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This study aims to delve into the historical development and fluctuations in Fustat’s
economic and urban growth during the Tulunid, Ikhshidid, and Fatimid dynasties.
Situated in a geographically unique location, Fustat, outpaced Alexandria in terms of
political-administrative standing, industrial growth, and trade prominence during the
Umayyad era. With the establishment of the Abbasid dynasty, Fustat expanded
northward and gained further importance in international trade. The findings of this
study indicate that during the Tulunid rule, the newly established city of Al-Qata’i‘
merged with Fustat, becoming a major center for high-quality pottery production.
During the Ikhshidid period and after the death of Muhammad ibn Tughj, Fustat's
fortunes took a downturn, beset by natural calamities and neglect from Ikhshidid
rulers. Nevertheless, under Fatimid rule in Egypt, Fustat witnessed a remarkable
revival. This resurgence was propelled by a dramatic shift in trade routes as
commerce redirected from Iraq and the Persian Gulf to Egypt and the Red Sea, while
the ports of Alexandria and Aydhab became instrumental in fostering trade
connections between Fustat, Europe, Yemen, and the Far East. Fustat played a
crucial role as an intermediary hub between Ifrigiyyah and the commercial centers of
the Indian Ocean, and at the same time, it was vitally connected with the Levant
through strategic ports such as Tyre, Latakia, and Ascalon. Moreover, the
commercial prosperity of Fustat was greatly enhanced by the presence and settlement
of Byzantine, Amalfitan, Venetian, and Pisan merchants. However, in the 6th
century AH, Fustat faced a catastrophic setback when it was set ablaze, driven by
fears of Crusader dominance, resulting in the loss of its privileged position in Egypt.

Fustat, Tulunid, Ikshidid, Fatimid, urban development, economy.
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1. Introduction

This research, titled "Physical and Economic Development of Fustat from 256 to 564 AH," aims to
investigate the urban and economic development process of Fustat, as well as the factors contributing
to its rise or stagnation during the Tulunids, Akhshidis, and Fatimid dynasties.

Today, the ruins of Fustat lie within the modern district of Old Cairo, with few buildings
remaining from its days as a capital. Many archaeological digs have revealed the wealth of buried
material in the area. Many ancient items recovered from the site are on display in Cairo's Museum of
Islamic Art. It is believed that further archaeological digs could yield substantial rewards, considering
that the remains of the original city are still preserved under hundreds of years of rubbish. Some
archaeological excavations have taken place, the paths of streets are still visible, and some buildings
have been partially reconstructed to waist-height. Some artifacts that have been recovered can be seen
in Cairo's Museum of Islamic Art. Today, little remains of the grandeur of the old city. The three
capitals, Fustat, al-Askar and al-Qatta'i were absorbed into the growing city of Cairo. Some of the old
buildings remain visible in the region known as "Old Cairo", but much of the rest has fallen into
disrepair, overgrown with weeds or used as garbage dumps.

Fustat, established in 20 A.H. during Egypt's conquest by Amr ibn al-As, transformed into a
metropolis during the Umayyad period. The early population of the city was composed almost entirely
of soldiers and their families, and the layout of the city was similar to that of a garrison. Amr intended
for Fustat to serve as a base from which to conquer North Africa, as well as to launch further
campaigns against Byzantium. It remained the primary base for Arab expansion in Africa
until Qayrawan was founded in Tunisiain 50 A.H. Situated in a geographically unique location,
Fustat, outpaced Alexandria in terms of political-administrative standing, industrial growth, and trade
prominence during the Umayyad era. Fustat was the centre of power in Egypt under the Umayyad
dynasty, which had started with the rule of Muawiyah |, and headed the Islamic caliphate from 660 to
750. However, Egypt was considered only a province of larger powers, and was ruled by governors
who were appointed from other Muslim centres such as Damascus, Medina, and Baghdad. With the
establishment of the Abbasid dynasty, Fustat expanded northward and gained further importance in
international trade Notably, it experienced significant physical and economic advancements. The
population of Fustat grew during the Abbasid reign, leading to the emergence of distinct
neighborhoods spanning from the west along the Nile coast to the eastern heights of Jebel Mogtam.

