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Slaves on Horseback
In 1250 long before the introspection of Sufism could enjoy such an influence 

over political destinies, the Ayyubid dynasty of Egypt and Syria was removed 

by a group of highly skilled slave-soldiers known as mamluks, Turkish and 

Circassian slaves who had served as an elite military force. Trained in the 

military arts of the sword, lance and bow, mamluk soldiers also held high 

administrative posts. When they took over the Ayyubid state, they were at 

home both on the battlefield and in the halls of power and became a military 

aristocracy led by sultans that ruled over Egypt, Syria and the Hijaz from  

the 13th to the early 16th century. The Mamluk Sultanate comprised two 

successive dynastic groups, the Bahri Mamluks (1250–1382) and the Burji 

Mamluks (1382–1517), who were Sunni Muslims and ruled from Cairo.

Under Sultan Qutuz (d. 1260) and his military commander Baybars  

(d. 1277), the Bahri Mamluks led successful campaigns against both the 

Crusaders along the eastern Mediterranean coast and those Muslim groups 

who opposed them, including the Nizari Ismailis of Syria. Most famously, 

the Mamluks stopped the advance of the Mongols at the decisive Battle  

of ʿAyn Jalut, in Palestine, in 1260, and regained control of the holy cities  

of Mecca and Medina. For these acts, Muslim historians later viewed 

Baybars as a valiant defender of the faith. 

After Baybars became sultan in 1260, Ahmad al-Mustansir (d. 1261),  

the uncle of the last Abbasid caliph of Baghdad, was brought to Cairo and 

installed by Baybars as a ‘shadow’ caliph. This move served to legitimise 

Baybars’s rule and that of his successors.

Baybars was also known as a consummate diplomat. He forged alliances 

with the Byzantine Emperor Michael viii Palaeologus (d. 1282) and Manfred 

of Sicily (d. 1266), as well as the leaders of the Saljuqs of Rum and the Mongol 

Golden Horde. Baybars and his successors, Sultan al-Mansur Qalawun  

(d. 1290) and his son al-Nasir Muhammad (d. 1341), were also responsible for 

securing Muslim trade networks in both the Mediterranean area and the 

routes to the East, re-establishing orderly systems of administration and 

taxation. In 1382 the Bahri Mamluks were succeeded by the Burji Mamluks. 

Founded by Sultan Barquq (d. 1399), the Burji Mamluks continued the policies 

of their predecessors until 1517 when the Ottomans overthrew them.

The bronze basin and details shown below and opposite is known as the Baptistère of St Louis. 

Made between 1320–1340 in Egypt or Syria in the Mamluk period. It may have been the work  

of Muhammad b. al-Zayn (d. unknown), and was probably commissioned by a Mamluk amir. 

Inlaid with gold, silver and niello (black paste), it is engraved with friezes of haloed soldiers, 

horsemen, animals, as well as motifs such as the fleur-de-lis, an emblem associated with both 

the Mamluks and the French kings. The basin found its way to France and was used to baptise 

the French royal children including Louis xiii (d. 1643) in 1601.
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uring the 14th and 15th centuries, Venice became the Mamluks’ 
main trading partner. Commercial exchanges are documented in 
inventories held in the Venetian archives. The lists include glass, 
textiles, silver-inlaid brass vessels, and other luxury items made 
to order to satisfy European tastes.

Venice’s Palazzio Ducal or Doge’s Palace (built 1340–1510) was 
built in a Venetian Gothic style but has clear Islamic influences 
from Cairo including the three-tiered merlons atop its façade. 

The importance of Venetian trade and interactions with the Islamic 
world were reflected and imagined in European art. In this oil 
painting, entitled Saint Mark Baptising Anianas, by the Venetian 
painter Giovanni Mansueti (d. 1526), the artist used established 
motifs of headgear in portraying Muslims and the Mamluk’s  
coat of arms at the top of the basilica. Such artists probably never 
travelled to Islamic lands and this type of image is imagined and 
fashioned in ways to address the Muslim presence. 

D
The Mamluks enjoyed extensive trade 
and diplomatic relations with Europe, 
especially through Venice which acted as 
Europe’s emporium of goods, spices, and 
products coming from the East. 



229

After the conquests, the Mongols fostered a cultural 

synthesis between their traditional worldview and lifestyle 

and the beliefs and practices of the conquered peoples. In 

China, for example, the Great Khans patronised Confucianism 

and Buddhism by building temples, supporting their 

institutions of learning and recruiting their sages into the 

Mongol administration. Similarly, the early Il-Khans of Iran 

were tolerant of different religious communities including 

Buddhists, Nestorian Christians, Jews and Muslims. 

