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“The madrasa of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad is one of the
most outstanding buildings in Cairo and its portal one of the
most marvellous [works] achieved by human hand. It is of
white marble, magnificent in form and beautifully wrought,
and was brought to Cairo from Acre.”
(Al-Maqrizi, Al-Mawaiz wal-Itibar fi Dikr al-Hitat wal-
Atar, vol. II) 

Architectural history

The portal of the madrasa of al-Nasir Muhammad in
the Sharia Muizz li-Din Allah in the al-Jamaliya district
of Cairo is the largest piece of Christian spolia used 
in any Islamic building in Cairo. It was probably the
side portal of the Cathedral of St. Agnes in the port
city of Acre on the coast of Palestine, one of the most
important bases used by the Crusaders on their way 
to Jerusalem. Acre was conquered and destroyed in
1291/690–691 by Sultan al-Ashraf Khalil ibn Qalawun
after a long siege. While the city was being plundered,
valuable building material was removed from numer-
ous buildings and transported to Cairo. Thus the mar-
ble portal of the cathedral also came to Cairo – whether
as a proof that a religious war had been won, or as an
aesthetic piece of architectural decoration to be re-
used, or both. It is safe to assume that some fragile
parts of the portal were broken while being removed
from the cathedral or while in transit since, after being
stored for three years in the house of Sultan al-Ashraf,
not all the original parts were found to be present
when it came to rebuild the portal three years later.

XIII. The Madrasa of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad: 
the Portal
Wolfgang Mayer

Fig. 95 The madrasa of al-Nasir Muhammad: entrance before
restoration work on the portal, 1999
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In 1294/694 Sultan al-Adil Kitbuga began to build a
madrasa on the site of the western Fatimid palace in the
centre of the city. After Kitbuga was driven out of
Cairo in 1296/696, work on the madrasa was inter-
rupted until al-Nasir Muhammad came to power in
1299/699. Al-Nasir decreed in 1299/699 that building
work on the madrasa, with its mausoleum, was to con-
tinue. The entire complex was finished in 1304/704
and essential  elements of it have survived to the pre-
sent day.

It is not possible to ascertain how far the building
had progressed during Kitbuga’s reign, but it seems

that the original design for the site was not discernibly
changed by al-Nasir Muhammad. The inscription
band above the entrance praises al-Nasir as the builder
and donor of the madrasa. It is suprising, however,
considering the well-known struggles for power that
went on under the Mamluk rule, that the inscriptions
on the knockers of the double doors of the entrance,
naming al-Adil Kitbuga as the donor of the madrasa
rather than al-Nasir, were permitted to remain. They
read: “(…) built for our Lord the Sultan and just King,
Friend of the world and religions, Sultan of Islam and
Muslims, Lord of kings and sultans, Refuge of the poor
and beggars, Kitbuga the Conquerer.” How did it
come to pass that al-Nasir Muhammad, who was top-
pled from the throne by his rival Kitbuga in 1294/694,
allowed the door knockers praising Kitbuga to be left
on the madrasa he had completed and named after
himself following his return to power in 1296/696?
Can this be attributed to simple negligence on the part
of the builders, or were the inscriptions left intention-
ally as a reference to Kitbuga as the first patron of the
complex? We shall probably never know. Today the
portal stands in a much closer relation with the street
owing to a rise in the ground level over time, and
archaeological investigation has revealed traces of the
original steps at a lower level. 

Modifications to the portal 
during rebuilding

The cathedral portal was considerably modified in its
appearance when it was re-used as the entrance to the
madrasa. These changes must surely be ascribed to
design-related issues rather than a lack of knowledge
about the way a Gothic portal was supposed to look.
The issues were, first, that not all the original building
material was available for the reconstruction and, sec-
ond, that certain stylistic changes were required by the
new context of the portal in an Islamic, rather than a
Christian, religious building.

The bases on which the columns flanking the
entrance rest, were, contrary to the usual Gothic prac-
tice, not designed as monolithic bases with bevelled

Fig. 96 The portal before restoration, 1999
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compound edges. Individual column bases were used
(either brought to Cairo from Acre or taken from
Byzantine/Coptic buildings in Egypt), which were
built into the madrasa façade upside down so that the
broader surface of the bottom of the base might be
used for the support of the columns placed in front of
the door jambs. Nor did these octagonal columns come
from the original cathedral portal. They are, in fact,
recycled marble columns that were split down the
middle and reworked into slender octagonal columns.
The length of these recycled columns determines the
height of the portal (3.52 metres). Certain of these
columns were replaced, some in a much simplified
form, in the course of a restoration carried out by the
Comité in 1909/1910. The capitals of the two outer-
most columns of the portal, which form the transi-

tion to the masonry surface of the façade, are of the
Corinthian order (modelled on French Gothic ex-
amples), whereas the capitals of the columns on the
splayed inner faces of the portal are lotus-bud capitals
with widely flaring volutes. The archivolts resting on
the splayed columns represent a linear continuance of
the column order into the pointed arch of the vault. The
outermost archivolt has a toothed moulding as its
sculptural decoration for emphasis. The tympanon is
framed by a trefoil-design tracery, into the upper field
of which a round window with an iron grille is set.

Fig. 97 The portal, 1984

Fig. 98 Capitals with traces of original colour
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preted as a sign of victory over the Crusaders. The
dominance of this inscription is emphasised by anoth-
er moulding outlining the edges of the medallion and
the pointed arch of the Gothic portal. Two other semi-
circular marble medallions are set into the spandrels
flanking the inscription. Stylistically they must be

To fit this piece of Christian spolia into a building
that was stylistically in the Islamic Mamluk tradition,
the Gothic portal with its columns was set into a frame
with a continuous moulding, in the centre of which,
above the entrance to the madrasa, the name of Allah
is inscribed in a circular medallion. This may be inter-

Fig. 99 The portal, 1924
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