assaults on the dhimmis, or his influence over Bay-
bars. Joseph Drory, “On Some Misdeeds of Sheikh Khidr, ‘Chief of the Ishmaelites,” in Studies in
Arabic and Islamic Culture, ed. Binyamin Abrahamov (Ramat Gan, 2000), 37-49; Christian Miiller
and Johannes Pahlitzsch, “Sultan Baybars I and the Georgians—In the Light of New Documents
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that no other shaykh from the Mamluk period has received such scholarly at-
tention, and rightly so.

In fact, writers contemporaneous to Khidr were no less intrigued than mod-
ern ones by his personality, his influence over such a potent ruler as Baybars,
the edifying value of his story, and, as importantly, his alleged scandalous (and
therefore entertaining) deeds. Khidr is mentioned in practically every chronol-
ogy or biographical compendium of the Mamluk period. Most recensions of his
story seem to be ultimately derived from two main “primary” sources. The first,
attributed to the amir Qashtamur al-‘Ajami (d. after 680/1281)—Baybars’ com-
rade in the Bahriyah regiment and a fellow devotee of the shaykh—was original-
ly narrated by Ibn Shaddad al-Halabi (d. 684/1285), Baybars’ court biographer.*
The second version appears to have originated with the Damascene chronicler
Ibn al-Jazari (d. 739/1338), relying on an account narrated to him by his father,
who personally met Khidr. Ibn al-Jazari’s version is later reproduced—and em-
bellished—by the Cairene chroniclers Ibn al-Dawadari (fl. 736/1335), al-Nuwayri
(d. 733/1333) and Ibn Abi al-Fad@’il (fl. 759/1358).° In other words, Khidr’s story
gained wide publicity very early on, was founded on well-known narrators who
knew him first-hand, and received wide coverage from prominent chroniclers
representing both Cairene and Syrian circles.

THE RISE AND FALL OF SHAYKH KHIDR

Since Khidr’s story is well known to modern scholarship, in what follows I will
focus on the magnitude of his influence and the dynamics that made his down-
fall inevitable. Meanwhile, the parallels to Rasputin—whose story verges on a

Related to the Monastery of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem,” Arabica 51, no. 3 (2004): 259-90; Peter
Thorau, The Lion of Egypt: Sultan Baybars I and the Near East in the 13th Century, trans. Peter M. Holt
(London, 1992), 225-29; Anne-Marie Eddé, “Baybars et son double: De I'ambiguité du souverain
ideal,” in Le Bilad al-Sam face aux mondes extérieurs: La perception de 'Autre et la représentation du
souverain, ed. Denise Aigle (Damascus and Beirut, 2012), 73-86; Peter M. Holt, “An Early Source
on Shaykh Khadir al-Mihrani,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 46 (1983): 33-39;
Denise Aigle, “Legitimizing a Low-Born, Regicide Monarch: The Case of the Mamluk Sultan
Baybars and the Ilkhans in the Thirteenth Century,” in Representing Power in Ancient Inner Asia:
Legitimacy, Transmission and the Sacred, ed. Isabelle Charleux et al. (Bellingham, WA, 2010), 61-94;
Robert Irwin, The Middle East in the Middle Ages: The Early Mamluk Sultanate, 1250-1382 (London,
1986), 53-55 (Irwin also notes Khidr’s resemblance to Rasputin).

“Tbn Shaddad, Tarikh al-Malik al-Zahir, ed. Ahmad Hutayt (Wiesbaden, 1983), 58-60, 272-74.
SHolt, “Early Source”; Ibn al-Dawadari, Kanz al-durar wa-jami¢ al-ghurar, ed. Ulrich Haarmaan
et al. (Cairo, 1960-94), 8:220-24; Mufaddal Ibn Abi al-Fada’il, AI-Nahj al-sadid wa-al-durr al-farid
fimad ba‘da tarikh Ibn al-‘Amid, ed. Muhammad Kamal al-Din ‘Izz al-Din ‘Ali al-Sayyid (Damascus,
2017), 241-45; al-Nuwayri, Nihdyat al-arab fi funiin al-adab, ed. Fahim Muhammad ‘Alawi Shaltat
(Cairo, 1975-98), 30:376-77.
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modern-day popular myth—will be discussed further below.® The sources out-
line several main features in Khidr’s biography: his dubious origins and early
life prior to his attachment to Baybars; his prophecies to the sultan predicting
his ascent and key events during his reign; his unprecedented influence dur-
ing the first decade of Baybars’ reign; taking advantage of this influence, his
scandalous deeds, related both to his private conduct and to his persecution
of Jewish and Christian subjects; and, finally, his inevitable downfall—whether
the outcome of his offensive behavior or of his clash with competing powerful
members of court. I will concentrate on Khidr’s influence over the sultan and
his clash with other authoritative figures which, I maintain, was the most prob-
able reason for his eventual fall from grace.

Not much is known regarding the shaykh Khidr ibn Abi Bakr al-Mihrani
al-‘Adaw1 (d. 676/1277) prior to his joining Baybars’ entourage. He grew up in
Jazirat Ibn ‘Umar (modern Cizre, Turkey) and was of Kurdish descent. According
to Ibn al-Jazari, Khidr started as a lowly servant in several notable households
and constantly became entangled in controversies—all related to illicit affairs
with women. Facing castration as punishment for impregnating a handmaiden,
he fled southward, evidently reaching Damascus no later than 1250, about a de-
cade before Baybars’ ascent to the throne.’

In Damascus, Khidr began living as a recluse in a cave, which served him as
a zawiyah, on top of al-Mizzah, a Damascene suburb located on a hill outside of
town, where he might have met Baybars for the first time and prophesied his fu-
ture success. Al-Nuwayri presents us with two versions—both quoted from Ibn
al-Jazari—which aim at explaining Khidr’s widely known predictions regarding
Baybars’ career. According to one version, Khidr met some Sufis during his stay
at al-Mizzah and they informed him of his future, including his relationship with
Baybars.® In the second version, Ibn al-Jazari quotes a conversation between his
own father, Ibrahim, and the shaykh Khidr, which Ibrahim narrated to his son.
Here, Khidr recounts that he received the prophecy about his illustrious future

Rasputin became, beginning during his lifetime and even more so posthumously, one of the
most omnipresent figures in Russian popular culture and beyond. An incredibly vast and di-
verse oeuvre has been composed about him, from biographies and novels to movies and pop
songs, a fact which makes him an especially difficult figure to study—even more so considering
the surprising dearth of reliable academic studies. Most of the writing on Rasputin is clearly
biased, particularly against him. This is now slowly changing, as new archives from the early
twentieth century are gradually opened to scholars since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991.
See: Douglas Smith, Rasputin (London, 2017), 3-7.

