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Abstract:

Celebrations were widely spread during the Mamluk period. They were
varied such as religious, national and social. Celebration of circumcision
was among the important social ones that was celebrated by all classes at
that time. Mamluk sources provided us with different examples of these
celebrations and their aspects. It seems that there was no circumcision
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without a celebration. Sultans offered luxurious banquets to the public
that would extend to a few days or a whole month in some cases.
Regarding the public, they celebrated as well with almost the same
process but in less aspects of extravagancy of course. Therefore, the
study will highlight on the aspects and rituals of these celebrations.

The topic has been chosen as it deals with an important social celebration

during the Mamluk Period that was always connected to circumcision.

Regarding the field of tourism guidance, the study shed the light on a
celebration of a process that has its roots in Egypt since the ancient
Egyptian time® and still exist in the present time due to its importance for
the Egyptians. Relevant researches referred to these celebrations as an
overview,? but it still need to be tackled in a detailed study in order to
analyze and interpret these incidents.

Keywords:

Circumcision - celebration- barber-Mamluk.
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Methodology:

The researcher followed a descriptive method to an analytic approach to
the historical events. The researcher also followed a methodology based
on a hypothesis of inductiveness to present the mentioned incidents of
circumcision and extract the aspects of celebrations were connected to
them. The study will be tackled from historical not religious point of
view.
Objectives:
The study aims to display the celebrations connected to circumcision in
Egypt during the Mamluk period.
Hypothesis:
- The aspects of celebrations were different in accordance to the
social class.
- There were some basic rituals connected to the celebration.
- There was a certain person responsible for executing
circumcision.

- There was a certain age for circumcision.
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Introduction:

Circumcision is known as fitan in Arabic. Idiomatically; it is a term
derived from the root /-t-n, in this context means surgical removal of the
skin covering the tip of the glans.?

Linguistically; it is cutting off a part of the male's genital organ®. This
practice was acquired for boys in Islam. Circumcision is not mentioned
in Qur’an but in hadit as it is among the features of natural religion
(fifrah) in addition to clipping of nails, the use of toothpick, the cutting of
moustache, the more profuse length of the beard.”

As for girls and their circumcision, it will not be a part of this study as it

as we could not trace any examples in the available Mamluk sources.®

During the Mamluk period, sultans themselves were committed to
implement this practice in a big celebration; the same thing was followed
by their people as well but in accordance to their rank.

In this context, Ibn Tagribirdi mentions that in 672 AH/ 1237AD during
the first day of Great Bairam, sultan al-Zahir Baybars ordered to

circumcise his own son Hidr along with some other amirs’ sons in the

¥ Muhammad Lutfi al-Sabbag, Islamic Ruling on Male and Female
Circumcision, World Health Organization, (Alexandria,1996), 2.
*Muhammad al-HawwarT, al-/itan fi -l-Yahddiyah wa-I- MasiAiyah wa-I-
Islam, (Cairo, 1987), 5.

*Hadit Sarif.

®In sunnah circumcision for males is better to be announced in a
celebration. On the other hand, circumcision for females -if done- should
be without any celebrations. Al-Hawwart, al-Atan,127-128.
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square down of the citadel.”Al-Maqrizi states that the sultan did not
accept any present in order not to overload anyone.®The previous incident
clarify that it was common to celebrate the event of the circumcision with
the celebration of Great Bairam and clarifies that normally the
circumcised boy used to receive presents.

In 692 AH®/ 1293 AD sultan al-Asraf Halil celebrated the circumcision
of his brother, al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawin, and his nephew
Muzaffar al-Din Misa, son of al-Malik al-Salih [1Alall al-Din [JAIT b.
Qalawan. The aspects of that celebration were playing al-Qabag™outside
the gate of al-Nasr''and all the guests were banqueted. After the
circumcision, the amirs threw money as a gift in a basin according to
their ranks as follows; amir of hundred knights threw 100 golden dinars,

amir of fifty knights threw 50 dinars and so on'?, till the basin was filled

’Ibn Tagribirdi, al-Nugdm al-Zahirah fi Mulak Mist wa-I- Qahirah, (Cairo,
2005), VIII,16.