During the transition from the Abbasid period, Ahmad Ibn Tulun assumed governance of Egypt in
254 AH. He established a new section in the northern part of Fustat, known as Qata'ee. Archaeological
studies further reveal Fustat's role as an importer of porcelain and pottery during the Tulunid era,
fostering extensive trade relations with Far Eastern countries. However, Fustat’s development during
the Tulunids was not limited to these accomplishments, as it experienced significant advancements in
its economy. The city flourished in the early Islamic centuries due to its bountiful agricultural
production and strategic location along trade and pilgrimage routes. Notably, Fustat enjoyed a special
connection with Ramleh, the capital of Palestine, during the Tulunid period. Ramleh played a pivotal
role not only as a link between Fustat and Damascus but also as a hub for capital accumulation and
economic endeavors.

Throughout the Akhshid period, Fustat served as the political and administrative center of Egypt. It
encompassed a vast city, nearly one-third the size of Baghdad, featuring expansive markets, grand
trading houses, and five- to seven-story residential buildings. The prominent mosques of Amr ibn al-
As and Ibn Tulun held great significance within Fustat. However, Fustat encountered numerous
catastrophes after the death of Muhammad Ibn Taghj in 334 A.H., severely impacting its economy and
physical development. These challenges included an earthquake between 338 and 340 AH, a severe
famine in 341 AH, a fire in 343 AH, and a sharp decrease in Nile water.

With the ascendance of the Fatimids, Fustat not only recovered from previous adversities but also
attained unparalleled supremacy in Egypt. Archaeological reports from the Fatimid era attest to this.
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Moreover, Fustat reached an apogee in economic growth as trade routes shifted from Iraq and the
Persian Gulf to Egypt and the Red Sea. Jewish merchants played a significant role in the economic rise
of Fustat, with their presence felt across all sectors of the econom.

During this period, Fustat excelled in industries such as textiles, glass container production, gold
pottery and sugar manufacturing, contributing to its export value. The paper industry also witnessed
significant development during the Fatimid era. Fustat's economic preeminence was closely tied to
Alexandria, the primary trade port of Egypt. Additionally, Aizab, located on the Red Sea coast, played
a pivotal role in Fustat's trade connections with Yemen, East Africa, India, and China. Furthermore,
cities like Tyre, Latakia, and Ashkelon facilitated vital maritime and terrestrial trade links between the
Levant and Egypt. Fustat maintained essential sea and land connections with Afrigyah, serving as a
significant emporium for African trade caravans and their access to the Indian Ocean market.
Moreover, the commercial prosperity of Fustat was greatly enhanced by the presence and settlement of
Byzantine, Amalfitan, Venetian, and Pisan merchants. During the Fatimid period, numerous sectors in
Fustat were dedicated to industrial activities. Although not all districts of Fustat were designated
exclusively for specific branches of commerce, industry, and production, Geniza records indicate that
many streets, markets, halls, and houses were associated with a particular economic sector. Some areas
were primarily residential, while others were predominantly utilized for economic purposes. For
instance, mills and facilities for wine and oil production were often situated within residential zones.

Archaeological evidence reveals the urban sophistication of Fustat during the Fatimid reign in
terms of investment and attention given to water supply structures and sewage disposal systems. This
contributed significantly to the city's rapid growth. The construction of aqueducts, which commenced
during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods, persisted during the Fatimid era. These aqueducts spanned
across Fustat, facilitating the delivery of water to the most opulent residences through the use of
locally produced clay pipes. Notably, these pipes were ingeniously designed to segregate drinking
water from water used for domestic purposes such as washing and cooking. Furthermore, advanced
mechanisms were devised to manage wastewater, effectively directing it towards drainage channels
and pits located outside the residential areas.

However, it is crucial to address the decline of Fustat during the Fatimid era. In the year 446 AH,
the city was struck by the initial wave of famine and disease, a calamity that persisted until the end of
448 AH. Subsequently, a devastating seven-year famine further ravaged the population and the city’s
infrastructure. This aforementioned famine began in 459 AH and reached its peak in 461-462 AH. The
gradual deterioration of Fustat accelerated in the 6th century AH, culminating in the attempted capture
of the city by the crusader king Amalric in the year 564 AH. Fearing the onslaught of the crusaders,
Fustat was set ablaze as a precautionary measure.
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