"Pouzet, “Hadir,” 174; Ibn al-Dawadari, Kanz, 8:220; cf. Mufaddal, Al-Nahj, 242; al-Nuwayri,
Nihayat, 30:376-77.

¢ Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat, 30:377. This is Ibn al-JazarT’s version which is also quoted by Mufaddal
(Al-Nahj, 242) and Ibn al-Dawadari (Kanz, 8:220-21).
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from a wandering naked faqir on Mt. al-Jiidi, where he lived for a while after flee-
ing Jazirat Ibn ‘Umar.® According to Khidr, the anonymous fagir told him, “Go to
Syria (al-Sham). A great matter with its king is destined for you.” Having done
so, while Khidr dwelled in his cave on al-Mizzah, he chanced to meet Baybars—
by then an amir in the service of al-Malik al-Nasir, the Ayyubid ruler of Damas-
cus (d. 658/1260)—and foretold his sultanate. Khidr continued, saying, “And that
fagir informed me of everything that will happen to me during my lifetime, and
everything that will occur to the sultan, one incident after the other.”*°

The two conflicting versions suggest that rumors were widespread regarding
the origins of the mysterious and unconventional shaykh, who seemed to have
appeared from nowhere to become one of the most powerful men in the sultan-
ate, possessing an instant, legendary influence over the sultan. This is apparent
from the beginning of the conversation between Khidr and Ibrahim al-Jazari, as
narrated by his son:

My father, Ibrahim, had once asked [Khidr]: “Brother, I yearn to
know what the circumstances that led you to this state [in which
you are now, i.e., as the sultan’s close advisor] were.” [Khidr] told
him: “By God, I will not tell you before you tell me what you know
about me [i.e., about my origins].” [lbrahim al-Jazari] said: “I know
that you were an unfortunate shaykh (shaykh nahs), that you were
deported from al-Jazirah, then from Aleppo, and then from Da-
mascus, and [ had not seen you before you reached this state.”
[Khidr] said: “By God Almighty, you have told the truth! And no
one has ever spoken truthfully about me but you, my brother!” !

° Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat, 30:378. Mt. al-Jud1 is, according to Islamic tradition, the place where No-
ah’s ark rested. See: M. Streck, “Djudi,” The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., 2:573-74.

0 Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat, 30:379. The conversation between Khidr and Ibrahim al-Jazari is quoted,
from Ibn al-Jazari’s chronicle Hawadith al-zaman, only by al-Nuwayri and does not appear in
Ibn al-Dawadari or Mufaddal’s accounts. This second version produced by Ibn al-Jazari, via his
father, was apparently unknown to Holt (“Early Source”), who assumed that Ibn al-Jazarf’s first
version of Khidr’s early encounter with Baybars—available to him through the chronicles of Tbn
al-Dawadari and Mufaddal—was the product of a later literary embellishment (Literarisierung)
aimed at producing a “good story.” As we see here, rather than relying on Ibn Shaddad as his
source for Khidr’s biography, as Holt suggested, Ibn al-Jazari actually had his own sources,
probably local Damascene ones, such as his own father. Holt was right, though, in his assump-
tion—following Haarmann—that both Ibn al-Dawadari and Mufaddal drew on Ibn al-Jazari.
There are further sources Holt was apparently unaware of, a fact which compromises his con-
clusions even more, as will be discussed below.

1 Al-Nuwayri, Nihayat, 30:378. Khidr then goes on to recount his story, including his meeting
with the faqir on Mt. al-Judi.
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The main issue behind this anecdote, and in fact behind both stories that aim
at narrating Khidr’s biography prior to his attachment to the sultan—regard-
less of their veracity and the effects of Literarisierung on them—is that contem-
poraries, who knew all too well of Khidr’s influence and unruly conduct, had
difficulty reconciling his eminence with his personality. It was widely known
that Khidr prophesied Baybars™ ascension to the throne, as well as other key
events of the sultan’s career, but Khidr did not fit the type of diviner people had
in mind: he was no astrologer or expert in other divination techniques, nor was
he a respected Sufi saint, who might also be considered capable of clairvoyance
through divine grace (karamah).'? In fact, he was an outsider of dubious origins
and, to add insult to injury, what was known about him was a far cry from what
was expected of a typical saintly figure.

One approach to reconciling this anomaly was to portray Khidr as one who
did not achieve his prophecies through divine favor but rather heard them from
some mysterious, yet “proper,” ascetic, or Sufi. It was the Sufis Khidr met at
al-Mizzah, or the faqir at Mt. al-Judi, who attained the prophecies and transmit-
ted them to Khidr, who in turn presented them to Baybars as his own.** This
narrative is echoed in an anecdote—of a more purely didactic nature—brought
by the Upper Egyptian Sufi Ibn Nih al-Qusi (d. 709/1309), in his treatise on the
Friends of God (awliya’), Al-Wahid fi suliik ahl al-tawhid.* The purpose of the an-
ecdote related to Khidr is to show that a true wali—as opposed to Khidr—has no
need to associate with worldly rulers and receive their patronage. The anecdote
presents a slightly different, though essentially similar, version of the origin of
Khidr’s prophecy. It is narrated by a certain righteous Sufi (fagir salih), Talhah al-

2L ike, for example, another contemporary shaykh who predicted Baybars’ ascension. See: al-
‘Umari, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar, ed. Kamil Salman al-Jabiiri and Mahdi al-Najm (Bei-
rut, 2010), 8:173.

