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28 William Robert Wilde, The Narrative of a Voyage to Madeira, Teneriffe, and Along the

Shores of the Mediterranean (Dublin: William Curry, 1840).

?’Edward William Lane, Cairo Fifty Years Ago, ed. by Stanley Lane-Poole (London: John

Murray, 1896) p 126 See also E. W. Lane, An Account of the Manners and Customs of the
i gyF ring the Years 1833-1835 (The Minerva Library
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Robert Hay’s illustration (before 1840), of the spiral-shaped minaret
(Robert Hay, Illustrations of Cairo, PI. V)
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% K.A.C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture: Part Il Early ‘Abbasids, Umayyads of
Cordova, Aghlabids, Tulinids, and Samanids (Oxford: Clarendon Press, [n.d.]) , pp. 351-2.
% Journal d’un Voyage en Orient, p. 53.

0 H. de Vaujany, Le Caire et ses environs : caractéres, moeurs, coutumes des égyptiens

modernes (Paris : E. Plon, 1883), p. 152.
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*2Eustace K. Corbet, ‘The Life and Works of Ahmad Ibn Tulun’, Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society, (1891): 527-62.
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**Behrens-Abouseif, The Minarets of Cairo, p. 30.
*Ibid, p. 32.
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Abstract

The ‘usharr is a curious boat-like finialsurmounting some domes and
minarets in Islamic architecture, particularly in medieval Egypt. A good
example ofit is the copper dinghy which once topped the minaret of Ahmad
b. Tulin’smosque in Cairo(265/879), and which retained its position on the
minaret,even after the restoration works of Lajin in 696/1296. Itreportedly
fell down in 1105/1693. This ‘ushart, however, must have beenbrought back
to its original place, or rather replaced with another one, for it appears in a
number of nineteenth-century drawings of IbnTulin’s minaret. Meanwhile,
the south-eastern dome of Faraj b. Barquq’skhanga (built between 802/1400
and 814/1411) still preserves a small copper boat on its summit. This being
said, the most popular ‘ushart example in Islamic architecture is the small
bronze boat which adorns the funerary dome of imam al-Shafi‘1 in Cairo
(608/1211), and which was reportedly filled up with grains and cereals so as
to feed the hovering birds. Some tend to believe that the boat was a symbol
for al-Shafi'T’s outstanding erudition — hence known as the 'sea of
knowledge'. A group of art historians believe that the ‘wshari derived from
Ancient Egyptian architecture and that it was given such a name in Islamic
era on account of itsresemblance to the small ‘ushari boat that was then
familiar. According to others, the term ‘ushari derives from the fact that
such model boats were usually filled up with grain tenths ( ‘ushiir al-hubiib)
out of charity. In spite of the limited known examples of the ‘ushari, the
curiosity and distinctiveness of this ornamental element deservedly grabbed
the attention of travellers and art historians (past and present). Nonetheless,
all that is written so far about the ‘ushari is inadequate: majorly succinct
reiterated descriptive accounts. Therefore, the present study sets out to:
investigate the origin of the ‘wushart; study its examples (whether extant or
vanished); and define the function(s) which it served and the value it
symbolized.
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