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RESEARCH GOALS 
 
It is a well-established and often cited fact that the promotion of the Armenian Badr 
al-Ğamālī to the vizierate in 466/1074 was a decisive turning point of Fa(imid his-
tory. (For authoritative assessments of this period, see Sayyid, A. F., Ad-dawla al-
fā(imiyya fī MiFr.1 and Halm, H., Kalifen und Assassinen: Ägypten und der Vordere 
Orient zur Zeit der ersten Kreuzzüge, 1074-1171.2) It marked the end of the Great 
Crisis [aš-šidda al-ÝuNmā] that began in the 1060s in the government, and escalated 
into a prolonged interior strife, while the Turks gradually invaded and conquered the 
Fa(imid dominions in the Levant. It also marked the beginning of the late Fa(imid 
period, which, lasting for almost a hundred years, was mostly characterised by 
vizieral rule. The Fa(imid Imam-Caliphs lost effective control over the state and their 
ministers became the virtual rulers. The first plenipotentiary military vizier, Badr al-
Ğamālī headed the government for 20 years, followed by the 27-year long rule of his 
son and successor, al-AfQal Šāhinšāh, which came to an end by his assassination. 
Father and son thus created a certain hereditary type of vizierate that overshadowed 
the monarchy; however, it could not result in the founding of a real dynasty due to 
the murder of al-AfQal and the subsequent execution of the family. 

Research regarding the Fa(imids has already dealt with certain aspects of the 
significant transformation that took place during this period.3 However, no thorough 
analysis has been conducted with the specific aim of elaborating in general the 
changes of the central administration (including the military organisation). To my 
knowledge, only partial topics have been discussed, and mostly not on a mono-
graphic level; e.g. the transformation of the nature of the vizierate,4 the probable 
introduction of the iq(āÝ system,5 or the changing relationship of the Fa(imid state 
with the Coptic Christian church6.  
 

 

                                                 
1 Cairo 2000. 
2 München 2014. 
3 For a concise summary of the history of Fa(imid studies, see chapter 1.1 of the dissertation. 
4 Imad, L. S., The Fatimid Vizierate, 969-1172. Berlin 1990. 
5 Brett, M., The origins of the mamluk military system in the Fatimid Period, in: Egypt and Syria in  
the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras. Ed. by U. Vermeulen, D. De Smet. Leuven, 1995, 39–52. 
6 Brett M., Al-Karāza al-Marqusīya. The Coptic Church in the Fatimid Empire, In: Egypt and Syria  
in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras IV. Ed. U. Vermeulen, J. Van Steenbergen. Leuven / 
Dudley. 2005, 33–60.  
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THE ANALYSED SOURCES 
 
The period under scrutiny is characterised by a striking lack of historical materials: 
apart from the contemporary parts of the Coptic ecclesiastical history, no chronicle 
or historian is known from within the Fa(imid dominions in the second half of the 
5th/11th and the first decades of the 6th/12th centuries. As a result, the principal 
sources for the history of this era are either contemporary works written outside the 
Fa(imid sphere of influence, or chronicles produced in Egypt at a later date. In 
addition, the surviving corpus of diplomatic correspondence, known under the title 
›as-Siğillāt al-mustanFiriyya‹7 is of particular significance. It includes letters 
addressed to the [ulay\id princes of Yemen, mostly written during the vizierate of 
Badr al-Ğamālī and the preceding crisis period. Even though, due to their nature, the 
description of Egyptian events is not their principal aim, the documents do contain 
many valuable details regarding the new order created by the vizier. One of the foci 
of my dissertation is this corpus: I scrutinise the contemporary letters by selecting, 
translating and analysing the relevant parts on a thematic basis (Chapter 2). 

However, the correspondence between the rulers only contains data about the 
Imam-Caliph and the vizier with reference to the mission [daÝwa], but it does not 
shed light on the rest of the governmental structure. To our knowledge, only one 
systematic description survives from within the circles of Fa(imid administration: a 
high-ranking official, Ibn a(-]uwayr (d. 618/1220) produced a description of the 
Fa(imid ceremonies and also of their government in the very last years of the empire. 
His chronicle is lost, but later authors preserved several excerpts from it; based on 
these, the text was reconstructed to a certain extent (see the edition: Ibn a(-]uwayr, 
›Nuzhat al-muqlatayn fī a_bār ad-dawlatayn.‹8) Regarding the structure of the 
central administration, this is the most informative and comprehensive source; 
however it reflects the transitive situation of its own age. Almost a century after the 
promotion of Badr al-Ğamālī, the offices [dīwāns] were not necessarily the same as in 
the time of the all-powerful vizier and his son. Therefore, Chapter 3 contains a 
comparison of the information from the historical sources regarding the two 
Ğamālīs’ age, and the description of late Fa(imid government provided by Ibn a(-
]uwayr. In the following passages, a short presentation of the utilised sources 

                                                 
7
 Ed. ÝA. M. Māğid, Cairo 1954. 

8
 Ed. A. F. Sayyid, Stuttgart 1992. 
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follows; for a more complete summary with the bibliographical data, see Chapter 1.2 
of the dissertation. 

Only two contemporary narratives are known to survive from the Ğamālī era. One 
of them is the History of the Coptic Church. The reign of the Alexandrian popes 
Christodulos [I_rīs(ūdulus] (1047–1077) and Saint Cyril II [KīrilluF] (1077–1092) was 
recorded by the deacon Mawhūb b. ManFūr b. Mufarriğ al-Iskandarānī, who 
embarked on this work in April 1087. The life and times of Michael IV [Mī_āÞīl] 
(1092–1102) and Saint Macarius II [Maqāra] (1102–1128) was elaborated by the scribe 
Yū\annā b. [āÝid b. Mīnā, known as Ibn al-Qulzumī. This series of chronicles is 
invaluable, since it was written by eyewitness contemporaries. In addition, since it 
was conceived within Coptic Christian circles, it forms a tradition independent from 
Muslim historiography. Its limitations are caused by the same reasons as its 
advantages: even if the church itself and several Christian officials had an active and 
close relationship with the caliphal court, the writers only gave limited attention to 
general Egyptian political events and government activity, unless the Church or the 
Christians were directly affected. These latter parts are unique first-hand accounts.  

The other contemporary work is ›al-Išāra ilā man nāla l-wizāra,‹ a collection of 
biographies dedicated to the Fa(imid viziers. It was written at the beginning of the 
vizierate of al-MaÞmūn, the successor of al-AfQal. Its author, Ibn aF-[ayrafī 
(463/1071–542/1147) may have already begun his scribal service during Badr al-
Ğamālī’s time, and he is attested to have been a scribe of the chancery during al-
AfQal. At the end of his life, he even headed that office. Thus he was a witness of 
most of the Ğamālī era, and he also had access to the state archives, which formed 
part of the chancery. Based on this, one could expect an accurate and detailed 
narrative; however, it is only a short and concise recapitulation, often lacking even 
basic data or containing only a few words on several viziers. The biographies of Badr 
al-Ğamālī, al-AfQal and al-MaÞmūn are significantly longer than most of the other 
entries, but – understandably, particularly in the case of al-MaÞmūn – this is mostly 
due to the eulogy contained in them, not to the detailed enumeration of the viziers’ 
deeds.  

The single most important source for this period of Fa(imid history is a work 
written much later than the fall of the dynasty: the ›A_bār MiFr‹ of Ibn Muyassar (d. 
677/1278), which has not come down to us, but whose contents are quite well-known 
since almost all later Egyptian historians relied on it when expounding the Fa(imid 
age. In addition, the 9th/15th century writer Taqī d-Dīn al-Maqrīzī (d. 845/1442) 
prepared a summary of its contents for his own use, the autograph of which survives. 
This summary is inherently short and also seems to be incomplete.  

The above-mentioned al-Maqrīzī, the prolific jurist and historian of the Mamluk 
age, is outstanding among the late medieval Muslim chroniclers in regard to his 
interest in the Fa(imids. Apart from the summary of Ibn Muyassar’s work, he autho-
red three other books of particular importance for our topic. The first is a comp-
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rehensive history dedicated to the Fa(imids, titled ›IttiÝāN al-\unafāÞbi-a_bār al-
aÞimma al-fā(imiyyīn al-_ulafāÞ‹. The other is the celebrated ›al-ci(a(‹, which 
contains a topo-graphic description the Egyptian capital – and to a certain extent, 
Egypt – accompanied by an abundance of historical excursuses, biographic entries 
and chapters that treat institutions and offices, frequently connected to the Fa(imid 
era. Finally, we must mention the voluminous, albeit not complete, biographical 
collec-tion known as ›al-Muqaffā l-kabīr‹, where al-Maqrīzī also dedicated 
considerable inte-rest to people related to Fa(imid history. 

As for the historical tradition outside Egypt, it can be noted that historiography 
did not flourish elsewhere either in the decades of the Ğamālī viziers. Only one 
author is known from among the contemporaries of Badr al-Ğamālī, the Baghdadi 
Ġars an-NiÝma Mu\ammad b. Hilāl (d. 480/1088). His work is lost, but Sib( Ibn al-
Ğawzī (d. 654/1256) relied heavily on his work. Unfortunately, the universal chronicle 
of the latter, ›MirÞāt az-zamān fī tārī_ al-aÝyān‹, has not been completely edited – of 
the parts where he utilised Ġars an-NiÝma as a source, only a selection of the Seljuk-
related passages is available. This incomplete edition provides a relatively small 
amount of details regarding the Fa(imids, but the information contained in it is 
extremely valuable and often seems to be more reliable than the data found in the 
Egyptian tradition.  

We also included the IsmāÝīlī tradition outside Egypt in our analysis. The Nizārī 
heritage was for the most part destroyed during the Mongol conquest in the 7th/13th 
century, and its remains were preserved in works of official Īl_ānid court historians; 
it seems however, that their tradition regarding the Fa(imids – if it existed at all – did 
not survive. By contrast, the (ayyibī sect of Yemen and India have cherished the 
memory of the Fa(imids. This is exemplified by the chronicle of Idrīs ÝImād ad-Dīn 
(d. 872/1468), titled ›ÝUyūn al-a_bār‹. The author did not have extensive sources on 
the age of the Ğamālīs, but occasionally he could have recourse to documents and 
local historical tradition. His work thus provides us with some useful additions. 

Furthermore, some historical works of other regions formerly under Fa(imid 
suzerainty, i.e. Syria and the holy cities in the Hiğāz, were consulted for potential 
additional details. Regarding Mecca, I relied on ›al-ÝIqd ag-gamīn fī tārī_ al-balad al-
amīn‹ of al-Fāsī (d. 832/1429), a collection of biographies; as for Medina, our source 
was ›at-Tu\fat al-la(īfa fī tārī_ al-Madīnat aš-šarīfa‹ of as-Sa_āwī (d. 902/1497). The 
Syrian tradition is represented by two works: the ›hayl tārī_ Dimašq‹, written under 
the Sunni successors of the Fatimids in Damascus by a younger contemporary of our 
period, Ibn al-Qalānisī (d. 555/1160), and the Aleppine Ibn al-Adīm’s (d. 660/1262) 
›Zubdat al-\alab fī tārī_ ialab‹. 
  



6 

 

3 
 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS 
 
The aim of my dissertation has been to identify and describe those changes in 
Fa(imid government and administration that happened during the vizierate of Badr 
al-Ğamālī and his son, al-AfQal Šāhinšāh. After summarising the history of Fa(imid 
studies, listing the sources I utilised and presenting the historical background, I 
devoted two main chapters to examine the institutions of the Ğamālīs’ period 
through textual analysis. The main results of this examination are as follows: 

(1) The contemporary Fa(imid documents [siğills] are of extraordinary value in 
regard to the rather scantly known Egyptian events of the time. 

As the lack of historical information is already apparent during the crisis period 
preceding the great transformation, and the need to completely assess and under-
stand the subsequent changes also necessitated it, I first dealt with the letters origi-
nating in these years. However, it became evident that these documents are not quite 
useful in this regard, since the government of al-MustanFir did not even vaguely refer 
in them to the unfolding administrative crisis and the ensuing civil war. In addition, 
there remain no letters at all from the most disastrous years. 

By contrast, the analysis of the letters produced during the twenty-year long 
vizierate of Badr al-Ğamālī proves that those siğills are unique troves of information, 
even if they are not particularly rich in exact data, and that while relying on them, we 
must be aware of the obvious intention of representing the official narrative of the 
government. The value of the source is manifold. Sometimes data from other sources 
can be verified or refined by them. The dates and chronology of certain events can be 
determined by the letters, e.g. the Upper Egyptian campaign against the rebels, the 
Turkoman occupation of Acre, the promotion of Badr to the leadership of the 
judiciary and the Fa(imid missionary organisation, the final disgrace of al-Aw\ad, 
the appointment of al-AfQal as deputy vizier and heir, etc. The last of these are also 
important from an institutional point of view because they attest to the attempt to 
create a hereditary vizierate through the new office of deputy vizier. The siğills are 
also the singular sources for certain important events and facts: apart from the 
details of Fa(imid-[ulay\id relations, for instance, the Upper Egyptian _āriğī revolt 
or the stages of the vizier’s efforts aimed at establishing his family as a ruling dynasty 
cannot be known from other texts. 
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(2) The documents are the most reliable sources for the relationship between the 
viziers, who were the virtual rulers of the state, and the reigning Imams, and also for 
the vizieral propaganda. 

This collection of documents is all the more important, since the vizier exerted an 
obvious influence on the ostensibly private correspondence of al-MustanFir, al-
MustaÝlī, and their relatives with the rulers of Yemen. The signs of this influence are 
evident: we find the declaration and reaffirmation of vizieral plenipotence in most of 
these letters. We also see an extraordinarily detailed picture of Badr al-Ğamālī’s 
propaganda, which is otherwise only known from his more laconic inscriptions. 
Along with the image of the relation between the caliph and the loyal vizier displayed 
to the public, these passages indirectly also depict the real relations and the 
underlying power structure – suffice it to remark that throughout the letters the 
Armenian vizier is constantly invoked and decisions are referred to him. 

The letters also reflect that the vizier, according to the Fa(imid IsmāÝīlī ideology, 
derived his legitimacy and power from the delegation by the Imam – the possessor of 
divine knowledge – and their close association. Also, he never failed to emphasise 
that he was perfectly worthy of this by having the recipients reminded of his virtues 
and merits, e.g. the hazardous winter journey by sea, the merciless destruction of the 
enemies of the caliphate, the smooth administration of the empire and the devout 
study of religious matters etc. 

(3) Based on the comparison of the description of late Fa(imid government and the 
sources on the Ğamālīs’ period, the administrative structure of that age can only be 
fragmentarily reconstructed, and the personnel can only be identified to a limited 
extent. 

In the second half of our thesis, the focus shifts to the analysis of the sources 
concerning the central administration specifically. Regarding the Imam, the head of 
the system, we could rely on diverse contemporary works, since both in the siğills 
and in the ›al-Hidāyat al-āmiriyya‹, which was published shortly after al-AfQal’s assa-
sination, several references are found to the Fa(imid theory of the substance and the 
conditions of the imamate. In order to find out about practice, one has to have re-
course to an analysis of chronicles and the aforementioned documents. As for the 
other institutions and organisations, we mostly lack contemporary data. Perhaps the 
only exception is the chancery, of which a description survives by Ibn aF-[ayrafī, 
titled ›al-Qānūn fī dīwān ar-rasāÞil‹. However, the extent to which it is idealised can-
not be determined. 

The chancery apart, our principal source for the rest of the late Fa(imid central 
offices is the ›Nuzhat al-muqlatayn‹ by Ibn a(-]uwayr. Its contents have mostly been 
known by researchers since the publication of al-Maqrīzī’s ›al-ci(a(‹ and al-Qalqa-
šandī’s ›[ub\ al-aÝšāÞ‹. Since the complete original work has not surfaced yet, and no 
other descriptions are known, the ›NuNum al-fā(imiyyīn wa-rusūmuhum fī MiFr‹ of 
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ÝAbd al-MunÝim Māğid, written in the 1950s, can still be considered as a reliable 
work. In contrast to our work, that book summarises the whole history of Fa(imid 
governmental and administrative structures, and it usually emphasises different 
aspects (e.g. the religious and legal background of the institutions and parallel 
structures in other Islamic states), while devoting minimal attention to certain 
offices. In Arabic we can also mention the Introduction of Ayman FuÞād Sayyid to 
his edition of Ibn a(-]uwayr’s work, which includes a concise treatise on Fa(imid 
government. To my knowledge, no significant work has been published on the topic 
of Fa(imid central administration in either Hungarian or major Western languages 
(except for the introductory parts of L. S. Imad’s dubious monograph on the Fa(imid 
vizierate). In this sense, my work aims to fill this hiatus to a certain extent. 

In this part of my thesis I surveyed the references to the offices and administrative 
institutions, and if needed, I tried to make inferences from the absence of such data. 
The most convenient method was to search for the personnel of the offices and 
holders of ranks – as far as we know, such archontological work has not been done 
before, apart from the listings of the caliphs and the viziers. Naturally, the random 
data provided by the sources and their brief treatment of the period means that it is 
impossible to create complete lists with dates – in fact, very few office heads are 
known even from the highest levels of government. Nevertheless, my work has 
hopefully revealed some valuable additions to the subject. 

(4) Although the rule of Badr al-Ğamālī brought substantial changes in several fields, 
the structure of the central administration was barely modified. Reforms in that field 
can only be discerned later, during the vizierate of al-AfQal and particularly the 
caliphate of al-iāfiN. 

Based on the sources related to the period of Badr al-Ğamālī, it can be stated that 
the institutions of the central government were mostly left unchanged during the 
sweeping reforms of the new vizier. This can be explained by the fact that even 
though he came from a military background, he realised the importance of the 
efficient work of the administrative institutions that he held under firm control. 

Upon his arrival, Badr decimated the leading administrators – no doubt on a 
political basis – but he clearly relied on the expertise of the former professional 
scribes of the government, which kept the already existing dīwāns of the empire 
working. The same applies to the judiciary and the missionary organisation, which 
were formally placed under his control, but we do not have any indications that he 
interfered with their operations and routines. In all probability, the need for expertise 
was the main reason for the uninterrupted presence of several Christian potentates 
among the dīwān heads. The growing power of the vizier did not result in changing 
the responsibilities of the administration, thus there was no reason to transform the 
offices charged with them. The only probable innovation was the creation of the 
dīwān for the registration and monitoring of the iq(āÝ lands, necessitated by the 
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presumptive wide-ranging application of this kind of revenues. The newly forged 
close relationship with the patriarchs of the Coptic church was also a new 
phenomenon. The viziers could hope to profit from this relationship both in his 
internal and external goals, which he and his son did more or less successfully. 

The continuity can be mainly noticed in the case of the chancery, the head of 
which, Abū l-Farağ al-Maġribī, remained in place throughout the years of the civil 
strife and the rule of the new vizier. In his person, he represented the stability and 
permanence of the administration and its personnel. Another office inherited from 
the times before the crisis was the central coordinating and controlling body, the 
›dīwān al-mağlis‹. Charged with preparing the annual final account of the state 
[istīmār], it seems to have been run by Christian scribes under both Ğamālīs. The 
army, the officials and the caliphal court still had to be provided with funds and 
allowances in kind, thus there can be no doubt that the ›dīwān ar-rawātib‹ and the 
›dīwān al-ğayš‹ continued to function – even though no data remains referring to 
them. The control of the pious endowments [al-a\bās] was a constant responsibility 
of the Islamic states, and Muslim chroniclers, regardless of their creed, would have 
certainly remarked any radical change in this field. For the ShiÝite polity the 
registration and support of the ÝAlids remained an important task in order to 
reaffirm their legitimacy, so the office commissioned for this task cannot have 
disappeared. 

A significant institutional change was only brought forward by al-AfQal, when he 
established the body called ›dīwān at-ta\qīq‹. However, since this office was headed 
by the leader of the office of the council, the certainly talented Christian scribe, Ibn 
Abī l-Layg, and the tasks and powers of the two dīwāns were overlapping, this cannot 
have meant a radical change. In our opinion there is a good chance that it was 
intended to be a kind of distinction for Ibn Abī l-Layg, and not a reform of the 
governmental structure. In the same year the vizier issued an order to harmonise the 
different calendars used for administrative purposes, but it seems that his effort 
failed. 

As for the control over the dīwāns [naNar], it seems evident that it was only institu-
tionalised by al-iāfiN; it was also him who promoted the court official ›Fā\ib al-bāb‹ 
to a certain ministerial rank instead of the viziers. His efforts to replace the military 
viziers ultimately failed, but both of his newly created offices remained and retained 
some of their importance to a degree until the fall of the dynasty. 

Although Badr al-Ğamālī announced a tax-remittal for three years and introduced 
the iq(āÝ, we do not know whether he or his successor initiated any reforms of the tax 
system. Since the sources of revenue – crops, customs, rental fees, the poll tax paid 
by non-Muslims and the ›(irāz‹ – and the factors affecting their collecting and 
accounting did not change, we can almost be sure that the offices responsible for the 
taxation kept on functioning basically as they had before. 
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The private offices of the monarch and his court still did not become totally 
distinct from the state administration, particularly financially. On the level of 
personnel, the influence of the new vizier was certainly felt, though without exact 
references, this is impossible to prove; however, we tend to suppose that their 
organisational background remained unchanged. As Badr al-Ğamālī derived his 
legitimacy from the fact that he was a loyal servant and saviour of the ruler, he would 
have risked the very basis of this by drastically encroaching upon the private affairs 
of the court, e.g. by unauthorised reorganisation of ceremonies, imposition of 
financial restrictions or tampering with the privy offices. Based on his mere military 
power, he did not need the Imam, but in addition to his presumable personal 
conviction, the ruler, venerated and surrounded by pomp, had an instrumental role 
in the state structure he created. The vizier could rely on the Caliph for legitimation 
and ceremonial purposes. 

Al-AfQal, who inherited a firm grip on the Fa(imid state, was less bound by these 
considerations, particularly because of the dubious legitimacy of the two Imams he 
placed on the throne, and their young age that accentuated their incapacities. He 
significantly battered the already weakened charisma of the rulers, curbed the luxury 
and stateliness surrounding them and by abolishing several ceremonies, he even 
separated them from their subjects. Furthermore, when he moved to his new, private 
palace complex in al-Fus(ā(, and had the governmental offices replaced there, he 
permanently cut the links of the imam with the administration of the state. 
Nevertheless, on the eve of his death, al-AfQal actually visited al-Āmir to discuss 
ceremonial matters with him for the day of breaking the fast. This proves that he did 
not remove the ruler completely from all matters, and left a certain symbolic role for 
him. 

(5) It is not possible to describe the potential changes of military organisation based 
on the currently available sources. 

The Fa(imid army is perhaps the most important, and at the same time, least 
documented component of the state. Even Ibn a(-]uwayr fails to treat it extensively 
apart from some of its financial aspects, while the chronicles only refer to the 
conduct and results of campaigns and revolts without detailing the participating 
armies’ organisational background. To a certain extent the shifts in the ethnic 
composition of the army can be guessed; it is also recorded that as a consequence of 
the first defeats against the crusaders, al-AfQal made an attempt to create (or rather 
revive) a specially trained unit, the ›\uğariyya‹, which in the end proved to be 
ineffective. Other than these, almost nothing can be discerned about the units or the 
command structure. The only fact that we can state is that the rank of commander-
in-chief [isfahsālār] found in later sources was most likely introduced in the final 
decades of Fa(imid history, and not during the Ğamālī period. 
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