3 Alternatively, as Ibn al-Dawadari and Mufaddal have it, those successful predictions might
very well be by chance and not a sign of any clairvoyance or divine gift—God knows best. See:
Ibn al-Dawadari, Kanz, 8:221; Mufaddal, AI-Nahj, 243; Thorau, Lion of Eqypt, 226. Here as well, both
Egyptian chroniclers use identical phraseology, which leads us to assume they used the same
common source—i.e., Ibn al-Jazari; however, this statement is not found in al-NuwayrT’s ac-
count. The question of the nature of Khidr’s prophecies is also raised by al-Yunini, who charac-
teristically takes a middle ground on the issue, and even by Ibn Taymiyah, who, also typically,
did not think highly of Khidr. See: al-Y@inini, Dhayl mir’at al-zaman (Hyderabad, 1954), 3:268;
al-Dhahabi, Tarikh al-Islam wa-wafayat al-mashahir wa-al-alam, ed. ‘Umar ‘Abd al-Salam Tadmuri
(Beirut, 2003), 50:223. This is in fact part of a larger, ongoing discussion over questions of sanc-
tity and authority in Islam, within which miracle and divination stories played a key role.
“Denis Gril, “Une source inédite pour I’histoire du tasawwuf en Egypte au viie/xiiie siécle,” in
Livre du centenaire, 1880-1980 (Cairo, 1980), 441-508.
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Damamini, ' who relates that he was with Khidr and another, anonymous, faqir
in Damascus (al-Sham), and Baybars—still prior to his ascent to the throne—as-
sociated with them in a mosque. When Baybars left, the anonymous faqir pre-
dicted that “this man will be the ruler of Egypt and al-Sham.” The fagir then left
on a journey; when Baybars returned, Khidr presented him with the prophecy
as if it were his own. He made a pact with Baybars that when the prediction came
true, Khidr would be his partner (qasim). Years passed, Baybars became sultan,
and Khidr achieved what he achieved. Meanwhile, one day Talhah—the eyewit-
ness narrator of the story—saw the anonymous faqir, the “original” prophesier,
sleeping blissfully on a winter day in the courtyard of the mosque. The message
is clear: “He never met with al-Malik al-Zahir [Baybars] again, but his kingdom is
superior to that of the earthly ruler and of any of those who exerted themselves
in achieving ephemeral authority—both in life and in the Hereafter.”'® Khidr
thus achieved worldly glory not for any sanctity or supernatural powers he pos-
sessed but simply because he stole the prediction emanating from a true saint."

These anecdotes are also important in providing some insights into anoth-
er issue pertaining to Khidr’s character: While most scholars who have dealt
with Khidr have taken it for granted that he was a Sufi shaykh, ' it is far from
clear whether it is accurate to label him as such, since we have practically no
information on any shaykhs he might have associated with in contemporaneous
sources.™ The most substantial clues to Khidr being a Sufi, thus, are found in the

15] was unable to identify this person in the sources.

“Tbn Nih, Kitab al-wahid fi suliik tariq al-tawhid (publisher unknown), 2:216-17.

7 AsIargue elsewhere, the “stolen prediction” was a popular topos in medieval Islamic literature.
8This led some to make unsubstantiated claims. For example, Bloom suggests that, “It is indeed
possible that the zawiya of Sayh Hadir, Baybars’ spiritual adviser, may have had Hanafi-Siifi ac-
tivities . ..”; and Berkey writes (without any apparent reference) that Baybars “performed with
him [Khidr] the Sufi dhikr.” See: Jonathan M. Bloom, “The Mosque of Baybars al-Bunduqdari in
Cairo,” Annales Islamologiques 38 (1982): 69; Jonathan P. Berkey, The Formation of Islam: Religion and
Society in the Near East, 600-1800 (New York, 2003), 243.

It is true that later sources, such as the late fifteenth-century al-Sakhawi, the sixteenth-
century al-Sha‘rani, or the even later al-Munawi, refer to Khidr in more distinctly “Sufi”
terms. In these works, Khidr is portrayed more as a righteous and venerated shaykh, who ex-
perienced mystical states (ahwal) and karamat, and whose tomb had become an object of pious
visitation (ziydrah), while his controversial deeds are left aside. See: al-Munawi, Al-Kawakib al-
durriyah fi targjim al-sadah al-siifiyah, ed. Muhammad Adib al-Jadir (Beirut, 1999), 3:27-28; al-
Sakhawi, Tuhfat al-ahbab wa-bughyat al-tullab fi al-khitat wa-al-mazarat wa-al-tarajim wa-al-biqa‘ al-
mubarakat, ed. Mahmiid Rabi¢ and Hasan Qasim (Cairo, 1937), 23; al-Sha‘rant, Al-Tabagat al-kubrd,
ed. Ahmad ‘Abd al-Rahman al-S2’ih and Tawfiq ‘Ali Wahbah (Cairo, 2005), 229, 288.
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aforementioned anecdotes about his early association with certain anonymous
fugar@ prior to his meeting with Baybars.

Be that as it may, it was during his sojourn at al-Mizzah that Khidr met the
person who would become his second notable devotee, the amir Sayf al-Din
Qashtamur al-‘Ajami,?' who is famous for bringing Baybars and Khidr togeth-
er.” According to Ibn Shaddad, the fateful meeting between Baybars and Khidr
took place in 661/1263, when Baybars was already sultan.? Since Khidr foretold
Baybars’ ascension to Qashtamur, it was now Qashtamur who told the sultan
about the mysterious shaykh who had predicted his success and arranged the
meeting between the two. Baybars was pleased with the shaykh, attached Khidr
to his retinue, and the rest is history.

The next decade—from 661/1263 until his fall from grace in 671/1273—was
Khidr’s zenith. During that period, the shaykh attained a degree of power and
authority as Baybars’ spiritual advisor that perhaps no other Sufi shaykh—in-
deed no other religious figure throughout the long history of the Mamluk Sul-
tanate— achieved.? The peak of the shaykh'’s influence seems to have been be-
tween 665/1267 and 669/1271.% How far his influence extended is difficult to
say. The sources, for their part, indicate that it was significant. As Ibn Shaddad
writes, after reporting the shaykh’s trial and imprisonment:

2Tn the account of Khidr’s beginnings, it is stated that during his stay in Aleppo (that is, after
being forced out of Jazirat Ibn ‘Umar and before arriving at Damascus), he “served Ibn Qaratay
as a baba for a period of time” (wa-khadama ‘inda Ibn Qaratdy fi sirat baba muddatan). According
to Pouzet (following Blochet, the editor and translator of Al-Nahj al-sadid), this should be read
as “superintendent.” However, Holt claims that the meaning must be understood as “dervish.”
If Holt is correct, then we have here an early indication of Khidr’s Sufi-like tendencies. Holt,
“Early Source,” 33.

2INot much is said of him in the sources. Al-Birzali mentions an amir by that name who died in
Damascus in 710/1310 and was buried at al-Mizzah cemetery, not far from Khidr’s sanctuary,
where Qashtamur met the shaykh for the first time. The report seems questionable, though,
and it appears that Qashtamur generally disappears from the scene after participating in the
battle of Homs (680/1281). Al-Birzali, Al-Mugtafi ‘ald kitab al-rawdatayn, ed. ‘Umar ‘Abd al-Salam
Tadmuri (Beirut, 2006), 3:463.

2 Another amir of the Bahriyah who is mentioned as Khidr’s devotee is Atamish al-Sa‘di (d.
684/1285): Tbn Shaddad, Tarikh, 282. On Atamish (or Aytamish): al-Maqrizi, Kitab al-mugqaffd al-
kabir, ed. Muhammad al-Ba‘lawi (Beirut, 1991), 2:335.