8Al-Maqrizi, al-Sulik li-Ma'rifat Dawal al-Mulik, (Cairo, 1936), I/ll, 612.
*The same incident was mentioned by Ibn TagribirdT in 690 AH. See: Ibn
Tagribirdi, Nugam, VIII,16.

1°Al-Qabag: Also known as gibag. it is a Turkish term means pumpkin
which was a game connected to horsemanship, it was widely common
among the mamluks. For more details see: Lutfl Ahmad Nassar, Wasa'il
al-Tarfih fi 'Asr Salafin al-Mamalik, (Cairo,1999),199-200.

“The gate of al-Nasr (known also as bab al-‘lzz) was built in 480 AH/
1087AD. It locates to the north of Cairo. Ahmad ‘Abd al-Raziq, al-
‘Imarah al-Islamiyah fi Misr mundu-I- Fat/ al-‘Arabr fatta Nihayat al-‘Asr
al-Mamldakr, Dar al-Fikr al-[]Arabr, Cairo, 2009,79.

2Ipn Katir, al-Bidayah wa-I- Nihayah, (Beirut, 2021), XV, 569.
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with gold.”®It is noticeable here that circumcision was expressed as

“tuhir” in Arabic and not “fitan” as usual.

We can assume that circumcision was celebrated with gifting money to
the circumcised boy which was threw in the same basin of

circumcision.**

Ahmad, son of al-Nasir Muhammad b. Qalawiin came from al-Karak™ to
Cairo in 731 AH/1330 AD, he went up to the citadel served by some
amirs and fuggab™®“chamberlains”. A few days later, he was circumcised
and he stayed there in the citadel for a while.!” Al-Sahawi did not mention
anything about the celebration, he only mentioned being circumcised in
the citadel.

Blbn al-Gadr1, Tarip Ibn al-Gadtr, (Beirut, 1998), 1,154-155.

1“SawqT ‘Abd al-Qawt ‘Utman, I/tifalyat al-AHtan 7 Misr, 43 in Journal of
“Al-Mu’arrif al-Misri, Faculty of Arts, Cairo University, (Cairo, Jan.,
2017), no.50, 43.

BAl-Karak is a fortress situated to the east of the dead sea. See:
Encyclopedia of Islam, Art. al-Karak, (Leiden,1978), 1V, 609.

183ing. is Hagib” Chamberlain” the person responsible for guarding
the door of access of the ruler, so that only approved visitors may
approach him. al-Qalgasandi, Sub/ al-A‘'sa fi Sna‘at al-Ins3,
(Cairo, 1914),19-20; IV,19; Al-Sahamawi, al-7agr al-Basim fi
SinaJat al-Katib wa-Il- al-Katim, released by Asraf Muhammad
Anas, (Cairo, 2009) ,1,393; Mahasin al-Waqqad, al-Hgabah
Zaman Salafin al-Mamalik, JMIH, IIl, 2003, Cairo, 105-106;
Marwah Hamdi, al-Higabah and al-Huggab in Mamlik Egypt and
their Most Important Architectural and Artistic Works, MA.,,
unpublished, ‘Ain Sams University, Faculty of Arts, Tourist

Guidance Dept., (Cairo,2006), I, 2.
Y Al-Sahawi, Wagiz al-Kalam fr-I- Dail ‘ala Dawal al-Islam, (Beirut, 1995),
11,530.
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Tuquztumur the viceroy® ordered to circumcise his own son in 745 AH/
1344 AD, he sponsored a big celebration; he sent grilled food and dessert
to the “fpangawar” hospices™ and “arbifuh” convents®’as well.?* The
previous incident shows that high-rank amirs used to celebrate that
occasion in a big celebration as well. It was common as a part of the
celebration with this event is to send food to the ascetic people in the

religious places as a type of charity.