The establishment of Mongol rule throughout Asia 

facilitated interregional trade. This was particularly the case 

between China and Iran where the Il-Khans were able to 

facilitate the movement of people, goods and ideas between 

their realms and those of their kinsmen in China. Evidence 

of these exchanges and their legacy is found in the art from 

the period. The Mongols, who were particularly fond of 

textiles, metalwork, ceramics and other well-crafted luxury 

goods, elevated the status of traders and facilitated the 

mobility of craftsman, both of which resulted in the move-

ment of diverse techniques, styles, patterns and motifs 

around the Mongol realms. Under the Mongols, culture 

became portable.

After murdering the last Abbasid caliph in Baghdad, 

al-Mustaʿsim (d. 1258), and completing his conquest of  

Iraq, Hülegü then set his sights on the lands of the Eastern 

Mediterranean. While the Mongols managed to invade and 

occupy parts of Anatolia and Syria, they were defeated at 

ʿAyn Jalut, in Palestine in 1260 by the skilled slave-soldiers 

of the Mamluks. Thereafter, Hülegü and his Il-Khanid heirs 

became the rulers of Iraq and Iran, eventually normalising 

relations with both the Mamluks and other rivals.

New Synthesis
Scholars remain divided about the long-term impact of the 

Mongol invasions on Muslim societies in Asia. In the short 

term, the raids cut off trade, shut down manufacturing, 

displaced populations and fractured cultural activity. But  

in many cities and towns that had offered the Mongols their 

allegiance, however nominal, life continued as usual. The 

Mongols gave the local rulers of these allied places such as 

Shiraz and Yazd the status of local governor. Eventually, and 

after almost half a century of conquest, the Mongols began 

to settle and societies in the Mongol realms began to recover 

from the devastation and gradually return to prosperity. 

The Mongols encouraged trade and exchange between 

the regions they conquered which contributed to  

a cultural synthesis between the eastern and western 

parts of their empire–a legacy that continued into  

later centuries.

The section of a tapestry shown opposite displays a 

blending of Chinese, Central Asian, Persian and Arab 

influences. It was probably part of a tent panel or 

wall-hanging and was made in Iraq or Western Iran 

early in the 14th century using a Chinese technique 

known as kesi (cut silk) in which gold thread is spun 

around cotton. The textile depicts a prince in Mongol 

garb, seated on a throne with a turbanned Arab or 

Persian official and another wearing a Mongol-style hat. 

Other figures hold up a large parasol. There are images  

of warriors and animals, as well as arabesques and  

floral motifs. An Arabic inscription containing phrases 

of good wishes including ‘perpetual glory’, ‘prosperity’, 

‘wealth’ and ‘well-being’ encircles the entire medallion. 

The detail of a watercolour painting on silk shown  

left was made in Iran or Central Asia around 1425–1450 

during the Timurid period. The painting depicts a 

gathering of nobles enjoying music and food in a garden. 

The party is watched over by a brilliantly coloured bird 

in a flowering tree, a motif that is likely derived from 

Chinese silk paintings.
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Il-Khans
The Il-Khanid dynasty located their capital at Maragha and 

Tabriz, in northwestern Iran. They built palaces and main-

tained tented encampments (sing. ordu) to accommodate 

their traditional practice of moving their court between 

winter and summer pastures. One of the most impressive 

and finely decorated Mongol summer palaces was Takht-i 

Sulayman (built ca. 1275), on the site of a former Sasanian 

fire temple. To administer their lands, the Il-Khans also 

took on advisors from different religious traditions. 

Among the most famous of these advisors was the Shiʿi 
polymath Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 1274). Al-Tusi was born in 

Tus, Khurasan, into a Twelver (Arabic, Ithnaʿashari) Shiʿi 
family in 1201. He studied philosophy at Nishapur and was 

drawn to the ideas of Ibn Sina (Latin, Avicenna, d. 1037).  