5The sources disagree as to whether this was their first meeting; some mention an earlier
meeting, before Baybars’ sultanate. According to Holt (“Early Source,” 35-36), the stories about
an earlier meeting were a product of Literarisierung. Perhaps there is no real contradiction be-
tween the two options: Mufaddal, Al-Nahj, 242.

#Perhaps one possible exception would have been the shaykh Nasr al-Manbiji, during the first
decade of the eighth/fourteenth century: al-Nuwayri, Nihdyat, 32:306.

»Eddé, “Baybars.”
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This man attained such a position with our lord the sultan [Bay-
bars] as no other, so that [Baybars] would come visit him once
or twice weekly, treat him kindly and joke with him, do for him
what he wished, accept his petitions of intercession (shafa‘athu),
carry out his orders, and take him as his companion on all his
journeys. Whenever [Baybars] would conquer a certain place, he
would dedicate a portion of it to him from his own share of the
booty. [Khidr’s] authority (lit. his hand) stretched throughout the
kingdom of our lord the sultan, [so that] he would do as he pleased
and none of the governors (nuwwab) would prevent him from it.2¢

Al-Yunini, who reproduces Ibn Shaddad’s account almost verbatim, adds that
Baybars would “inform him [Khidr] of his deepest secrets (ghawamid asrarihi),
advise him on his matters, and would never stray from his advice.”?” Of course,
Khidr’s predictions to the sultan were always fulfilled, thus reinforcing the
latter’s belief in the shaykh.?

Khidr’s position at court also translated into substantial material benefits he
received from the sultan. Besides the share he was awarded after each of Baybars’
successful military campaigns, the sultan founded for Khidr a vast chain of
zawiyahs throughout the realm: we read of branches in Cairo, Damascus,? Alep-
po, Alexandria, Gaza, Hebron, Baalbek, Homs, Hamah, and Jerusalem, but there
might have been more, since, according to Mufaddal and Ibn al-Dawadari, Khidr
“had a zawiyah in every town (madinah).”* In each zawiyah Khidr had a deputy in
charge of its affairs (n@’ib) and fugara® who were allocated stipends for their live-

%1bn Shaddad, Tarikh, 59 (compare: al-Yiinini, Dhayl, 3:5-6).

7 Al-Yiinini, Dhayl, 3:264-65.

21bid., 3:265. Between the crucial prediction regarding Baybars’ ascent to the throne and
Khidr’s final prediction about their shared fate in death (on which below), all the predictions
are related to Baybars’ conquests, namely in Safed, Arsiif, Krak des Chevaliers (Hisn al-Akrad),
and Caesarea. Another successful prophecy is Khidr’s warning to the sultan to refrain from a
planned trip to al-Karak and rather return to Cairo. Baybars ignored the warning; during that
trip, he fell from his horse and was injured.

»Khidr’s zawiyah at al-Mizzah was constructed by Baybars in 664/1266. According to Ibn al-
Suqa‘i it was a domed structure (qubbah) which the shaykh referred to as al-ma‘bad (the place of
worship) and where he used to stay during his frequent visits to Damascus. Ibn Shaddad adds
that Baybars dedicated stipends for Khidr’s disciples who lived in this zawiyah, allocated from
the endowments of the mosque (perhaps meaning the Umayyad Mosque). Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir,
Al-Rawd al-zahir fi sirat al-Malik al-Zahir, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Khuwaytir (Riyadh, 1976), 266; Tbn al-
Suqa‘i, Tali kitab wafayat al-a‘yan, ed. Jaqueline Sublet (Damascus, 1974), 69; Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh,
356; Ibn Kathir, Al-Bidayah wa-al-nihayah (Beirut, 1993), 13:309.

**Mufaddal, Al-Nahj, 243. The most comprehensive list is provided by Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh, 273,
350-52.
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lihood.** Those were corrupt men who robbed travelers, demanded protection
payments from the population, gave shelter to criminals, and were given to all
sorts of criminal behaviors, among them illicit sexual acts with married women
and children.*? While Khidr’s “gangs” are described as fugar@®>—usually meaning
Sufis—and even as his muridin,* i.e., disciples on the Sufi path, as with their
shaykh, it is difficult to ascertain in what manner they were indeed invested in
Sufism.

Khidr led these devoted (and well paid) followers in his notorious and well-
documented purge of the religious minorities in the sultanate. During the years
of his peak influence at court, Khidr and his rough followers led a series of at-
tacks against Christian, Jewish, and Samaritan places of worship. Among their
targets were the Georgian Monastery of the Cross, to the west of Jerusalem;*
the Great Synagogue of Damascus;* the church that was the seat of the Greek
Orthodox Patriarch in Alexandria;* a Samaritan synagogue in Nablus;* and
perhaps more.

At least some of Khidr’s actions, though somewhat representative of the gen-
eral anti-dhimmi ambiance prevalent in the region at the twilight of the Crusad-
er period,* were met with disapproval by the mainstream of the ulama.* They

3IKhidr apparently took good care of his followers, generously providing for them. In fact, his
generosity seems to be his one positive trait mentioned in the sources. See, e.g., al-Maqrizi, Al-
Mugqaffd, 3:753.

2Mufaddal, Al-Nahj, 243; al-Nuwayri, Nihdayat, 30:379; Ibn al-Dawadari, Kanz, 8:222.

31bn al-Dawadari, Kanz, 8:222.

sMiiller and Pahlitzsch, “Sultan Baybars.”

1bn Shaddad, Tarikh, 59; al-Nuwayri, Nihayat, 30:176; Straul3, “Scheich Hidr.”

3Khidr “plundered it, converted it into a mosque, and named it al-madrasah al-Khadra’.” Tbn
Shaddad, Tarikh, 59. The name is obviously a pun on Khidr’s, but the fact that he made it a
mosque, which was called a madrasah, is somehow strange. It would be reasonable to assume
that this also functioned as one of Khidr’s zawiyahs.

’Drory, “Some Misdeeds.”

**Drory suggests that there were other sites as well, and perhaps Khidr’s other zawiyahs were
also sites he confiscated from the religious minorities.

