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Historical and Architectural Aspects of the Cairo 
Mawlawiya 

Giuseppe Fanfoni* 

The Mawlawi confraternity, founded in the 13th century upon the 
thought and the teachings of Jalal al-Din Rumi, in Konya, Turkey1, had a 
constant but slow expansion up until the advent of the Ottoman Empire. 
During this period it gained a particular vitality due to the numerous cultural 
and political personalities who, having been interested in Mawlawi 
philosophy and musical culture, joined the order  

Beginning from the 17th century, the head of the order was entrusted 
with the Sultan's investiture and in the train of the Ottoman expansion, the 
Mawlawi confraternity diffused through the Islamic world by means of 
several centres connected to their mother house in Konya2. 

It is from that period that the Cairo centre was established, in the 
year 1607 A.D., thanks to an endowment from the Yemenite prince Yusuf 
Sinan3. 
                                                 
* Prof. dr. Giuseppe Fanfoni, Rome. 
 
1 Among the many sources dealing with this dervish order and Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1273 
in Konya), the great mystic poet and namesake of the Mawlawi order, see especially: J. P. 
Brown, The Dervishes, Oxford-London 1927; The Mathnawi of Jelálu'ddin Rûmi, edited 
from the Oldest Manuscripts Available, with Critical Notes, Translations and Commentary, 
ed. R. A. Nicholson, London 1924-1940; H. Ritter, "Neue Litteratur über Maulana 
Galaluddin Rumi und seinen Order", Oriens, 12-14 (1961), pp. 324-354; H. Ritter, "Die 
Mevlanafeier in Konya von 11-17 Dezember 1960", Oriens, 15 (1962), pp. 249-270; M. 
Molé, "La danse extatique en Islam", in Les danses sacrées, Paris 1963 (Sources Orientales, 
6), pp. 229-273; H. Ritter-A. Bausani, "Djalal al-Din Rumi", in Encyclopédie de l'Islam, II, 
Leyden-Paris 1965, pp. 404-408; AA. VV., Nel centenario del poeta mistico persiano 
Galal ad-Din Rumi, Roma, Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei 1974; I. Friedlander, The 
Whirling Derwishes, London 1975; Aflaki, Les Saints des derviches tourneurs, tr. C. Huart, 
Paris 1878. 
2 Ritter, Neue Litteratur, pp. 345-347. 
3 'Ali Pasha Mubarak, refers to the Takiyya Mawlawiyya as a waqf of Yusuf Sinan in Al-
Hitat al-tawfiqiyya al-jadida, II, Cairo 1369-1965, p. 160. For the complete data of the 
endowment cfr. G. Fanfoni, "The Foundation and Organization of the Cairo Mawlawiyya", 
in Quaderni di Studi Arabi, 17 (1999), pp. 105-122; G. Canova, "Iscrizioni e documenti 
relativi alla takiyya dei Dervisci Mevlevi del Cairo", in Quaderni di Studi Arabi, 17 (1999), 
pp. 123-146. 
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The document concerning this endowment, dated 17 Safar 1016 
A.H. (archives number 3301, the ministry of Awqaf), included, in addition 
to the Mawlawi seat, three other donations of land, the revenue of which 
should have allowed for the maintenance of the takiyya and covered the 
expenses of the staff and the community activities. 

The area in which the Mawlawi architectural complex developed 
(Figure 1) is situated at the foot of the Cairo Citadel, the seat of the 
government during the time of the Ottoman Empire. The complex includes 
many monumental buildings within its 7,500 square metre area. These 
include the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa4 with its adjoining mausoleum (14th 
century) to the west and the so-called Yasbak Palace5, built by Qusun and 
extended successively by Yasbak and Aqbardi between the 14th and 15th 
centuries, to the east (Figure 2). 

The donor, in the endowment document itself, fixed also the 
assignment of salaries for 50 people, referring to their specific functions 
within the takiyya, which was named Sa'diyya, at that time. This makes us 
suppose that a Mawlawi community was already present although probably 
not adequately organized. This is a remarkable fact considering the number 
of people engaged in community activities and mentioned by the donor. 

The description of the boundaries of the donated area confirms the 
presence of this first settlement, since; the eastern side of them is indicated 
as neighbouring the Mawlawi takiyya. The endowment was, then, made to 
an already stable and active community in Cairo and as an amplification of 
an area, which was also included in the donation. This first settlement, 
including the Mausoleum, probably had an extension beyond its southern 
side even if archaeological research has failed to obtain any data, until now. 
Indications in the endowment document hint that the settlement was 
somewhat noticeable, but we do not have any exact dates regarding it or any 
other information regarding the arrival of the Mawlawis in Egypt. Some 
Turkish texts concerning the order refer to trips undertaken by confraternity 
members and also to longer stays in Egypt during much earlier times, a fact 
that induces the belief that some Mawlawi presence already existed in Egypt 
before the Ottoman conquest. It is, however, likely that the Ottoman 
conquest was itself decisive, if not for their initial arrival, at least for their 
permanent and secure settlement. It is also very probable that the choice of 
this first settlement was suggested by the proximity to the government seat 
                                                 
4 The remains of the madrasa were listed with the number 263 in the Index of Islamic 
Monuments, in 1892, and published in Comitée de conservation, IX, Le Caire 1903, pp. 74-
75. The study of the whole complex, limited to the visible parts, since the active presence of 
the Mawlawis did not allow further archeological investigation, was executed by K. A. C. 
Creswell, The Muslim Architecture in Egypt, Oxford 1959, pp. 267-269 and plates 101 c-d, 
102 a-e, 112 a-b, 114 a, 126 c. 
5 Listed with the number 266 in the Index, it was one among the most important palaces in 
Cairo, even if now it is in ruins. It has been studied by J. Revault–B. Maury, Palais et 
maisons du Caire II, Le Caire 1977, pp. 31-48 and plates XXIII-XXXVI. 
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of the Citadel and by the presence of the Mausoleum, which seems to be the 
burial place of the brother of Sayyid el Badawi, the founder of the order of 
Egyptian Dervishes of that name (Figure 3). The Mawlawi confraternity, 
according to their founder's thought was tolerant and respectful, not only 
regarding other mystic and religious ways, but also as regarding the tombs 
of important persons worthy of devotion, even if they were not affiliated to 
the order. These persons often constituted a determinant element in the rite 
of the Mawlawi dance itself, which, according to tradition, referred 
originally to the mourning by the founder of the order, Jalal al-Din Rumi for 
the death of "The Master", Shamsi Tabrizi, even if, with the passing of time, 
the ritual dance has developed geometric-cosmological symbolisms 
according to the philosophical thought at the beginning of Islam. We know 
also that the Mawlawi Dervishes confraternity enjoyed a special 
consideration in the cultural and religious hierarchy of the Ottoman state 
and that their centres, because of the cultural and social aspects connected to 
their activities, were often situated in urban areas of elevated interest6. 
Consequently, it is not a surprise to ascertain that the Mawlawis, politically 
favoured and having settled in an area traditionally predisposed to welcome 
them, firmly installed themselves making favourable the circumstances 
which in the end led to the endowment and to the institution of a definitive 
seat. 