He was also attracted by Ismaili thought and made his way 

to the Ismaili castles of Quhistan, as a result of the Mongol 

invasions, where he enjoyed the patronage of the Nizari 

Ismaili ruler and wrote a number of important treatises in 

Arabic and Persian, including works on ethics such as the 

Akhlaq-i Nasiri (Nasirean Ethics). When Hülegü laid siege  

to the Ismaili castles of Daylam in 1256, al-Tusi was with  

the Nizari Ismaili Imam Khurshah (d. 1257) and attempted 

to negotiate his surrender. After the fall of the Ismaili 

headquarters at Alamut, however, Imam Khurshah, then in 

Mongolia, was killed and his successors went into hiding, 

concealing their identity under the guise of Sufism. Yet, 

al-Tusi survived and Hülegü took him on as an advisor and 

built an observatory and library for him at Maragha. From 

here, al-Tusi continued his work in the religious sciences, 

particularly on Twelver theology, as well as mathematics, 

metaphysics and astronomy. He died in 1274 and was buried 

in Baghdad next to the grave of the seventh Twelver Imam, 

Musa al-Kazim. 

In 1295, Hülegü’s grandson Ghazan (d. 1304) converted 

to Islam under the tutelage of Saʿd al-Din Hammuya (or 

Hammuʾi, a shaykh of the Kubrawiyya Sufi order (founded  

in Khwarazm by Najm al-Din Kubra [d. 1221] in the 13th 

century). Ghazan’s conversion led to the Il-Khans’ patronage 

of mosques, madrasas, mausolea and other institutions. 

Ghazan’s chief advisor, Rashid al-Din (d. 1318), himself a 

The ink drawing on paper shown below was made in Mongol Iran 

in the 14th century. It shows a tent mosque with two men, each 

reading from a Qurʾan resting on a stand. The tent is topped with 

two standards that read ‘Allah’ and an inscription on the tent 

drapery reads ‘All sovereignty belongs to Allah (al-mulk li’llah)’. 

Spared the Il-Khanid invasions and later ruled by the Timurids, 

Yazd was amongst the most culturally vibrant cities in central 

Iran from the 13th century onward. During the rule of the 

Timurid appointed governor Jalal al-Din Chaqmaq (d. unknown) 

in the 15th century, Yazd became an important religious centre. 

Chaqmaq and his wife established a large complex that included 

a mosque, khanqah, confectioner’s shop, cistern and qanat (water 

channel) alongside a bathhouse and caravanserai. The complex’s 

portal (shown opposite) is decorated with glazed tiles alternating 

with plain bricks to create geometric patterns, a technique 

known as banaʾ i or hazar baf. Over the centuries, a number of 

these structures were continually renovated and repurposed. 

Today, the complex also houses a tekke, a place where Shiʿi 
Muslims gather to commemorate the martyrdom of al-Husayn, 

the Prophet’s grandson. 

that in some ways the Mongols were religious pragmatists 

who regarded their conversions as means to curry favour 

from among various sectors of society or in their foreign 

relations. Unlike his predecessor, however, Öljeitü was 

drawn to Twelver Shiʿism, which remained an important 

feature of Iran’s religious and cultural landscape. It is 

perhaps for this reason that he installed a spectacularly 

carved stucco mihrab in Isfahan’s Friday Mosque in  

1310. Öljeitü also lent his patronage to the building and 

renovation of Sufi funerary complexes, including that of 

Bayazid Bastami (d. 874), one of the earliest of the Islamic 

mystics. Öljeitü’s reign and that of his successor Abu Saʿid  

(d. 1335) marked a highpoint in Il-Khanid rule. 

By the end of the 14th century, the Mongol khanates 

began to experience the internal tensions and succession 

disputes that would eventually cause their decline and 

convert to Islam from Judaism, was a patron of the arts  

and set up a book atelier (kitabkhana) in one of the quarters  

of Ghazaniyya, a suburb of Ghazan’s capital city outside 

Tabriz. It was at this atelier that some masterpieces of 

illustrated manu-scripts were produced including a copy  

of Rashid al-Din’s own Jamiʿ al-tawarikh (Compendium  

of Chronicles), a survey of world dynasties and a history  

of the Mongols, the great Mongol Shahnama, and a lesser 

known translated, illustrated work on Chinese medicine, 

Tansuqnama, which indicates the complex relationship 

between the knowledge traditions of Islamic Iran and China. 

Rashid al-Din also served under Ghazan’s successor, 

Öljeitü (d. 1316), who made his capital at Sultaniyya, near 

Maragha, in northwestern Iran. Like his predecessor, Öljeitü 

had converted to Islam in 1309. However, his early Christian 

baptism, and his later conversion to Buddhism may suggest 



 
 

The status of Mongol royal women 
(khatuns) is best reflected in their 
depictions in the official Il-Khanid 
histories as well as in contemporary 
painted manuscripts. Their status is 
indicated through seating arrange-
ments in Il-Khanid paintings as well 
as the royal woman’s headgear (the 
boghtah) and their attendants holding 
personal toiletries such as napkins, 
mirrors, and bags (shown above).