¥Reuven Amitai, “Islamisation in the Southern Levant after the end of Frankish Rule: Some
General Considerations and a Short Case Study,” in Islamisation: Comparative Perspectives from
History, ed. A. C. S. Peacock (Edinburgh, 2017), 160-61; Yehoshua Frenkel, “Baybars and the Sa-
cred Geography of Bilad al-Sham: A Chapter in the Islamization of Syria’s Landscape,” Jerusalem
Studies in Arabic and Islam 25 (2001): 153-70; Tamer El-Leithy, “Sufis, Copts and the Politics of
Piety: Moral Regulation in Fourteenth-Century Upper Egypt,” in La Développement du soufisme
en Egypte a I'époque mamelouke, ed. Richard J. A. McGregor and Adam Sabra (Cairo, 2006), 75-119.
% Al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘shd, ed. Muhammad Husayn Shams al-Din (Beirut, 1987), 8:28; al-
‘Umari, Masalik, 1:373. Indeed, both the synagogue in Damascus and the Monastery of the Cross
were eventually returned to their owners. Another indication of the ulama’s antagonism to
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also compromised Baybars’ foreign policy by arousing discontent from both
the Georgians and Byzantines.* And yet, as Ibn Shaddad, Baybars’ biographer,
states, Khidr did “all of these with the sultan’s consent.”*? Furthermore, the re-
ports on Khidr’s seizure of the Damascene synagogue suggest that Baybars was
complicit beyond just approving the shaykh’s actions: Ibn Shaddad writes that
Khidr (like Ibn Shaddad himself) had come to Damascus as part of the sultan’s
entourage when he sacked the synagogue, and al-Dhahabi adds that Khidr ar-
rived at the place accompanied by “the amirs, notables, and the governor [of
Damascus].”* Finally, Ibn al-Suqa‘i, a Christian, writes that this was done to cel-
ebrate the occasion of Baybars’ seizure of the Frankish stronghold of Krak des
Chevaliers (Hisn al-Akrad), and adds that the synagogue and the adjunct Jewish
properties were allocated to Khidr by the sultan, which strongly suggests that
the two acted in partnership.* It should be noted that the conversion of the
Greek Orthodox church in Alexandria into a “mosque” was also sponsored by
the state treasury (bayt al-mal).*

Two incidents reported by al-Yuinini, allegedly as an eyewitness, bolster the
claim that Khidr acted as the sultan’s representative and, especially, that he was
conceived as such by contemporaries. First, al-Ytinini reports Khidr’s arrival
at his native town Baalbek in 669/1271, probably as part of Baybars’ entourage
on the way to capture Krak des Chevaliers.*® Al-Y@inini writes that the shaykh
stayed at the zawiyah constructed for him outside of town, where a delegation
of the sultan’s local representatives (nuwwab al-saltanah) and some of the inhab-
itants of the town came to pay homage to him (ild khidmatihi). Al-Ytinini adds
that he was part of that delegation and heard the local governor ask Khidr to
predict when the fortress would be seized. Khidr said that it would fall within
forty days—and so it was.* The second incident, also narrated by al-Ytinini as an

Khidr’s actions is the possible link some contemporaneous authors made between the raid on
the synagogue and a subsequent flood which struck Damascus, supposedly divine retribution
for this unsanctioned act. StrauR, “Scheich Hidr.”

“'Miiller and Pahlitzsch, “Sultan Baybars.”

“]bn Shaddad, Tarikh, 274.

#Al-Dhahabi, Tarikh, 49:56-57.

“Tbn al-Suqa‘, Tali wafayat, 69-70.

Tbn Shaddad, Tarikh, 59. Khidr’s raid on dhimmi taverns in Damascus in the year 668/1269-70—
smashing wine vessels and forcing the owners to sign an oath (gasamah) that they had no wine
left in their possession—also seems to have been related to a sultanic decree on the matter. See:
al-Dhahabi, Tarikh, 49:50-51.

Thorau, Lion of Egypt, 204-5.

7 Al-YTinini, Dhayl, 3:265-66. Al-“Umari (Masalik, 8:175) is quoting al-Y@inini on this episode but
adds that Khidr replied to the question by saying, “I told my son—and by that he meant al-
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eyewitness, relates a confrontation between Khidr and Muhyi al-Din al-Nawawi
(d. 676/1277), one of the most prominent and widely respected religious schol-
ars of the age. Al-Nawawi, a Damascene Shafi‘ite fagih, did not shy away from
publicly reproaching the sultan on various matters, most notably regarding the
confiscation of the income from al-Ghiitah, the agricultural oasis surrounding
Damascus. In al-Y@ininT’s account, al-Nawawi ascended Khidr’s zawiyah on top of
“the hill overlooking al-Mizzah,” and discussed with the shaykh “a certain mat-
ter.” When al-NawawfT’s reproach of the shaykh reached high tones and harsh
words were uttered, Khidr had his men forcefully evict al-Nawawl.*® While we
cannot tell what the issue at stake was, it seems reasonable, within the context
of al-Nawawf’s criticism of the sultan, that he approached Khidr as the ruler’s
representative. Whether Khidr indeed represented the sultan, then, would be
less relevant than the fact that he was perceived as doing so.

All these examples show that, especially in the provinces, Khidr acted with-
out restraint and was considered the sultan’s right hand. Yet Khidr’s vast net-
work had its center in Cairo, next to the sultan’s. Baybars founded for his shaykh
a zawiyah in the developing suburb of al-Husayniyah, which seems to have sym-
bolized the latter’s presence in the capital. For this zawiyah Baybars allocated
endowments which yielded 30,000 dirhams annually. Just in the vicinity of this
impressive zawiyah,* Baybars had constructed his Friday Mosque—his most
conspicuous monumental building project in Cairo. Some sources are explicit
that Baybars established this mosque for Khidr and chose a location near his

Malik al-Zahir [Baybars]: You will seize it within forty days.” That Khidr referred to Baybars as
such in the presence of state notables is telling.

8 Al-Yinini, Dhayl, 3:283. The issue of the confiscation of the Ghiitah’s revenues was extremely
sensitive for the Damascenes, and this was remembered negatively for many years after Bay-
bars’s death: Jacqueline Sublet, “Le Séquestre sur les jardins de la Ghouta (Damas 666/1267),”
Studia Islamica 43 (1976): 81-86; ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi Bakr al-Suyiti, Husn al-muhadarah fi
tarikh Misr wa-al-Qahirah, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo, 1967), 2:97-105.

“The zawiyah included several residence buildings for Khidr’s disciples, assembly halls, a pool,
a bathhouse, a mill, and an oven. Ibn Shaddad, Tarikh, 346; al-Maqrizi, Al-Mawa‘iz wa-al-i‘tibar fi
dhikr al-khitat wa-al-athar, ed. Ayman Fu’ad Sayyid (London, 2003), 4:808. Al-Nuwayri (Nihayat,
32:73) mentions, in passing, two bathhouses in Cairo named “hammamay al-shaykh Khidr.” 1f
these were indeed related to this shaykh, they attest further to the magnitude of his properties.
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zawiyah.*® We should not over-emphasize Khidr’s influence, however, and Bay-
bars certainly had other considerations.*

This brings us to the key question of how far Khidr’s influence over the sul-
tan actually extended. Several modern scholars have suggested that Khidr was
a key figure behind some of Baybars’ policies, especially his aggressive attitude
towards the Franks and his dhimmi subjects.*? Eddé has made a compelling ar-
gument regarding Khidr’s decisive influence over the sultan, based on Baybars’
adoption of the title(s) Iskandar al-zaman sahib giran (“Alexander of the age, lord of
the auspicious conjuncture”). Implicit in this comparison was Alexander’s “dou-
ble”—al-Khadir, who appears as his spiritual guide in the Alexander romance—
and, thus, Baybars’ own double, shaykh Khidr.** This would suggest that Khidr
actually stood behind Baybars’ legitimization propaganda, as articulated in his
public inscriptions. Denise Aigle went even further, writing that, “Like all the
Mamluks . . . [Baybars] had little acquaintance with Islamic culture, and was
advised on these matters by a shaykh who appears as his ‘spiritual director, one
al-Khadir (the Green).”** I find this suggestion unfounded: Baybars had lived in
an “Islamic culture” for many years prior to his acquaintance with Khidr, and
more importantly, he had many other, far more suitable, advisors on these mat-
ters—qadis, ulama, and leading bureaucrats—chief among them, perhaps, Ibn
‘Abd al-Zahir and the vizier Ibn Hinna (d. 677/1278). In fact, it is the latter who

**Mufaddal, Al-Nahj, 158; al-Sakhawi, Tuhfah, 23. Al-Maqrizi writes that Baybars visited Khidr’s
zawiyah twice during the construction of the mosque: once when he came to choose the location
and again when he reviewed the final product (al-Maqrizi, Khitat, 4:188-94; cf. Bloom, “Mosque
of Baybars,” 53-55). Al-Magqrizi is here quoting from “jami¢ al-sirah al-zahiriyah,” which surely
relates, as Bloom rightfully speculated, to Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir, Baybars’ “official” biographer (a
comparison between another passage al-Maqrizi quotes from this jami¢ al-sirah al-zahiriyah and
the parallel passage in Al-Rawd proves this point: compare Khitat, 2:425-26, with Al-Rawd, 419).
The section describing the construction of the mosque indeed appears in Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir’s
Al-Rawd, albeit in a much more concise form than in al-Maqrizi. Bloom further speculated that
al-Maqrizi had access to an expanded version of Al-Rawd compared to the one we possess today.
In light of Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir’s disdain for Khidr, it is interesting that, if al-Maqrizi indeed quotes
him truthfully (which is far from taken for granted), here we have two mentions of Khidr with
the adjective al-shaykh al-salih (the righteous shaykh), which Khidr does not receive in his other
two mentions in Al-Rawd. This might imply that Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir wrote some earlier version of
the work when his opinion of Khidr was somehow better, or prior to the latter’s fall from grace.
S'For example, the power struggle between the Hanafi and Shafi‘i madhahib for dominance, or
the accelerated urban development of al-Husayniyah: Bloom, “Mosque of Baybars.”

52See especially Eddé, “Baybars.” Pouzet already pondered these issues (“Hadir,” 182-83).
»Eddé, “Baybars.” On al-Khadir as Alexander’s companion and guide, see: A. J. Wensinck, “al-
Khadir,” EI2, 4:902-5.

1Aigle, “Legitimizing,” 65.
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stands at the center of the last part of our investigation of shaykh Khidr: his
downfall.

In 669/1271, Khidr was arrested and sentenced to imprisonment by an ad
hoc tribunal consisting of Baybars and several of his most senior amirs.> Sug-
gestions as to the cause for this sudden turn of events range from Khidr’s un-
ruly behavior to his notorious persecution of the dhimmis, which compromised
Baybars’ diplomatic interests.*® However, as some sources make abundantly
clear, it was the shaykh’s direct clash with competing authorities at court that
caused his demise. A plot in which two such authorities cooperated resulted in
Khidr’s trial.

According to the sources, even the most eminent persons in the Sultanate,
like the amir Badr al-Din Bilik al-Khazindar (d. 676/1277), Baybars’ trusted
mamluk and viceroy, and the vizier Baha> al-Din Ibn Hinna, feared Khidr,*” who
openly disregarded, even humiliated, the vizier and the viceroy, among other
notables.>® While the conspiracy against Khidr is mentioned in several sourc-
es, the most interesting account is given by al-‘Umari (d. 749/1348). The latter,
it should be noted, was a senior official in Cairo during al-Nasir Muhammad’s
third reign (709-41/1309-41) and quotes his father—also a senior official—as his
source.® His authority on the matter is further solidified since he ends his re-
port by claiming that, “I saw, myself, in the papers of my uncle®.. . a copy of the

»This included, besides the sultan, the atabak Aqtay, Qala’tn, Baysari, and Khidr’s devotee, Qa-
shtamur. Some sources (e.g., Mufaddal, Al-Nahj, 244) also mention Bilik. The trial scene is surely
one of the most dramatic—and famous—ones in Khidr’s biography. The main anecdote related
to it is Khidr’s prophecy—as he faced the death sentence—that his fate and Baybars’ are bound
together: only days separate them. The prediction—which earned Khidr his life—indeed came
true. Holt (“Early Source”) argued that the trial scene was part of the later process of Litera-
risierung, inter alia since it was not part of Ibn Shaddad’s recension of Khidr’s biography. How-
ever, Ibn Shaddad seems at least to have known of this story, since he is quoted by al-Yuinini as
narrating it. See: al-Yunini, Dhayl, 3:266.

%Drory, “Some Misdeeds,” 45.

57 Al-Y@inini, Dhayl, 3:268. Cf. Tbn Shaddad (Tarikh, 59), who writes of Khidr’s carte blanche to act as
he wished and his uncontested authority, but unlike the other sources, does not specify names.
On Bilik: Reuven Amitai, “An Arabic Inscription at al-Subayba (Qal‘at Namrud) from the Reign
of Sultan Baybars,” Israel Antiquities Authority Reports, No. 11 (Jerusalem, 2001): 114-16; on Ibn
Hinna: al-Yiinini, Dhayl, 3:384-85. Thorau (Lion of Egypt, 228) already noted the leading role the
two played in Khidr’s downfall.

s*Mufaddal, Al-Nahj, 244; al-Maqrizi, Al-Mugqaffd, 3:752.

**His father, Yahya ibn Fadl Allah (d. 738/1338), served inter alia as head of the chancery (sahib
diwan al-insh@): Tbn Hajar, Al-Durar al-kaminah fi a‘yan al-mi’ah al-thaminah, ed. Muhammad Sayy-
id Jad al-Haqq (Cairo, 1965), 5:199-200.

%This is Shams al-Din ‘Abd al-Wahhab Ibn Fadl Allah (d. 717/1317), who also served as head of
the chancery in Cairo: al-Safadsi, Kitab al-waft bi-al-wafayat, ed. Ahmad al-Arana’Gt and Turki
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report (nuskhat mutala‘ah) written on this affair.” The gist of the affair was that
both Bilik and Ibn Hinna were disgusted by Khidr’s influence and his open dis-
regard of their honor. It might be that the trigger was Khidr implicitly accusing
Bilik, in front of Baybars, of conspiring to murder the sultan, which made Bilik
fear for his own life. Be that as it may, the two, along with other senior amirs,
investigated Khidr’s unorthodox deeds and recruited witnesses from among his
men—promising them substantial material rewards—to testify against him. The
results of the investigation were apparently compiled in the report, which, ac-
cording to al-‘Umari, “contained grave accusations.”®

It seems that those accusations mainly related to acts of sodomy (liwat) and
fornication (zind). Those were typical generic accusations in such cases and, giv-
en Khidr’s history and the aforementioned description of the fugara’ who lived
in his zawiyahs, it is not surprising that the trial focused on them. Even though
sodomy and fornication were crimes normally brought in front of the qadi,
it seems that the entire procedure was managed by leading Mamluk amirs.®
Apart from three witnesses from among Khidr’s men, the “key witness” was
a Cairene woman with whom Khidr supposedly had adulterous relations, and
who was shrewdly recruited by Ibn Hinna in a plot meant to incriminate the
shaykh. The investigation eventually resulted in the report being presented to
the sultan, who ordered his shaykh arrested and brought to the famous trial at
the citadel.® Baybars realized that to keep the fragile equilibrium within the
Mamluk elite he had to sacrifice his shaykh. After all, as ferocious as Baybars
may have been, in a way he was still first among equals with his senior amirs,
whose interests he had pledged to protect when he was sworn in as sultan.®

KHIDR AND RASPUTIN: A PATTERN?

A comparison between a thirteenth-century Sufi shaykh from the Levant and
a modern Siberian khlyst is certainly problematic in many ways, but the stories

Mustaf4 (Beirut, 2000), 19:211-16.

* Al-Umari, Masalik, 8:178.

s21bid. As Drory (“Some Misdeeds,” 39) pointed out, certainly some of the accusations against
Khidr were generic ones meant to tarnish his reputation. However, as I discuss below, we
should not dismiss those accusations out of hand, since they might have been based on wide-
spread rumors.

81t is also possible that this was because convicting a person of such accusations in a shari
court was extremely difficult, and necessitated four witnesses: Thomas Bauer, A Culture of Am-
biguity: An Alternative History of Islam, trans. Hinrich Biesterfeldt and Tricia Tunstall (New York,
2021), 191.

¢ Al-“Umari, Masalik, 8:177-78.

P, M. Holt, “The Position and Power of the Mamluk Sultan,” BSOAS 38 (1975): 242.
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of Khidr and Rasputin have much in common. This is already evident in the
preceding misleading sentence: labeling Khidr as a Sufi is somehow like label-
ing—or rather, accusing of being—Rasputin a khlyst.* Both figures were in fact
difficult to classify, and the one thing which stands out in their personalities,
the thing which won them their fame, was their charisma. This elusive quality
was what drew elite persons to their orbit and allowed them eventually to exert
influence at court. What the nature of either man’s charisma was is difficult to
say. Multiple accounts of Rasputin emphasize his “magnetic eyes” and the im-
pression he made on St. Petersburg high society.”” Regarding Khidr, we have no
comparable descriptions. While Baybars might have been drawn to him because
of his accurate prophecies, what was it that drew others, such as Qashtamur, to
the shaykh? Charisma, as Weber famously showed, is a quality by virtue of which
certain individuals are set apart from ordinary men and treated as though en-
dowed with exceptional powers. Charisma must be recognized by others, and
while both Rasputin’s and Khidr’s charisma was certainly recognized by some,
others were far less impressed.

The similarities between the two do not end there: both made their way to
prominence as outsiders from extremely humble origins;* both owed their at-
tachment to the ruler to middlemen or women;” both predicted their way to
glory, resulting in a spiritual or magnetic hold over the ruler;” both were no-
torious for illicit and even utterly obnoxious conduct, transgressive of public
norms, mostly related to their affairs with women;”? both deployed their influ-
ence at court to act as social brokers who attained considerable material capital,
which they distributed to their devotees, thus building reputations as generous
patrons and solidifying their authority;” both were rumored to have (mostly
negatively) influenced state policy;” both were drawn, by the combination of
their alleged influence, otherness, and unorthodox conduct, to inevitable clash-
es with competing authorities from different elite circles and thus made victims

% Smith, Rasputin, 82-97, 279-88.

Ibid., 50-59, 103-6.

$8Xavier Marquez, “Charisma and Authority,” in Staging Authority: Presentation and Power in Nine-
teenth-Century Europe: A Handbook, ed. Eva Giloi et al. (Berlin, 2022), 31-33; Smith, Rasputin, 110.
% Smith, Rasputin, 12-29.

"1bid., 50-70, 98-102.

"Joseph T. Fuhrmann, Rasputin: The Untold Story (London, 2013), 19-20, 27.

21bid., 54-58.

Smith, Rasputin, 155; Fuhrmann, Rasputin, 51, 111, 132-34, 185.
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of plots to dispense with them;” and, finally, both “predicted” that their end
would be bound to that of the ruler, as indeed eventually happened.”

Each of these parallels is intriguing on its own, and inquiries into them
would certainly be merited. However, I will settle here for just one: the inevi-
table clash between the charismatic adviser and competing forces at court. This
has much to do with the juicier details in both men’s biographies, since, while
those are virtually impossible to ascertain, they were intricately bound with
widespread rumors. As Rasputin’s contemporary Lev Tikhomirov aptly noted in
1916, “What really matters is not what sort of influence Grishka [Rasputin] has
on the Emperor, but what sort of influence the people think he has.””” Follow-
ing this, Douglas Smith states in his recent biography of Rasputin that “There
is no Rasputin without the stories about Rasputin.””® Likewise, the accounts of
Khidr’s life penned by his contemporaries reflect what people thought about
him. More than a product of Literarisierung meant to embellish chronicles with
popular anecdotes, what we see is an organic social process of rumors circulat-
ing and eventually being written down.

Did Khidr influence Baybars’s policies? We cannot know, and I personally
tend to doubt that he had any substantial influence. But that is not as important
as the fact that people thought so. Was he drawn to wine drinking and adultery?
Perhaps, but either way there were certainly rumors implying so. In a way, what
we see here is a reverse of miracle stories. As Benedicta Ward observed, “[H]ere
was an event that caused wonder . . . Certainly, something was thought to have
happened; the rest is interpretation.”” And what happened with Khidr was in-
deed in need of explanation. Nobody seemed to need to explain how another
shaykh, ‘Al1 al-Bakka> of Hebron, predicted Baybars’ ascension, since he was a
well-respected, normative Sufi shaykh, and his story followed accepted models
and topoi.®® But Khidr did not conform to the stereotype of a respectable shaykh,
and so his prophecy—widely known at the time—was explained in various ways.

Those who eventually brutally murdered Rasputin were members of the St.
Petersburg elite, who might have acted from personal motivation or from a true
call of duty to save Russia from his influence,® but they were certainly not his

»Fuhrmann, Rasputin, 185-205.

sFuhrmann, Rasputin, 222; Smith, Rasputin, 584-85.

7Quoted in Smith, Rasputin, 7.
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only enemies in the capital and not the first to plot his murder.®? Likewise for
Bilik and Ibn Hinna: did they go after Khidr out of envy or resentment at his
treatment of them, or did they feel Baybars had to be saved from himself, as he
was blind to the detrimental effect of his shaykh? The point is that an outsider
pushing his way to the top, basing his claims to authority solely on his charisma,
is bound to draw fire. Rasputin is a good comparison for Khidr, but one need not
go as far as early twentieth-century Russia to notice this dynamic. We may con-
sider the Khalwati shaykh Shuja‘ al-Din (d. 996/1588) and the Ottoman sultan
Murad I1I (r. 982-1003/1574-95);%* or Shaykh Haydar al-Rammal (fl. ca. 1530-50)
and Sultan Sulayman (r. 1520-66).% Even closer, the story of shaykh Qutb al-Din
al-Hirmas (d. 769/1367-68) and Sultan al-Nasir Hasan (r. 1354-62),% or that of
Shaykh Ibrahim Ibn Zuqqa‘ah (d. 816/1414) and the sultans Barquq (r. 1382-99)
and his son Faraj (r. 1399-1411), present the same phenomenon in many ways.*
There was an alternative way, though, for a charismatic person to make it
at court without necessarily drawing opposition from competitive actors. An
example is Ahmad al-Zuhiiri (d. 801/1398), a holy fool (majdhiib)®” who predict-
ed Barquq’s ascent to the throne and who, when that indeed happened, was
brought by the sultan to the Cairo citadel and allowed to act freely: “[Barquq]
was extremely close to him and had an excessive veneration of him, so that [al-
Zuhiiri] used to spit at the sultan’s face and swear at him in front of the amirs,
and others, and this was tolerated. He [also] used to enter [the sultan’s] harem
and [the women there] would not hide from him.”® This behavior was tolerated,
I assume, because al-Zuhtiri was a majdhub, a sort of holy fool.** As al-Maqrizi
writes, it was “as if he was Barquq’s lucky charm.”®® Whatever influence or in-
timate access to the sultan he might have had, he was considered harmless,
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$John J. Curry, “The Meeting of the Two Sultans: Three Sufi Mystics Negotiate with the Court
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84Cornell F. Fleischer, “Seer to the Sultan: Haydar-i Remmal and Sultan Siilleyman,” in Cultural
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% Al-Magqrizi, Durar al-‘uqid al-faridah fi tarajim al-a‘yan al-mufidah, ed. Mahmiid al-Jalili (Beirut,
2002), 3:386-87.

*1bid., 1:63.

¥ The majdhiib was, literally, one whose soul was enraptured by God, and was thus allowed to
act in a non-normative manner. On this Islamic “institution” see: Michael Dols, Majniin: The
Madman in Medieval Islamic Society (Oxford, 1992), 366-422.
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and thus drew no opposition. A similar dynamic may be noticed with the later
majdhab, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Dashtati (d. 924/1518), whose feet the sultan Qaytbay
(r. 1468-96) used to kiss and whom he saw as his spiritual guide.

If the similarities between Khidr and Rasputin are apparent, this is not nec-
essarily the case with their patrons, Sultan Baybars and the czar Nicholas. In
fact, Baybars was in many ways a complete opposite of the Russian sovereign,
who inherited the throne prematurely (and was perhaps never suited for the
job to begin with). Baybars was a self-made man, who seized the throne vio-
lently and established a mighty sultanate. His relationship with Khidr should
not obscure this. Baybars may have had a certain fascination with the occult,
as some anecdotes about his interest in astrology may suggest,® but this was
the Zeitgeist, and we would be hard pressed to find a medieval ruler who did not
show an interest in astrological prognostications or an inclination to charis-
matic “spiritual advisors.” Not only was this common, but, for Ibn Shaddad at
least, Baybars’ relations with Khidr were a clear indication of his piety, rather
than a weakness.**

To better understand the apparent contradiction between Baybars’ complete
devotion—even submissiveness—to his shaykh on the one hand, and his ability
to disregard his advice (which, remember, “he would always accept”), we can
turn to Nicholas: while his court attracted a wide range of eccentric figures,
Rasputin being just the last,** and despite his “naive” personality and his deep
spiritual conviction, his letters and actions show that he was more than capable
of spurning Rasputin’s advice when he saw fit. This applied all the more to Bay-
bars. Thus, we must understand these figures not as naive or gullible, but as
complicated men: they believed in miracles, divination, astrology, and saints,
but they also knew when to ask for a second opinion or, indeed, when to execute
their spiritual advisors if realpolitik so demanded.

*'Al-Ghazzi, Al-Kawakib al-s@irah bi-a‘yan al-mi’ah al-Gshirah, ed. Khalil al-Manstr (Beirut,
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elouks et les premiers Ottomans: Orientations spirituelles et enjeux culturels (Damascus, 1995), 124.
*2Eddé, “Baybars,” 83.
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*Robert D. Warth, “Before Rasputin: Piety and the Occult at the Court of Nicholas I1,” The His-
torian 47/3 (1985): 323-37.
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