8Al-Na’ib or the viceroy was the highest ranking amir in the Mamliik
Kingdom. He was signed, in the name of the sultan, the applications for
fiefs (gisas), and he was authorized to give out small feudal charters
(igfa‘at pafrfah) without consulting the sultan. See: Al-'Umari, Masalik al-
Absar fT Mamalik al-Amsar, Cairo, IFAO, 1985, 55-56; al-Basa, al-Fundin
al-Islamiyah wa-l- Wazalif Ula -I- Afar al-CArabiyah, dar al-nahdah al-
“larabiyah, (Cairo, 1966), 111,1230-1236; David Ayalon, Studies on the
Structure of the Mamluk Army, Ill, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and
African Studies, XVI, (London,1954), 57; Laila ‘Abd al-Gawwad, Na'ib al-
Salfanah fi-l- Qahirah ‘Asr Dawlat al-Mamalik al-Bafariyah, Migallat al-
M@’arrih al-Misr1, Cairo, 1%, 1988, 59-219; Muhammad ‘Abd al-Gan al-
Asgar, Na’ib al-Salfanah al-Mamldkiyah fi Misr, (Cairo, 1999),23-25.

¥ Hangah: A composite word of Persian origin means a building usually
reserved for Sdfis. It was introduced into Egypt by Salah al-Din al-
Ayyabrt in 569/1173 as a center in which foreign Sdfis could live and
worship. See: Donald, P. Little, The Nature of Khangahs, Ribats, and
Zawiyas under the Mamliks, Islamic studies present to Charles J.
Asams, (New York- Leiden, 1991),92-93; Dawlat ‘Abdullah, Ma‘ahid
Tadkiyat al-Nufds fI Misr fi-I- ‘Asrayn al-Ayyabr wa-I- Mamlaki,(Cairo,
1980), 5.

2See: Al-Magrizi, Al-Mawa'iz wa-l- |tibar bi-Dkr al-Hat wa-I- Atar,
released by Ayman Fu’ad Saiyed, (London, 2003), IV/Il, 793-794; Samir
‘Abd al-Mon'im Hidr1, al-Arbifah al-Bagiyah bi-I-Qahirah min al-‘Asr al-
Mamlakr, M.A. Thesis, unpublished, Faculty of Archaeology, Cairo
University, (Cairo, 1998), 3-8.

?lbn Qadi Suhbah, Tarip Ibn Q&di Suhbah, (Damascus,1977), I/11, 407.
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Regarding the duration of the celebration, it seems that it lasted for a few
days. In this context, Ibn Dugmaq mentions that in 777 AH/ 1375 AD
sultan al-Asraf Sallban ordered to circumcise his two sons amir Al
and amir Haggi, and celebrated with a banquet that lasted for seven

days.?

As for the rituals of such occasion Ibn Stdin mentions a typical
celebration of the commoners. The father used to accompany his son on
the day of circumcision to the public bath then the boy used to wear a
special costume. Parents used to offer food and beverage to those who
came to congratulate on this occasion. Congratulations were offered after
circumcision; it was common to use the same basin of circumcision to
receive money in.2*Al-Maqrizi also states that in 781 AH/1379 AD the
nanny of sultan Haggi was punished till she showed up the head gear, the

golden tiraz**(embroider) and the golden basin were made especially for

him by his father sultan al-Asraf on his circumcision.?

“lbn Dugmaq, al-Naffah al-Miskiyah fi-I- Dawlah al-Turkiyah,
(Beirut,1999), 215; al-Maqnrizi, Sulak, 1ll/1, 250; al-Sahawi, Wagiz al-
Kalam, |, 213; Sa’1d [JAbd al-Fattah (1 Aswr, al-Mugtamal’ al-MigT T
OAgsr Salatin al-Mamalik, (Cairo,1992),139.
“lbn Saddn al-Basbugawi, Nuzhat al-Nufis wa Mudhbek al-0Ubds,
(Leiden, 1998), 75.
*Inscribing the names of sultans or their signature on their clothes with
golden bands to be distinguished and remarkable. It was also granted to
high officials. Lagnat Alfaz al-Hadarah, Mustalahat fT Alfaz al-Hadarah
(al-Atrlimah wa-/ Asribah wa-I- Malabis), (Cairo, 2017),145-146.
*Al-Maqrizi, Suliik, 11I/1, 369.
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So, the circumcised boy used to wear a special head gear and a golden
embroider. Then, to lie in a basin for circumcision and to receive money

in the same basin after circumcision.

In 800 AH/1397 AD sultan al-Zahir ordered to circumcise his two sons,
Farag and [JAbd al-[JAziz who ruled the country later on in addition to
some other orphan boys who were sons of late amirs.?The sultan only
banqueted women in the citadel and he did not offer one for men saving

for money.?’

Sources mention that "al-mezaiyn" the barber was the authorized person
to circumcise boys. In this context, Ibn Hagar mentions that in 822
AH/1419 AD a man decided to circumcise his four sons who fortunately
survived during the plague. He banqueted food and beverage to celebrate
this event, but the boys died within an hour after circumcision. The father
accused the barber who circumcised the boys as his scalpel might be
poisoned, but the barber denied and injured himself with the same scalpel
to prove that it was clean. When the father tried to trace the cause of his
death, he realized that a huge dead snake lied in the dispenser of the
syrup from which the boys drunk.®This incident shows that even
common people celebrated the event of circumcision in accordance with
their status. It also clarifies that the barber was the one in charge of

circumcision.

Nail al-Amal fI 2°Al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 111/11,900; ‘Abd al-Basit al-ZahirT,

Dall al-Dawal, (Beirut, 2002), released by ‘Abd al-Salam Tadmury,
(Beirut, 2002), II/1, 393.

*lbn Tagribirdt, Nugiam, X1, 80.

*®|lbn Hagar, Inba’ al-Gumr bi-Abna’ al-‘Omr,(Cairo,1994), 111,199-200.
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As for the cost of such surgery, according to Ibn Hagar in 827AH/
1423AD sultan Barsbay ordered to circumcise his own son Muhammad,
and he celebrated this event by a procession. The elite paid in the basin of
circumcision a lot of golden dinars from which he paid hundred golden
dinars to the barber and he sent the rest to the treasury.**The thing that

shows the large amounts were paid for the barber.

Regarding the appropriate average age of circumcision, in 837AH/1433
AD sultan Barsbay ordered to circumcise his own son al-Gamalt Yasuf
who was around eleven years*along with around forty other boys and
offered them out fit as well. Two great banquets were prepared in the

citadel for such event; one for men and another for women.*!

According to Islam, boys should be circumcised before puberty in order
not to reveal their genitals, in addition to the pain that the boy would
feel.’But in some cases, circumcision was performed for adults. In this
context it worth mentioning that sultan Gagmaq decided to get married to

the daughter of prince of Garkas, both the bride and his daughter

®lbn Hagar, Inba’, Ill, 325; al-Sayrafi, Nuzhat al-Nufis wa-l- Abdan fT
Tawarihp al-Zaman, (Cairo,1973), lll, 55; ‘Abd al-Basit al-ZahirT , Nail al-
Amal, IV/1,149; Muhammad 'Attiyah, al-A/wal al-Se Aiyah wa-I- 7ibbiyah fi
Misr wa Bilad al-Sam fi-I- 'Asr al-Mamlaki (648-923/1250-1517), MA.
Thesis, The Islamic University, Gaza, Faculty of Arts, History and
Archaeology dept., (Gaza, 2012), 23-24.

%It was mentioned by Ibn Hagar that he was nine years old. See: Ibn
Hagar, Inba’, Ill, 511-512.

$bn Tagribirdi, Nugam, XV,41-42; al-Sayraff, Nuzhat, Ill, 284; Al-
Sahawi, Wagiz al-Kalam, Il, 530.

*Ibn al-Hagg, al-Madpal, (Cairo, no date), I, 296.
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converted to Islam and then the father of the bride was circumcised.*So,
it seems that circumcision was common for Muslem males as he
converted to Islam in 853 AH/1449 AD regardless of his age.