While marriage was an acceptable 
norm of forging political alliances 

amongst warring dynasties, tribes, 
or even amirs, women were often 

able to carve out an important 
role for themselves as brokers of 

power in their own right. Mamluk, 
Mongol, Il-Khanid and Timurid 

women became patrons of shrines 
and learning institutions, of artists 

and poets, and some became rulers, 
minted their own coins, and had 

their own armies.

Mamluk royal women continued 
the tradition established under the 
Fatimids and Ayyubids in Syria 
and Egypt of establishing religious 
endowments (waqfs) that helped 
shape the urban development of 
Cairo. The Mamluks came to power 
through a marriage between Shajar 
al-Durr (d. 1257), the widow of the 
last Ayyubid sultan, and a Mamluk 
amir. She ruled for a few months, 
built her mausoleum near the shrines 
of the female descendants of the 
Prophet in Fustat, and minted coins 
in her own name (shown above  
and left). 

Gawharshad (d. 1457), the wife  
of Timur’s son Shahrukh (d. 1447)  
built two magnificent Friday 
mosques, one in Herat (interior 
shown here) and the other in 
Mashhad. Both mosques are 
impressive in their monumentality 
and in their decorative tile mosaics 
and banaʾi style brickwork. This 
challenges the tradition that limits 
the patronage of Friday mosques  
to the reigning male ruler. She was 
also responsible for the renovation  
of the Shiʿi shrine of Imam Rida  
in Mashhad.

R o y a l  K h a t u n s
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Asia. His Friday mosque (built ca. 1398–1405), much of  

which does not survive, is reported to have had a vast 

Qurʾanic inscription over its monumental entrance portal 

that could be read from a distance of more than three 

kilometres. Timur’s patronage of Samarqand’s buildings was 

also matched by that of his family, including its women, who 

enhanced the city’s urban fabric with khanqahs, funerary 

complexes and other structures, many decorated with 

Samarqand’s iconic, richly decorated and varied, blue and 

turquoise tiles. 

Timur brought people to Samarqand (and perhaps also 

to the entire Timurid realm) by protecting trade and forcibly 

repatriating artisans and literati from around the empire. 

Like the Il-Khanid Öljeitü and his advisor Rashid al-Din, 

Timur also established a kitabkhana, where some of the most 

magnificent books of the dynasty, as well as other objects of 

great beauty, were housed. Furthermore, Timur surrounded 

and acquainted himself with the era’s most prominent 

scholars, poets, scientists and historians. After an encounter 

with him in Damascus, the North African historian Ibn 

Khaldun (d. 1406), wrote that:

The king Timur is one of the greatest and mightiest of kings. 

Some attribute to him knowledge, others attribute to him heresy 

because they note his preference for ‘members of the House [of 

ʿAli]’, still others attribute to him the employment of magic and 

sorcery, but in all this there is nothing; it is simply that he is 

highly intelligent and perspicacious, addicted to debate and 

argumentation about what he knows and what he does not know. 

Timur also associated himself closely with the popular  

piety of Sufism. His father had been associated with the 

Naqshbandi Amir Kulal (d. 1370), whereas Timur was 

particularly drawn to the Central Asian Turkic Sufi shaykh 

Khwaja Ahmad Yasavi (d. 1166), whose shrine in Yasi, north 

of modern-day Tashkent, he patronised and refurbished  

with massive lamps and a monumental basin. 

Upon Timur’s death in 1405, in typical Turco-Mongol 

fashion, his sons and grandsons inherited in an instant what 

he had achieved in the span of some 30 years. During his 

descended into civil war. In Eurasia, the Golden Horde had 

begun a series of internal wars that continued until the 16th 

century; in China, the Ming dynasty took the territories of 

the Yuan dynasty in 1368; in Iran, by 1353, the Il-Khanid 

dynasty had fragmented into a number of smaller successor 

states; and in Transoxania, the Chagatay Khanate had 

begun to split up, although it would eventually be reunited 

under the leadership of Timur (Tamerlane, d. 1405), the last 

of the great Turkic-Mongol conquerors. 