The area, as we have been given the possibility to verify by means of 
archaeological research, was full of neglected and decaying buildings7. The 
Mawlawis, inspired by the architectural characteristics and the planimetric 
arrangement of the Konya mother house and of some other conventional 
complexes of their order. They progressively restructured the existing 
                                                 
6 The Mawlawi order used to choose urban areas for residence, contrary to the other 
Turkish order, the Bektashis, who preferred isolated sites away from inhabited places (the 
Bektashis seat in Cairo was in the suburban area, in the caves of the Muqattam Hill). 
Nevertheless, while the latter order was of a very popular kind, the Mawlawis, with their 
marked cultural features, were of a more elitist type, and had a behavior generally separated 
from the other dervish orders (cf. Ritter, Neue Litteratur, p. 345). From this fact came the 
intimate character of the Mawlawiyya in Cairo, even in the urban center. The reserved 
character of the Cairo Mawlawis is also noted in references of travelers and specialists of 
Islamic culture. Cf. I. Rosellini, Giornale della spedizione letteraria toscana in Egitto negli 
anni 1828-29, Milano 1925, p. 45; E. W. Lane, Manners and Customs of the Modern 
Egyptians 1833-1835, n. ed., The Hague - London - Cairo 1978, p. 127; L. Massignon, "La 
cité des morts au Caire", BIFAO, 57 (1958), pp. 48 and 73. 
7 Previous articles concerning the works in progress on this architectural complex are: G. 
Fanfoni, "Restauri del complesso architettonico dei Dervisci Mewlewi al Cairo", in 
Architettura nei Paesi Islamici. II Mostra internazionale di architettura, Biennale di 
Venezia, 1982, pp. 258-259; id., Il restauro della Sama'khana dei Dervisci Mevlevi, Cairo 
1988; id. "The Italian-Egyptian Restoration Center's Work in the Mevlevi Complex in 
Cairo", in Restoration and Conservation of Islamic Monuments in Egypt, Cairo, The 
American University in Cairo 1995, pp. 59-75. For a technical description of the whole 
complex and archeological finding, see G. Fanfoni, "Il complesso architettonico dei 
dervisci Mewlewi in Cairo", Rivista di Studi Orientali, 57 (1983), pp. 77-92. 
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buildings, covering at least the 3,850 square metres approximately of the 
present area of the complex, integrating them with new parts responding to 
the necessities and the activities of the order. 

It seems, however that for a certain time after the endowment the 
installation of the area did not undergo notable modifications and that the 
Dervishes utilized the site just as they had received it. The restructuring and 
integration was effected at a later date between the 18th and 19th centuries, 
probably, thanks, to some other endowments. 

 
*** 

 
The Mawlawi dervishes' architectural complex, developed in the 

middle area between the remains of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa and those of 
the Aqbardi Palace, adapted the pre-existing monuments which were 
utilizable for a new function, developing a new wing on the Shari' al-
Suyufiyya8 and giving the convent a direct entrance onto the street. 

The whole that resulted from these adaptations is not referable to an 
initial basic project, even if the final result was that of a logical connection 
of the functions and expressions of the different components (Figure 4). It 
is constituted by a central element, which is the cultural nucleus around 
which are developed four blocks of buildings, like curtains intended to 
circumscribe the space reserved for the Sama' rite, the monastic life and the 
social and public activities of the order. Of these four blocks (Figure 1), two 
(L and H-G) stand on Shari' al-Suyufyya on either side of the facade of the 
pre-existing Mausoleum, whose strong and stern lines are exalted by the 
elegant and light Ottoman architecture which sets it. A third block (E), L-
shaped and lined up with one arm to block (L), but situated on a higher 
level, forms a square angle, inserting itself into block (F) in its terminal part 
and forming with it a sort of horseshoe enclosing the cloister area. Finally 
block (F) includes according to an ancient planimetric function9 the large 
garden of the convent (Figure 1). 

Even employing partially the pre-existing structures of the Sunqur 
Sa'di Madrasa and the Aqbardi Palace the Mawlawis determined, with the 
building of these four blocks, an organic order of the architectural complex. 
In this order an expressive logic is evident in which the functions of the 
different components can be distinguished into four sectors; the cultic area 

                                                 
8 This street, dating back to the 11th century with the name al-A'zam, linked al-Qahira with 
el-Fustat. It runs from Bab al-Zuwayla to al-Saliba, and so to Ibn Tulun. Cf. M. G. Salmon, 
Études sur la topographie du Caire. La Kal'at al-Kabeh et la Birkat al-Fijl, Le Caire 1902, 
p. 51. 
9 It is the last constructive enlargement, of the so-called Yasbak palace, made by Aqbardi to 
complete it by a wing for the guestrooms, which can be dated back to the XV-XVI. Cfr. J. 
Revoult–B. Maury, Palais et maison, II, p. 41. 
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(A-B-C-D), the monastic living quarters (E1-18, F1-F6, L), the daily 
communal (F7-13) and the public area (H-G). 

In the centre of this peculiar architectural plan, wonderfully integral 
in all its parts, there is the Sama'khana, the main element of the cultic area 
(Figure 4). 

The cultic area (A-B-C-D) has a more ancient part, constituted by 
the Mausoleum, the minaret and the remains of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa 
and developing as a whole on a rectangular surface of 24 by 30 metres 
approximately. The area is 1.8 metres below the level of the street, 
connected by eight steps leading to the entrance. The gap between the street 
and the building constitutes a protective zone and was built during previous 
restoration work10. 

From the elegant entrance portal we reach a corridor (A), currently 
in the open air, which was part of the plan for the original madrasa, on the 
right hand side of which there is a door leading into the Hasan Sadaqa 
Mausoleum (B). The Mausoleum is a room with an irregular square plan 
(the dimensions of the sides are 8,42 x 7,93 x 8,41 x 7.03 m.) surmounted 
by a dome, which was built as an integrated part of the Madrasa by Sunqur 
Sa'di himself11, evidently predisposing it for receiving his mortal remains 
(Figure 7). As is already known Sunqur Sa'di had to emigrate abroad due to 
some disagreements with the Emir Qusun, the owner of the neighbouring 
palace. He died around the year 728 A.H. in Tripoli. In the tomb, dated 715 
A.H./1315 A.D. that bears his name and titles are buried instead Shaykh 
Nasr ed-Din Sadaqa and his nephew.12 The inner part of the mausoleum is 
spatially distinguished by two bands of inscriptions made out of stucco-
work13, the first of which indicates a visual reference point at a height of 
2.90 metres. The second band at 7 metres indicates the passage line to the 
transition zone for the dome impost, the zone from which the windows, 
decorated with vitreous doughs in an equilibrated geometric pattern, let into 
the environment a faint luminescence. Even the outer part of the mausoleum 
is characterized by a well studied subdivision of spaces and volumes defined 
by refined stucco frames that end in the upper part with a band of coranic 
writings and that constitute a peculiar part of this monument. 

Of the four graves with wooden sarcophaguses kept in the inner part 
of the Mausoleum, three contain the remains of Shaykhs of the takiyya. The 
fourth, bigger and nearer to the large "mihrab", is the most ancient and the 
                                                 
10 Cfr. A. Patricolo, in: Comitée de conservation exercice 1915-18 (vol. XXXII). Le Caire 
1922; pp. 80-2; tavv. LXXX-LXXXIII. 
11 Sunqur Sa'di was a Sufi and very active builder, he founded also the village el-Nahariyya. 
He built with the madrasa and his mausoleum a "ribat" for women, widows and the elderly. 
Cfr. Maqrizi, Khitat, II, 1853-1854, p. 397. 
12 Cfr. M. Van Berchem, Egypte (M.C.I.A. 4), pp. 733-36 and nn. 529-530. 
13 The inscription refers to the Maqamat el-Hariri tests. Cfr. 'Abd al-Rahman Fahmi, "Bayn 
adab al-maqama wa fann al-'imara bi-l-Madrasa al-Sa'diyya (Qubbat Hasan Sadaqa)", 
Majallat al-Majma' al-'ilmi al-misri, 52 (1970-1971) pp. 39-64, fg. 1-24. 
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one of which we have already spoken as the burial place of Sheikh Nasr ed-
Din Sadaqa and his nephew Hasan Sadaqa after whom the mausoleum was 
named. All of the sarcophaguses were covered by drapes, as was the 
Mawlawi Dervishes' custom.  

On the walls were many panels bearing inscriptions. One of these 
panels, made of wood, situated in the mihrab and dated 1294 A.H./1876 
A.D. states that one tomb belongs to Hasan al-Sadik, brother of Sayyid 
Ahmad al-Badawi. Another one, to the left of the mihrab and dated 1297 
A.H./1879 A.D. bears an invocation to God. Among the six other panels, all 
dated 1325 A.H./1906 A.D. some were signed by Salah al-Derwish al-
Mewlewi, Yusuf Derwish and Yusuf Dede. All of the panels refer to the 
presence of the Mawlawi Dervishes14. 

The Mausoleum, the main reference of the first Mawlawi settlement, 
was always given great attention and care by the Mawlawi, even after the 
building of the sama'khana, when the function of mausoleum was taken 
over by the adjoining iwan of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa. 

To the left of the Mausoleum rises the minaret at a total height of 
32.25 metres. It is essentially structured on two levels. The lower level, with 
a square shape, is decorated with niches. Above this the upper level starts 
with an octagonal attic, once encircled by a balustrade. The whole of the 
upper level has an octagonal shape and is completed by two layers of 
complicated muqarnas decoration, culminating in a cylindrical, cutletted 
element. The final part, made in brass, is very significant due to the element 
at its top, the design of which recalls the shape of the cap worn by the 
Mawlawi during their dance. 

From the Mausoleum a little door gives admittance to the only 
remaining iwan (C) of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa. This iwan has a somewhat 
irregular rectangular plan, measuring 6 by 11m. approximately. Its height is 
8.92 m. and it is currently covered with a wooden roof, clearly not its 
original covering, since structures from the same period were vault shaped. 
To a later rebuilding must also be referred the false ceiling and the coranic 
writings which circumscribe it. The plaster and the coloured glass window, 
which looks onto the street, was also not part of the original iwan. We do 
not have any exact dates for these alterations but the style and characteristics 
of the false ceiling allow us to refer them to the 18th century and to the 
Mawlawi presence15. In the middle of the spacious iwan a sarcophagus, 
                                                 
14 The panels are presently in the Restoration Department of the Egyptian Antiquities 
Organization and it is hoped that once the work on the mausoleum is finished, they will be 
brought back "in situ". 
15 Many restoration and modifications, also after that period have been carried out, during 
the Mawlawi's presence, on this iwan either for conservative or for functional reasons. The 
walls, up to the height of about three meters gave evidences of having many times re-
integrated because of the damages provoked by capillary suction of water from the ground. 
The covering roof, by then, in a phase of dilapidation but still in use, had been modified by 
means of an opening in the centre in order to enlighten the inside iwan. It has provoked 
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covered according to the custom of the Dervishes, indicates the function of 
mausoleum assumed by this room in relation to the sama'khana. This was 
probably one of the last burials associated with the Mawlawi presence, since 
the sarcophagus in the iwan was already present at time of Ali Pasha 
Mubarak16 A stele found beside the sarcophagus bears the date of 1334 
A.H. / 1915 A.D; it is dedicated to Shaykh Mohamed Galeb Dede and it is 
related to some work done in the architectural complex. 

This large surviving room constituted, in the original Sunqur Sa'di 
Madrasa, one of the iwans looking out over the central courtyard, towards 
which it opened through a wide pointed arch, which is still in a good 
condition. The plan of the madrasa, as we discovered by archaeological 
excavation, was concluded by the sahn with two opposite iwans on the east 
and west sides, and by the cells (C1-C5) on two or more other floors on the 
north and south sides16 (Figure 1). Behind the wide arch, at a height of 3.32 
m. the Mawlawi sama'khana was built, covering the remains of the 
madrasa. 

This disposition allow to the sama'khana (A) to be, both 
planimetrically and altimetrically, the central element of the Mawlawi 
architectural complex in its final configuration (Figure 2). 

Nevertheless, the view of it from the street was intentionally hidden 
by the Sunqur Sa'di complex and by structures built subsequently by the 
Dervishes (Figure 6), while on the inside of the complex the dome of the 
sama'khana constitutes the only sight from the convent cells (Figure 9). 
This effect is the result of a carefully studied altimetry of the building, 
according to which the hall of the ecstatic dance was situated at an 
intermediate height between the level of the Mausoleum and the higher level 
of the convent cells (Figure 2). Such an altimetry presents to a person 
entering the mausoleum and proceeding from its lowest part to the iwan 
where the sama'khana dome is in view, a peculiar effect of spatial dilation 
and a perspective which emphasizes the airy lightness of the Ottoman 
Baroque interior. 

For those present at the ritual dance inside the sama'khana the 
tomb/mausoleum below constitutes a real and continuous reference to the 
origin of the rite. The mausoleum constitutes a visual and symbolic element 
also present in many other Mawlawi complexes. Among the more 
remarkable examples are the planimetric placing of the tomb in the 
Damascus Mawlawi complex and the placing of the tombs in the Yeni Kapı 

                                                                                                                            
some serious damage, because of the infiltration of rainwater, to the false ceiling and to the 
decorations. During the restoration works carried out by us the original shape has been re-
established. 
16 These are the results of archaeological excavations undertaken by our mission, which 
have allowed the reconstruction of the madrasa plan, which has aspects of similarity with 
the so-called Mustafa Pasha Mausoleum (666/1267) and the al-Salih Najm al-Din Madrasa 
(1243). Cfr. G. Fanfoni, Il restauro della Sama'khana, pan. 7. 
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Sama'khana in Istanbul and of Kütahya, also in Turkey. This architectural 
feature reflects the ideological and symbolic links between death, life and 
dance, which is already present in the Mawlana tomb and the sama'khana in 
Konya17. 

The sama'khana occupies a square surface, 15x15 m. In its centre a 
planked circular area (diameter: 10.65 m.) was used for the sama' function18. 
Directly above this dance area is a covering dome-shaped space, reaching 
the height of about 13 m. and realized in a light wooden structure. The 
dance area is encircled on two levels by balustrades. The first level is a 
ground level where the post is announced by the large dominant plaque 
(lawh) on which is written "Yah hadrat Mawlana" (Figure 8). The 
inscription invocation, alluding to Mawlana Jalal al-Din Rumi, founder of 
the order, bears the signature of the well-known calligraphist 'Aziz al-Rifa'i. 
In the second level is a gallery, upon which, in the sector over the post, were 
seated those spectators worthy of special consideration and, in the opposite 
position, which is characterized by a projecting balcony where the orchestra 
(mutrib-khana)19 was placed. On the south side lies an area protected by a 
mashrabiyya, which has, its own entrance and was reserved for women. The 
other parts of the gallery were probably reserved for the (na-ti-suf) (who 
sang the Coranic verses) and for the (masnawihan) (who sang passages from 
the Masnawi). The ground floor was open for the common audience20.  

The gallery and its covering roof, also wooden, rest externally on the 
perimeter walls and internally on two series of little wooden pillars. The 
pillars of the upper row, supporting the dome's circular impost, are 
connected by the same number of arches and counterarches. This kind of 
arch, even if of an older tradition and common in Ottoman buildings, had a 
remarkable development during the baroque period. It seems to be a very 
appropriate expression of the sama' symbology, which develops in 
curvilinear movements.21 The surfaces between each arch are decorated with 
floral festoons framing medallions, over which are inscribed the names of 
the Imams22. By the side of one of these festoons, which bears the name of 
                                                 
17 Cfr. Molé, Les danses sacrées, pp. 232-233, 244-245. 
18 A visual description of the sama' rite, as it was celebrated in Cairo, has been given by G. 
Charmes, Cinq mois au Caire et dans la Basse Egypte, Paris 1880, pp. 170-174, and H. De 
Vaujany, Le Caire et ses environs, Paris 1883, pp. 317-319. 
19 On the composition of the orchestra, cfr. Ritter, Die Mavlanafeier, pp. 249-270. 
Elsewhere, and particularly for the Cairo sama', cfr. H. Ritter, "Der Reigen der tanzenden 
Derwische", in Zeitschrift fur vergleichende Musikwissenschaft, 1 (1933), pp. 28-40. 
20 See the drawing from German review Die Gartenlaube, 1871, representing the interior of 
the Cairo sama'khana showed from the ground level with the audience containing some 
foreigners. 
21 As regards the possible symbolic references cfr. J. K. Birge, The Bektashi Order of 
Dervishes, London 1937, pp114-118. 
22 The Mawlawi order never had any special devotion to the 12 Imams. Nevertheless it 
must be mentioned that there was a division within the order at an early date into two 
groups, one of them whose more liberal in its way of life and nearer to the order of the 
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Imam Mahmud al-Baqir", there is the signature of the artist, Tabriz Kasem, 
who did the drawings and the date, 1282 A.H. / 1865 A.D. 

The dome drum is covered with a band of textile (width: 41 cm.) 
which is oil painted with yellow writing on a blue background alternated 
with panels representing bunches of roses23. 

The central tondo of the dome is also covered with oil-painted 
textile, which has yellow and golden writing on a blue background and 
bears the date of 1274A.H./1857 A.D. The remaining part of the dome, for a 
height of 1.5 m. starting from the impost, is decorated in nineteenth century 
Turkish style with tempera paintings representing country and city scenes 
along a river on which are sailing light boats. The landscapes are intermitted 
by floral stylized motifs24. These tempera decorations belong to the last 
phase of the re-modernizing of the sama'khana and also cover the place 
where more ancient windows that brought light to the dome were filled in. 
The dome in fact was unpainted during the previous phase, if we exclude the 
zone of the drum decorated with textile and the central circular element.  

The dome area was originally opened by eight windows symbolizing 
the eight elements of nature: water, air, fire, earth and the intermediaries. All 
of the inside of the sama'khana was very brightly coloured in white and 
ivory with the panels which are there presently at that time outlined with 
blue and red lines. The interior of the sama'khana received light from other 
windows, especially on the northern wall where there were three on the 
ground floor and four in the gallery. These four, originally at a greater 
height, were modified at the same time as the filling in of the dome 
windows and other restoration operations effected by the Mawlawi.  

The eastern wall, where there are no windows on the ground floor, 
which is completely lined with wood and situated completely under the 
outer ground level, has three elliptical windows on its gallery (vertical 
diameter: 60 cm., horizontal diameter: 80 cm.).  

The three windows on the ground level of the southern wall were 
also elliptical. These windows also showed, during the restoration work, 
traces, under the plaster, of older, rectangular, filled-in windows 
surrounding them. During our restoration work these rectangular windows 
have been re-opened and, with the elliptical windows, incorporated, by 
                                                                                                                            
Bektashi Dervishes, which was always very attached to the worship of the Imams. Cfr. J. K. 
Birge, The Bektashi, pp. 145-148. 
23 The rose bunch has a particular symbolic meaning, and its use during the daily dhikr is 
common also to other dervish orders. Cfr. Ritter, Neue Literatur, p. 349. 
24 As to the restoration and description of the paintings, cfr. G. Fanfoni, Il restauro della 
Sama'khana, pann. 15, 16. Although it is impossible to exclude that the painter came from 
Turkey, where there are very similar examples of this kind of decorations, in takiyyas and 
in palaces, we must remember that the presence of numerous paintings of that subject with 
peculiar characters testifies to the existence of an autonomous tradition also in Cairo. Cfr. 
A. Lezine, Trois palais d'epoque ottomane au Caire, Le Caire 1972, pp. 26-27 and plates 
XXV a-b; J. Revoult – B. Maury, Palais et maisons du Caire, III, Le Caire 1979, p. 168. 
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means of a double frame system into the space where at an even earlier time 
there were doors of the first floor of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa. In this way, 
in the south of the sama'khana, the outside wall shows the recovered 
appearance of the madrasa and inside the interior wooden lining with new 
additional doors has been preserved25.  

The restoration of the sama'khana has, thus, recovered the 
configuration of the last phase of construction by the Mawlawi and also 
preserved elements from previous phases. For the dome, also the windows 
have been re-opened behind moving panels bearing the paintwork from the 
final stage, so as to keep a reference to the two phases of the sama'khana. 

The sama'khana communicated with the surrounding premises by 
means of four doors, the most important of which, decorated with an ashlar-
work frame, connected the sama'khana gallery with the cloister of the 
monastery, reached by descending some steps. Two other doors are situated 
at the western corner of the southern wall. The door on the lower level was 
reserved for the entrance of the Dervishes during the ceremony and the 
other, on the higher level, was reserved for the entrance of women. The 
presence of this second door indicates the existence of rooms which were 
used for receiving the group of women who came to assist at the sama'.  

The fourth door of the sama'khana opened into an open air passage, 
(A) extending beside the Mausoleum and toward the Shari' al-Suyufiyya. 
This was the entrance used by visitors who had been allowed, in the ground 
floor, to attend the sama' ceremony. On the interior of the sama'khana a 
little staircase in the eastern corner of the northern wall connecting the 
ground level to the gallery, constitutes a later modification to the structure. 

The Cairo sama'khana is one of the last ones built during the ample 
historic period of the Mawlawi confraternity and the interior space and 
design are intimately linked with the cosmological symbology represented 
by the sama' dance. As in other rare examples from this later period, the 
area assigned to the sama' function is circular (Figure 8). The circle, 
according to the cosmological doctrines of the Islamic philosophers is the 
expressive synthesis of the cosmos. Over time the sama' dance has also been 
defined as a mystic-symbolical interpretation of the movements of the 
cosmos, according to the speculative elaboration of Mustafa Ya'qub Dede 
and Mehmed Çelebi al-İsma'il Rusuhi Ankarawi26. The centre symbolizes 
the transcendent absolute Unity, for the description of which it is impossible 
to have any analytical element. The circumference symbolizes the locus of 
all existing things or the undifferentiated path without any initial or final 
point, being emanated from the centre by the radius, as a projection of the 
Unity The symbology has a geometrical correspondence between the 
circumference and the centre. The centre is a point, or better an entity of 
                                                 
25 These additional doors equip the sama'khana with emergency exits as is necessary for  
contemporary public buildings. 
26 Cf. Molé, Les danses sacrées, pp. 247-273. 
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which it is impossible to give dimensions and which becomes manifest only 
in its begetting of the circumference, which is, in its turn, a line, or better, a 
sequence of points, images of the centre. According to the Sufi philosophy 
the symbolic value of the numbers and their geometrical and figurative 
representations constitute the interpretive key to the cosmic structure by 
means of symbols and archetypes. The Islamic cosmological doctrines 
concerning every branch of knowledge are, as is well-known, related to the 
Pythagorean and Platonic Greek esotericism, enriched by the cultures of 
oriental countries into which Islam came into contact during its expansion27. 

According to these general principles, the planimetric and spatial 
configuration of the sama'khana springs out from a proportional geometric 
system intimately bound to the symbology of the sama', to the phases of the 
rite and to the mystic involvement of those present28 (Figure 5). The dance 
area is circumscribed by a low balustrade with two entrances, one of which 
is situated to the left of the post, where the shaykh stood during the sama', 
and the other is on the opposite side, in line with the post and the little 
mihrab29 at the back. This line marks a horizontal axis and divides the dance 
area into two semicircles30. From the centre dome's highest point hangs a 
candelabra on a long chain which marks a second, vertical axis31, around 
which the dervishes move in a circle during their dance32. On the horizontal 
axis, connecting the mihrab and the Mausoleum, an equilateral triangle, 
originated by post position, where the shaykh places himself, determines 
with its sides, which are equal to three times the radius of the sama' area, the 
dimension of the square, the archetype of the Earth, which delimits the 
sama'khana plan. The geometric development of a series of circles around 
the central one, tangent to the equilateral triangle, visualizes the sama' space 
and its expansion over the audience and on the complete area of the 
sama'khana determining at the same time, the position of the pillars bearing 

                                                 
27 For a general treatment of these aspects cfr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, An Introduction to 
Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, London 1978. 
28 As for a detailed description of the symbolic reference of the plan and spatial aspect of 
the sama'khana cfr. G. Fanfoni, "An Underlying Geometrical Design of the Mawlawi 
Sama'-Hana in Cairo", in Annales Islamologiques, 24 (1988), pp. 207-232, tavv. IX-XI. 
29 The usual presence of the mihrab in the sama'-khana is due to the occasional utilization 
of the place, though not in Cairo, as a mosque. Moreover, the sama' was earlier held in the 
mosque and, for that reason perhaps, the sama'-khana plan is mediated from the mosque 
itself.  Cfr. Dickie, "The Mawlawi Dervishery in Cairo", AARP, 15 (1979), p. 12. 
30 The theories on the meaning of the two areas, eastern and western, belong to Divane  
Mehmed (XVI cent.) and Rusuhi Ankaravi, see the translation in: M. Molé, Les danses 
sacrées, pp. 249, 268; these owe something to the formative thought in particular of Ibn 
Sina (Avicenna XI cent.). Cfr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, An introduction, p. 267. 
31 Concerning the peculiar meaning of these axes in the Mawlawi rite, see Dickie, The 
Mawlawi Dervishery, p. 12; and also J. Dickie, "Allah and Eternity: Mosques, Madrasas 
and Tombs", in Architecture of the Islamic World, London 1978, pp. 16-27, 41. 
32 As for the forms of the rite see H. Ritter, Die Mevlanafeier, pp. 249-  270; M. Molé, Les 
danses sacrées, pp. 229-232. 
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the dome33. Such a geometrical scheme, which defines the sama'khana area, 
is repeated in the building's vertical section, characterizing the spatial and 
volumetric aspects of the whole. A cube symbolically represents the Earth 
archetype, as it was by a square in the plan, in the center of which a sphere 
symbolizes the cosmos in the interior of which rotate, like planets, the 
dervishes. They move around the axis, marked high up towards the infinite, 
by the dome's central writing and down below by a red circular area, at the 
centre of which the shaykh placed himself, surrounded by the dervishes, at 
the end of the ceremony. The shaykh symbolized in this position the Tree of 
Bliss, which is the Islamic tree, the axis mundi34 

Outside, the sama'khana's emerging dome is given prominence as a 
visual and contemplative element in its central position in respect to the 
cells (Figure 9).  

The monastic living quarters (E1-E18, F1-F6, L) develop essentially 
around a cloister, with a central fountain as in Konya, connecting by a single 
narrow passage (width: 120 cm.) with the large garden, the public area 
where the public was received. The passage into the northern side of the 
sama'khana, towards the corridor (A) extending alongside the Mausoleum 
of Hasan Sadaqa, is a connection between the convent and the rooms of the 
(L) area. The convent cells, thanks to this planimetric arrangement, were 
well separated from the remaining areas but in tight connection with the 
sama'khana which has its principal façade turned to the cloister inside and is 
therefore related to the organization and to the meditative recollection of the 
dervishes in the life of the convent. 

The cells are arranged on two levels around the cloister area, over 
which, those of the lower level look through stone columns, and those of the 
higher level, by means of a gallery, which, in its balustrade, in the wooden 
pillars and in the arches which support the covering, repeat the motifs of the 
inner part of the sama'khana (Figure 10). The lower part of the building, 
comprising of the rooms of the ground level, is built on squared stones for 
one meter approximately35.  

Altogether, adding those on the eastern side to the ones on the 
northern cloister side, there are 16 cells (E1-E16), distributed equally on two 
levels (average dimensions: 5.50 x 50 m.) The cells on the ground floor 
have a window near to the door and the ones on the upper level have a 
window on the wall facing the door. To these 16 cells, which are arranged 
according to an L-shaped line similar to Konya, have been added additional 
rooms on the southern side. These additional rooms have altered the shape 

                                                 
33 The number 12 is probably bound to the 12 months or to the 12 Imams, whose name are 
inscribed in the medallions painted at the end of the columns on the dome impost. 
34 Cfr. Molé, Les danses sacrées, p. 263 
35 It could possibly be either an early phase of the monastery construction, or a more 
ancient wall of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa built in back of it as a ribat for women (see 
Maqrizi, Khitat, II, 1853-1854, p. 397). 
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to make a C-shape, which opens in the direction of the main entrance to the 
sama'khana. These rooms on the southern side were created by re-
structuring the western wing of the so-called Yasbak Palace, where Aqbardi, 
the last owner had built a lodge maq'ad. The lower level was constituted, at 
Aqbardi time, by a certain number of rooms, utilized as storerooms and 
stables, which looked onto the palace courtyard. Their big portals had been 
successively closed, so that this ground floor remained completely unused. 
This wing, partly built on the remains of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa eastern 
iwan was found by the Mawlawis in a wrecked condition and they, 
therefore, utilized it only as regards the first floor, distributing the rooms 
into the area of the lodge and keeping the long passageway (F3) as the 
original Aqbardi element. Of these rooms, two were utilized as 
supplementary cells, in order to make the total canonic number 18,36 with 
the other rooms reserved for the life of the convent as community rooms. 
The very large rooms (F1) and (F2) reveal a different building technique 
from the others and could represent a late modification of this wing 
previously used as a terrace. Also, the rooms (E17) and (E16) were probably 
used as community rooms, although little like the other cells, they have a 
peculiar arrangement, since the first one has the door leading to (F2), and 
the other one has two doors. So we must conclude that the rooms used for 
completing the ritual number of the cells are (F4, F5 and F6); but we cannot 
say if one of them had particular purposes.  

Anyway, it seems clear that the monastery living quarter was 
delimited by the end of the corridor "F3", where the door divides this area 
from the daily communal and service areas (Figure 1).  

The (L) wing, beside the minaret, to the left of the complex and the 
minaret front, belonged also to the convent block. It has been possible for 
the writer to recognize only the façade characterized by the presence of two 
windows and projecting over the lower zone. Due to the unfortunate fact 
that this wing has undergone over the course of time intensive modifications 
because of its oven, there is no trace of the order of the original distribution 
of the premises. However, it seems very possible, due to its location that it 
had the function of the shaykh's dwelling. 

The toilet (I) belongs to the period when the architectural complex 
was adapted to the function of a hospice by the Jam'iyya qahiriyya 
organization.  

The (F3) passage delimits, with the door to the east, the monastic 
living quarter from the daily communal area and so from the activities 
connected with offering social assistance.  
                                                 
36 Normally, the Mawlawi dervisheries had 18 cells. This symbolical number is particularly 
present in novitiate of the dervishes and convent life. In the sama'khana interior space the 
eighteen vertical elements, composing each of the twelve balustrade sectors around the 
sama' area, remember the number of the novitiate stages, lived by the Dervishes in the 
eighteen cells of the convent. 
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The daily communal area, (F7-F13) was obtained by the re-
structuring of the premises used for guests, with the terrace (maq'ad) to the 
north built by Aqbardi. The Mawlawi kept the original garden arrangement, 
circumscribed on three sides by the Aqbardi buildings that had been adapted 
to the takiyya37. The daily communal area was constituted by the hall (F7), 
used for religious meetings (meydan-i-şerif). In this rather long room was 
held the meditation (muraqaba) meeting of the Dede after the morning 
prayer38. The neighbouring hall (F8), used for daily prayers, located in front 
of the passageway from the cells, between the cells and the kitchen 
premises, assumed the function of a mosque for all the conventual 
population. In the prayer hall, provided with a little mihrab, the five daily 
prayers and, moreover, particular ceremonies, such as the dhikr were held.39.  

In the passageway, between (F8) and (F11) toward the kitchen, there 
is a narrow room (1.20/1.90 x 4.10 x 2 m. high approx.), with the floor 
starting at a level of 2 metres, which was discovered behind a windowed 
curtain. This small room looked onto the garden through two small windows 
and into the passageway of the convent through two other small windows 
and had no door40.  

The kitchen area develops along the corridor (F11) and is constituted 
by the refectory (F9); by the services (F12) and by the big kitchen (F10) 
situated on two levels with a pantry (F13) next to it. The kitchen played a 
very important role, as much of the time of the novitiate during 1001 days, 
was spent there, characteristically taking numerous submission tests. Also 
the duties and charges of that time were divided into 18 levels.41 In the 
passage (F11) is situated the door which connects the kitchen with the big 
garden, without interfering with the other rooms of the convent. This garden 
was dedicated, through the activity in the daily communal kitchen area, to 
welfare relations with the community external to the convent and to 
receiving poor people and pilgrims who came to rest or ask for food 
(Figure 1). 

The public area, connected to the garden, is constituted by the block 
(H-G) situated on the right-hand side of the façade on the street, projecting 
out over the shops situated below. Even at the present time it presents an 
entrance from the street to the architectural complex through a long corridor, 
which after ascending some steps leads to the level of the large garden. It is 
constituted by two nucleuses, which can be distinguished by the 

                                                 
37 It is the wakala area, dating form the 15th-16th centruries. Cfr. Revault-Maury, Palais et 
maisons, II, p. 41. 
38 Cfr. Ritter, Neue Litteratur, p. 348 
39 Cfr. note 24. 
40 It could also be an mystical isolation cell or could have other functions which may be 
clarified when the restoration activity here gives more information through the analytical 
study of the structures 
41 Cfr. Ritter, Neue Litteratur, pp. 348-342. 
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independent entrances, that seem to have a function of reception and living 
zones in the eventuality of there being guests. The first of these (H), to the 
north, is constituted by four different rooms, with an admittance door-space 
from where one can reach two rooms intercommunicating with one another. 
The other sector (G) is composed of an entrance door-space from which it is 
possible to pass into a very small room that connects into a little open air 
courtyard from where one can get into two other intercommunicating rooms, 
one of which looks out onto the street. This area, which was a greeting zone 
and a place of lodging for visitors, guests and important persons showing an 
interest in the confraternity, connected the main entrance to the big garden 
and had also the function of regulating the social activities taking place in it, 
ensuring the seclusion of the cells and the isolation of the internal life of the 
convent. In fact the only possible way to reach the cells from the garden was 
through a narrow passage that stressed the intimate and private aspect of the 
convent area. 

 
*** 

 
The general layout of the entire architectural complex reproduces 

planimetrically the one of Konya, with a group of buildings that make up 
the cultic area, around which are arranged the cells, the monastery living 
quarter, with a cloister garden and a fountain in its centre. However, unlike 
Konya, where the sama'khana is absorbed into an articulated spatial and 
volumetric unity comprising the mausoleum and mosque, the Cairo 
sama'khana is the central dominant element, which, similar to Konya keeps 
a spatial continuity, indeed quite spectacular, with the mausoleum.  

The sama'khana typology does not have a historical origin and it had 
a slow evolution until around the 16th and 17th centuries, in the period in 
which Sufism and the Mawlawi order in particular had maximum vitality.  

Unfortunately, the Mawlawi takiyyas existing till now are very few 
and they have all either suffered significant modifications or are reduced to 
ruins.  

In 1491 the Diwan-i Mehmed Çelebi gave information concerning 
86 takiyya42. In the following centuries the order had more interior 
organization and more expansion and aim to determine the symbolism of the 
sama', and, consequently, the architectural typology of the ceremonial hall.  

The essential architectonic elements of the sama'khana were the 
dome and the underlying stage area, devoted to the sama' ceremony. 
Consequently the layout tends to be a central plan43.  
                                                 
42 Cfr. Ritter, Neue Litteratur, p. 348. 
43 For a description of the ceremony of the sama' and the area it tends to define 
schematically cfr. H. Ritter, "Der Reigen der tanzenden Derwische", in Zeitschrift fur 
vergleichende Musikwissenschaft, 1 (1933), pp. 28-40. Also see: M. Molé, Les danses 
sacrées, pp. 229-273. 
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In the evolution of the typology the sama'khana of Manisa in Turkey 
had the first central plan (14th century).44 

After Konya (built in the 16th century) we find greater attention 
being paid to the symbology of the sama' and its functions in the 
sama'khana of Galata, Yeni Kapı, Bursa and many other cases in which, as 
happens for the most part in graphic representations of the ceremonial hall, 
the sama'khana is exalted as an independent central space45 and recovers the 
tendency to a central plan which we find in the antecedent Manisa 
sama'khana (14th century). 

However, the proportional definition of the architectonic space, 
together with philosophical speculation of the order, belongs to the last 
phase of its history, like the Kütahya sama'khana. This latter had a plan with 
the same dimensions as the contemporary building in Cairo and a space 
created by the same geometrical design, but with some irregularities due to 
the building position with respect to the qibla and so not having an axial 
position between the mihrab and the mausoleum. 

The precise correlation between the sama' symbolism and 
performance with its architectural space46, which we find in the Cairo 
sama'khana, lead us to consider it the coherent expression of the final 
development of the ideology elaborated by the Turkish order47.  

During the various Mawlawi interventions for the re-structuring and 
building of the Cairo architectural complex, the Sama'khana edifice seems 
to belong to the final phase. 'Abd al-Rahman Fahmi reports that the building 
of the sama'khana took place after the Mawlawi settlement of the 
monastery48, dating back to the year 1225 A.H./1810 A.D. 

Archaeological research under the sama'khana has discovered, up to 
the floor level of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa, some artefacts that prove the 
presence of the Mawlawi Dervishes. It is consequently possible that the 
Mawlawi, during a first phase executed the sama' in the iwan area of the 
Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa, utilizing in some way also the madrasa cells. We 
have more evidence of this as the takiyya was named "Sa'diyya", until the 
time of Ali Mubarak who, for the first time, mentions it as "takiyya al 
Mawlawiyya". Evidently the building interventions of the first phase 
concerned the arrangement of the Aqbardi sector and turned it into a 
dwelling of the convent.  

                                                 
44 Cfr. G. Goodwin, A History of Ottoman Architecture, London 1971, fig. 36. 
45 The many graphic representations, which enable us to document historically the 
sama'khana clearly reveal the spatial connection between the cupola and the area below it 
where the dance was performed, see: Sehabettin Uzluk, Mevlevlilikte resim-resimde 
mevleviler; Ankara 1957. 
46 Cfr. Molé, Les danses sacrées, p. 230. 
47 Cfr. G. Fanfoni, An Underlying Geometrical Design, pp. 207-232. 
48 Abd al-Rahman Fahmi, Bayn adab al-maqama, p. 45, note 2. 
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Also, it is reasonable to suppose that during the period between 1607 
and 1810 there have been some intermediate building phases after the first 
settlement in the madrasa and its southern area. The area was gradually 
amplified, from the first madrasa settlement, towards (E) and (F), at least as 
far as concerns the living quarters and the base organization of the takiyya 
for the dervishes and their social activities, before the sama'khana building. 

This hypothesis could be confirmed by many other important 
endowments received by the Mawlawi subsequent to the Sinan donation the 
considerable revenue of which might have favoured such interventions. 
Among them there are the endowment of the commander Yusuf Bey dated 
23 Ramadan 1082 A.H./1672 A.D.49, the donation N. 2816 of the Prince 
Hosen Ibn Hosen Aga dated 20 Rab'a Thani 1037 A.H./1627 A.D. and the 
very important donation by the Khedive Isma'il himself, dated 3 Safar 1208 
A.H./1793 A.D. number 86550 which also confirms the good relations 
between the Mawlawi and the government at that time. 

However, many dates available concerning building in this area refer 
to the 19th century (Figure 13). Notes in the Sinan's endowment document 
indicate some kind of building activities on the Aqbardi Palace structures in 
the year 1234  A.H./1818 A.D. The date inscribed on the central tondo of 
the sama'khana dome is 1274 A.H./1857 A.D. The date of the paintings 
done by Tabriz Kasem is 1282 A.H./1865 A.D. 'Ali Mubarak points out 
certain building and restoration work ordered by Khedive Sa'id Pasha51 in 
the period from 1854 to 1863 when he was in power in Egypt52.  

After this period of support by the government it seems that the 
activity of the Mawlawis began to be somewhat obstructed, so much so that 
'Abdel al Rahman Fahmi indicates the departure of the Mawlawis from the 
takiyya in 1334 A.H./1916 A.D. Such indication reveals, maybe, only a 
period of special difficulties for the confraternity53, since the inscription 
over the post signed by shaykh 'Aziz al-Rifa'i, which bears the date 1341 
A.H./1922 A.D. shows a time of lively cultural activity for the Cairo 
Mawlawi centre. It reveals an interest felt by the cultural community 
regarding the confraternity and a certain governmental support, since 

                                                 
49 Abd al-Rahman Fahmi refers to Yusuf Bey's endowments, and gives a long list of many 
other donations (Bayn adab al-maqama, p. 45, note 4). 
50 The informations of the last two endowments are kindly provided by Prof. Haggaghi 
Ibrahim. 
51 Ali Mubarak, Al-Hitat (II), Bulaq 1305/1888, p. 45. 
52 The importance of the Mawlawi order in Cairo social circles was noted by 'Ali Pasha 
Mubarak in his Khitat, (IV), Bulaq 1305/1888, p. 57, who wrote that the Friday ceremony 
held at the sunset hour was regularly attended by ladies of high society. Al-Jabarti also 
provides confirmation of the historical importance of the Mawlawis in society when he 
notes the death of Ahmad al-Mawlawi, the shaykh of the al-Muzaffar takiyya named after 
the nearby street. See also F. De Jong, Turuq-linked Institutions in Nineteenth Century 
Egypt, Leiden 1978, pp. 84, 170. 
53 Abd al-Rahman Fahmi, Bayn adab al-maqama, p. 45. 
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Mohamed 'Abd al-'Aziz Rifa'i, considered "the prince of the calligraphists"54 
wrote and decorated a Coran for King Fuad.  

This phase of particular activity took place during the period when in 
Turkey Atatürk decreed the closing of all dervish establishments in the year 
1925.  

After that date they remained in activity through the Aleppo centre 
protected by local government and the Cairo one thanks to the highly 
qualified and internationally known Egyptian milieu. However, the 
problems that the order as a whole had been involved in and the loss of the 
reference centre gradually led to the closing down of the Cairo Mawlawiya 
also. 

An article by the well-known journalist and writer Mayy Ziyada 
dated 13 June 1928 in the "al Ahram" describes the sama' and presents a 
photograph of the Mawlawi group (Figure 14) that lived at that time in the 
takiyya and there also exists a recording of eight passages of Mawlawi 
music presented at the "Congress of Arabic music" held in Cairo in 1932.  

Evidently, the final dissolution of the order took place some time 
after this date: the date 1945, which we found over the entrance to the 
convent refers to its re-use as a residence for the elderly in the care of the 
Jam'iyya qahiriyya, with a connected dispensary for the poor55.  

This situation continued until the time finally came for the 
indispensable restoration of the complex, when it has been gradually 
devoted to the purpose of school for training of Egyptian students and 
technicians of restoration and archaeology, in cooperation with the Supreme 
Council of Antiquities56. 

 
*** 

 
The urgency of the restoration works coupled with the wide variety 

of technically and historically interesting aspects compelled us to start the 
recovery project in 1979 with the aim of rescuing the sama'khana and the 
underlying archaeological remains57 (Figure 11). An analytical study of the 
ancient techniques revealed the use of very low-level technology and poor 

                                                 
54 Cfr. 'Afifi, Fawzi Salim, Nas'at wa-tatawwur al-kitaba al-hattiyya al-'arabiyya wa-
dawruha al-taqafi wa-l-igtima'i, Kuwayt 1980, p. 276. 
55 The last testimony has been collected by Prof. Haggaghi Ibrahim who had the 
opportunity to speak with the dervishes Mahmud al Shuehi and Amin el Mughi. They told 
him that the Jam'iyya was established in the takiyya buildings in 1945 leaving the few 
dervishes still living there with the elderly persons of the home. After the revolution of 
1952, however, they were sent away definitively. 
56 See P. Cuneo, "Verso una 'Scuola Italiana' di studi e restauri di architetture e citta' del 
mondo islamico", Bollettino d'arte, XXXIX-XL (1986), pp. 9-10. 
57 See P. Cuneo, "Restoration de la Sama'khana des Derviches Tourneurs", Observatoire 
urban du Caire contemporain, XXI (1990), pp. 10-12. 
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materials, which caused static trouble to the monument as soon as it was 
built. 

The Mawlawi sama'khana is a domed building, on a central plan, 
made mostly in wood and re-using ancient structures as perimeter walls: in 
fact, it was built on the space of the main court of the Sunqur Sa'di Madrasa 
and on the walls surrounding it, but at a level three meters higher then the 
original one. In that situation, the main problem we faced was to restore the 
sama'khana and, at the same time, to carry out archaeological excavations 
under it, keeping the underlying structures.  

The recovery of the underlying ancient remains was carried out after 
hanging the superimposed building on a modern steel structure, and by 
replacing the decayed foundations (Figure 12). 

Stratigraphic excavations of the archaeological and architectural 
remains were carried out under and around the sama'khana itself.  

The completion of the archaeological and structural work took a 
long time, but the efforts we had to exercise in order to solve the problems 
we faced have been largely rewarded by the historical interest of the 
findings58. 

The archaeological diggings uncovered the remains of Sunqur Sa'di's 
madrasa, which revealed itself to be quite an unusual example of the 
Mamluk Bahrite architecture, characterized by two iwans with central court 
and the cells in the other two sides. 

In this recovered area, under the sama'khana, will be displayed a 
permanent exhibition with the archaeological objects, mostly belonging to 
the first settlement of the Mawlawi Dervishes, found in the course of the 
excavations. Beside this, in the madrasa iwan, will be present materials and 
documents of historical importance of the Mawlawis, which we have 
received as a donation. The whole area will be a base of a Mawlawi's 
Museum in Egypt, recovering the more significant aspects of their cultural 
tradition and the philosophical thinking of their founder, Jalal al-Din Rumi. 

As for the sama'khana, the restoration of the damaged dome and 
walls was accomplished in the respect of the original techniques and 
materials, and after appropriate analyses. The sama'khana dome, in Cairo, 
notwithstanding its considerable dimensions (diam.: 10,50 m.) which make 
it one of the biggest wooden domes realized in Egypt, had been built with 
the system utilized for domes much more modest. This system consists in 
building a base structure constituted by meridians or wooden centers, which, 
as regards the Cairo sama'khana dome, is only 10 cm. thick; it is, 
afterwards, stiffened with a horizontal thin band or lath, having the function 
of giving support externally and internally to the finishing plaster. The 

                                                 
58 Cfr. G. Fanfoni, "Ricerche e scavi archeologici nell'ambito dei lavori di restauro del 
complesso architettonico Mevlevi al Cairo", in Missioni Archeologiche Italiane, Ministero 
degli Affari Esteri , "L'Erma" di Bretschneider, 1998, pp. 33-36. 
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restoration work of the dome, which we found in an already collapsing 
phase, have been done by recovering the original aspect with respect to the 
formal and technical features. The wooden structural elements were kept by 
strengthening them with an anti-seismic system of iron brackets and tie bars. 
The collapsing dome59 was fastened by a particular gear of metallic belts, 
and some parts of the dome with lacking wooden laths were integrated 
according to the ancient Turkish artisan technique. Even the mortars were 
composed with original components, as found by analyses, and with wood 
fibres, according with ancient techniques although appropriately mixed with 
resins and chemical additives, in order to grant a better bond and 
durability60. 

The interior dome paintings, retouched and altered many times and 
darkened by sediments of dirt, have been restored, recovering the most 
interesting landscape (Turkish Baroque-Rococo) decorations. A study of the 
original paintings and the following restorations and repairs was carried out 
by using ultraviolet shots and analyses of microscopic sections. On this 
basis, we had a fairly clear picture of the paintings, as they originally 
appeared, evolved, were retouched and repainted. 

The restoration of the sama'khana was the first step in the program 
and was inaugurated in 1988. The recovered madrasa within the Mawlawi 
exhibition will be inaugurated before the end of 2000. 

The archaeological and restoration activity we are carrying on, has 
also promoted besides, an interesting cultural recovery of ancient traditions: 
in fact, on the 18th January 1998, the famous mystic dance of the Whirling 
Mawlawi Dervishes was performed there again, fifty years after the takiyya 
was closed, in the presence of numerous cultural, religious and political 
representative personalities (Figure 15). 
 

                                                 
59 Although the use of wood as a constant structural element of the sama'khana could have 
its origins in the Turkish tradition, it must be remarked that already due to an old tradition, 
the wood was utilized for dome-shaped structures in Cairo, for example the Imam Es-
Shafei mausoleum, (dated in the year 1211 A.D.) and the dome of the Qala'un mausoleum, 
(dated in the years 1283/5 A.D.) were originally wooden. 
60 Cfr. G. Fanfoni, Il Restauro della sama'khana, pan. 14; id., Restoration and 
Conservation, pp. 61-63. 
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Figure 1: General plan of the Mawlawi complex in Cairo 
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Figure 2: Elevation of the architectural complex and underlying structures  
of the sama'khana  
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Figure 3: Façade of the Architectural complex in Shari'al-Suyufiyya  
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Figure 4: Western side of the architectural complex  
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Figure 5: Geometrical scheme of the architectural design of the sama'khana in Cairo  
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Figure 6: The architectural complex from Shari'a 'l-Suyufiyya  
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Figure 7: Interior of the Hasan Sadaqa mausoleum including three tombs  
of Mewlawi Shaykhs of the takkiya 
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Figure 8: Interior of the sama'khana  
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Figure 9: Exterior of the sama'khana  
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Figure 10: The convent cells  
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Figure 11: The sama'khana dome during the restoration,  
with the Cairo Citadel in the back-ground  
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Figure 12: The recovered Sunqur Sa'di madrasa, the first Mawlawi  
settlement in Cairo  
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Figure 13: Drawing from the German review Die Gartenlaube, 1871,  
representing the interior of the Cairo sama'khana  
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Figure 14: The Mawlawi group of the Cairo takkiyya in al-Ahram, 13th June 1928 
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Figure 15: The sama' dance held in the Cairo sama'khana in 1998 
 