In 855 AH/1451 AD al-Sahawi himself mentions that he got a baby boy,
who was described by his father as blessed due to what the sultan have
done upon his circumcision when he offered both;"al-'4gigah™ the

sacrifice®*and the circumcision of his own brother.*®

Celebrating circumcision was known outside the country not just in side
Egypt. In 860 AH/1455 AD sultan Iynal received a congratulatory letter
from sultan Murad Ibn ‘Utman of the Roman Empire on the occasion of

circumcising his two sons.

The circumcision of the two sons of al-Zayn b. Muzhir Katib al-sirr, al-
Badr Muhammad and Ibrahim was in 869 AH/ 1464 AD, he celebrated

that event.>'The aspects of celebration were not mentioned.

In 873 AH/1468 AD while preparing for the celebration of circumcision
of al-Miu'ayyad Ahmad's son in Alexandria, he died.**Nothing was

mentioned about this celebration due to his death. Upon the arrival of

BAl-Sahawi, Al-Tibr al-Masbik fi Dail al-Sulik, released by Labibah
Ibrahim Mustafa and Nagwa Mustafa Kamil, (Cairo, 2003), 11,182.
¥Al-'Agigah: A meal offers in the seventh day of baby’s birth at which
relatives and friends are common to be invited. See: Ibn al-Hagg, al-
Mad/al, 1ll, 291-295; Lagnat Alfaz al-Hadarah, Mustala/fat, 51.
% Al-Sahawi, al-Tibr al-Masbik fT Dail al-Suliik, (Cairo, 2002), lIl, 94.
% lbn Tagribirdi, Hawadit al-Duhidr fi Mada al-Alyam wa-l- Suhir,
(Cairo,1990), 1,507.
% *Abd al-Basit al-ZahirT, Nail al-Amal, 6/2, 212.
®Al-Sayrafl, Inba’ al-Hasr bi-Anba’ al-‘Asr, (Cairo, 1970), 16.
C165)
——r_




— Circumcision in Egypt and its Celebrations During the
Mamluk Period

sultan al-Asraf Qaytbay to Damietta in 880 AH/1475 AD, al-Manstr
‘Otman son of al-Zahir éaqmaq asked to circumcise his two sons. The
sultan agreed and granted him two thousand dinars. He offered a luxuries
circumcision and a procession at which the prominent amirs shared such
as the Atabek®® and Yagbak al-Dawadar.*’

In 887 AH/1482 AD it was the circumcision of al-Mi'ayyad Ahmad's
son in Alexandria during which he hired a famous singer named [JAli b.

Rihab to sing on that celebration.*!

Sources mentions that the two sons of the Hanafi judge al-Nasir b. al-
Ihmimi were circumcised in 894/ 1488 AD, it was such a big day during
which so many rare things happened.**Sources did not mention what are

these rare things.

As for the duration of celebration Ibn Iyas mentions an incident shows
that it could last for a whole month. In 895AH/1489 AD sultan al-Asraf
Qaytbay decided to circumcise his son Muhammad al-Sibal| 1 he gave a

great interest to such occasion which lasted almost for a month. Offering

$9Al-Atabik or commander in chief of the army. It was common for him to
succeed the sultan on the throne. One of the most common titles of
atabik al-‘Askar was al-amir al-kabir. The office of atabik was called
also atabikiyah or atabikiyat al-‘Askar. See: al-Qalqasandi, Subh,
IV,18; Ayalon, Studies on the Structure, BSOAS, Ill, 1954, 58; al-Basa,
al-Funan al-Islamiyah, 1, pp. 3-11; André Clot, L'Egypte des
mamelouks I'empire des esclaves, (Perrin, 1996), p. 59; Muhammad
‘Abd al-Gant al-Asqar, Atabik al-‘Asakir fi-- Qahirah ‘Asr al-Mamalik al-
Garakisah, (Cairo, 2003), 21; Marwah Hamdi, al-Agabah, I, 38.

40Abhd al-Basit al-ZahirT, Nail al-Amal, 7/2 ,151.

“lbn lyas, Bada'i' al-Zuhir ff Waqa'i* al-Duhiir, (Cairo, 2007), 111,193.