New Conquerors from the Steppe
Timur had begun to consolidate his power over the former 

Chagatay Khanate in the 1370s. As a minor prince, he 

claimed a complex genealogy that connected him to the 

Mongol Queen Alanqoa, Chingiz Khan and ʿAli b. Abi Talib, 

and took the Muslim title of ‘amir’. He established his 

hegemony over the settled lands of Asia by leading a series  

of ruthless and bloody campaigns into Iran, Iraq, Syria, the 

Caucasus, Russia, Siberia, Afghanistan and India. Building 

his empire on the infamous ‘towers of skulls’ of his oppo-

nents, Timur managed to overthrow many local ruling 

houses on the former Il-Khanid and Chagatay lands, and 

bring together large parts of the former Mongol Empire.  

The scale of Timur’s accomplishment and the tenacity of his 

persona made him famous outside Muslim lands. He was, for 

example, the subject of the English playwright Christopher 

Marlowe’s play Tamburlaine the Great (written 1587–1588) 

and the German-English composer George Frederic 

Handel’s opera Tamerlano (composed 1724). Timur’s 

anglicised name Tamerlane derived from a combination  

of Timur and his nickname ‘Lenk’, which referred to the 

malformation, from birth, of his right knee and thigh. 

Samarqand, in present-day Uzbekistan, was Timur’s 

capital. Here he created palaces, mosques, madrasas, 

khanqahs and mausolea on a monumental, theatrical scale 

that both projected his imperial ambitions and reflected  

his accomplishments. His choice of architectural style 

articulated a type of synthesis that brought together aspects 

of the various cultures and traditions in Iran and Central 

descendant through his son Miranshah (d. 1408), would 

retake Samarqand, establish himself briefly as the ruler  

of Central Asia and ultimately found the Mughal dynasty 

which would rule over most of the Indian subcontinent 

until the 19th century. 

lifetime, Timur had already set up his sons and grandsons  

as local governors and thus, unsurprisingly, succession 

disputes among his heirs led to the weakening of his empire. 

At first, Timur’s son Shahrukh (d. 1447) managed to hold 

together Khurasan and Transoxania, and initially ruled from 

Samarqand, but then shifted the Timurid capital to Herat, 

which benefitted from both his and his successors’ patronage. 

But as a whole, after Shahrukh’s death, Timur’s empire quickly 

fragmented, giving way to princely ambitions and foreign 

invasions resulting in smaller, multiple principalities that 

competed for power, prestige and patronage. In particular, in 

the 15th–16th centuries, Babur (d. 1530), Timur’s direct 

A coloured drawing of  
the constellation Pegasus  
(Arabic, al-Faras al-aʿzam) from  
a manuscript of The Book of  
Fixed Stars by ʿAbd al-Rahman 
al-Sufi (d. 986) copied between 
1430–1440 in Samarqand for  
the Timurid Sultan Ulugh-Beg  
(d. 1449). The sultan was a keen 
astronomer and mathema- 
tician who built a madrasa and 
observatory in Samarqand. The 
drawing shown here is one of  
74 images in this manuscript  
that reflect the Timurid aesthetic 
which often blended Iranian  
and Chinese styles. 
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And how many arches rise up in its 
    vault supported by 
Columns which at night are embellished 
    by light! 
You would think that they are the heavenly          
    spheres whose 
Orbits revolve, overshadowing the 
     pillar of dawn when it 
Barely begins to appear after having 
    passed through the night

The palatine complex of the Alhambra in Granada, 
Spain is one of the most famous medieval palaces of 
the Muslim world and one of the most visited cultural 
sites in Europe. It was the residence of the last Muslim 
rulers in Spain, the Nasrids, who ruled between 
1232 and 1492. It was also the subject of admiration, 
intrigue, and romance throughout its history and 
is currently the subject of popular imagination in 
literature, film and video games. 

The palace has multiple residences and gardens 
that were built between the 13th and 15th centuries. 
Intricately designed arcades, coloured tile dadoes, 
stucco-clad niches. Pools of water and running 
channels link the different courtyards and create  
a sense of unity. 

Built between 1370 and 1390, the Court of the Lions 
brings together many of the design and decorative 
features that make the Alhambra unique. An elegant 
filigree-like arcade with projecting kiosks surrounds 
the courtyard. 

The courtyard itself forms a four-part garden  
(chahar bagh) at the centre of which is the fountain 
whose basin appears to be supported on the backs of 
12 lions. A praise poem by the palace-poet Ibn Zamrak 
(1333–1393), carved on the marble basin states, ‘The 
fountain is the Sultan, whose grace showers upon all 
his subjects and lands, as the water wets the gardens.’

Another of Zamrak’s poems in the palace’s Hall of the 
Two Sisters reads:


