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Shaykhs and the Books of Zlyara on Visits to
the Egyptian City of the Dead
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On the outskirts of Cairo in Egypt, at the foot of Mount Muqattam, once revered as a sacred mountain, stretches an
extensive, continuous cemetery district. Commonly known as the City of the Dead, it has been primarily a Muslim
cemetery since the coming of Arab Muslim rule in the 7th century. Descendants of the prophet Muhammad, Muslim

“saints,” and notable figures in Islamic history have been buried there, and during the 12th-17th centuries people of
all ages visited it in great numbers, making it “Egypt 's Foremost Amusement Spot. " Markets and lodgings also
were available, and the storytellers (q4ss) who played and recited epic poems about Arab heroes, and religious singers
(qawwal) were active there. Preachers (wa‘iz) who admonished people with religious sermons and Qur "an readers who
set the Qur "an to music also were often seen. In addition, Sufis established a base there and immersed themselves in
religious discipline in groups, in the manner of their master. It is also well known that many people lived in the City of
the Dead from pre-modern times. At present, as many as 1.5 million people are residents of the cemetery, and it is
considered a social problem.

From the 12th-17th centuries group pilgrimages to the City of the Dead were extremely popular, in this respect
differing greatly from the rest of Sunni Muslim society. It was shaykhs (leaders, authorities) of al-ziyara who led
religious groups of visitors (t4’ifa) and provided explanations on the individual visiting routes they took. They were
also the authors of the Books of Ziyara , guidebooks for visiting the City of the Dead. This presentation pays particular
attention to these shaykhs of al- ziydra and considers their relation to the guidebooks. In this regard, special
consideration is given to the shaykh Ibn ‘ Uthman and his family, who played a major role in establishing ziyara
customs in Egypt. His book, The Faithful Visitors' Guide to the Tombs of the Righteous, was the most frequently
copied and quoted. The most interesting point, however, is that information was appended to it after the death of Ibn
Uthm4n In this presentation I discuss my current interpretation of the significance of the interpolations and the peculiar
construction of this guidebook, as well as its relation with the family of Ibn ‘ UthmAn. In addition, I make use of a
number of copies of the manuscript gathered from various countries. Moreover, I comment on the possibility of using

“ wagf (religious endowment) documents” in this sort of research.
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