“2Abd al-Basit al-ZahirT, Nail al-Amal« 8/2 ,155.
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presents to the sultan started from Ragab first to its end. The presents
were varied such as silk clothes, sheep, cows, sweets and fruits. The
circumcision itself was done on 20™ of Ragab, it was such a busy day
during which more than forty boys of prominent and non-prominent
amirs’ sons were circumcised, and the city was decorated on this

occasion.*®

In 907 AH/1501 AD it was the circumcision of Ibn Alf b. Abi al-Gawd
burdadar*’of sultan al-Asraf Qaytbay, during which there was a
procession held in Cairo, the stores were decorated, the streets were lit
with candles and glass lamps from madrasah of al-Asraf* till al-Salibah
Street and prominent people shared as well. According to Ibn lyas the
celebration was even rival to the celebration of al-ma/mal.*The thing

was described by Ibn lyas as rare to happen.®’ Regarding the banquet of

“lbn lyas, Bada'i', 111,371-372.

*“Burdadar is the one responsible for serving the officers in the diwan”

bureau”. See: Muhammad Ahmad Duhman, Mull gam al-Alfaz al-

Taripiyah fi-I-[ Asr al-Mamldki, (Damascus, 1990),32.

Al-madrasah al-Asrafiyah was built by sultan al-Asraf Barsbay in al-

Mu(lizz street in 826/1422. See: Ahmad ‘Abd al-Raziq, al-‘I/marah al-

Islamiyah, 355-356.

“°Al-mafmal is a type of richly decorated palanquin, perched on a camel
and serving transport pilgrims to Mecca. See: Encyclopedia of Islam,
Art. Ma/mal, VI, 44-46; al-Gaziri, Durar al-Fawa’id al-Munazzamah fi
Apbar al-Hag wa Tarih Makkah al-Mu‘azzamah, (Cairo, 1964),83-89;
Jacque Jomier, Le mahmal et la caravane égyptienne des pélerins de
la Mecque, (Le Caire, 1953),1-9.

*'Ibn lyas, Bada'i', 1V,29.

C167D
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the circumcision, there was a certain banquet known as al-A'dar or al-
‘Adirah.*®

Furthermore, the extravagant celebrations of circumcision encouraged to
impose a tax on such celebration. “Daminat al-magani”* guarantor of
songs was the authorized person to collect that tax. Such tax was for
weddings, circumcisions and even prostitutions allover Egypt. There was
al-ifiag which seems to be an approval from daminat al-magant
according to which a certain amount of money should be paid in the
diwan bureau of the country. Such tax was rescinded from time to
another as al-Maqrizi states.”
Conclusions:
- Both rich and poor people celebrated circumcision but in different
aspects.
- Many sultans used to allow public to have their boys circumcised
along with the sultan’s sons in the same celebrations in a group.
- Rich people used to hire singers to sing on that celebration.
- The duration of the celebration could last for a whole month in
big celebrations.
- Circumcision was executed by barbers not physicians.

- The age of circumcision should be before puberty.

BAl- Nawayri, Kitab al-llmam,V, 259; Nabil 'Abd al-'Aziz, al-Maap al-
Sulani Zaman al-Ayyabiyin wa-I- Mamalik, (Cairo, 1989),25,61; Lagnat
Alfaz al-Hadarah, Mustalahat ,6.

*9Such job was authorized to a lady responsible for collecting taxes from
singers, dancers and even prostitutes. Mervat Hasan ‘Otman, 7afifat al-
Maganr fT Misr 1 -1-'/Asr al-Mamlaki, Anlsl, (2009), 384-385.

Al-Maqrizi, Sulik, 1I/1, 266.
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The celebration of circumcision was sometimes held during the
feasts.

There were two different banquets at the celebration of
circumcision; one for women and another for men.

There was a special meal at the banquet of such celebration
known as al-A'dlir or al-'Adirah.

There was a tax imposed on the celebration of circumcision
during the Mamluk period.

Distributing charity was common on such celebration such as
sending food and beverage to religious places.

There was a certain costume worn by the circumcised boy such as
a head gear and an embroider.

The boys used to be circumcised in a basin that was used for
receiving money and presents on the same occasion.

The presents of such celebration were varied among food,

beverage, cattle or clothes.
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