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Islamic Tombstones for Slaves from Abbasid-Era Egypt
Jelle Bruning

ABSTRACT
This article studies tombstones from eighth- to tenth-century
CE Egypt that are designed to mark the grave of a Muslim
slave. These funerary inscriptions are unusual in that they
do not marginalize the enslaved as much as do other early
Islamic sources. Furthermore, they reveal otherwise
undocumented attitudes towards persons who died as
slaves. Offering a thick description of an unpublished
tombstone for a ninth-century concubine-mother (umm
walad), the present article analyses tombstones for slaves
from two perspectives. It first studies the representation of
the enslaved and the specific terminology that tombstones
used to designate the deceased as enslaved. It then turns
to the commemorative context of tombstones, arguing
that tombstones of slaves served similar purposes and used
similar illocutionary strategies to those used by
contemporary tombstones for free Muslims. Despite these
similarities between tombstones of free and enslaved
persons, we see that deceased slaves were commemorated
as members of the Muslim community as well as the legal
property of their owners.

KEYWORDS
Abbasid-era Egypt;
tombstones;
commemoration practices;
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Introduction

At some point after her death in Ramad ān 245 AH/December 859 CE,
unknown persons marked the grave of a woman named Qassāf or Qisāf in
one of the graveyards of Fustāt, Egypt’s first Muslim capital, with an elegantly
decorated tombstone. Like the roughly 4000 other tombstones dating from the
first Islamic centuries that have been published (and the many others that
remain unpublished), this tombstone offers intimate glimpses into the life
and beliefs of an otherwise unknown Muslim individual. Even though this
tombstone’s funerary inscription is nothing out of the ordinary and its epigra-
phy is similar to that on many other tombstones, it is nevertheless an invaluable
source for the social history of burial and commemoration practices and the
religious attitudes associated with them in the first centuries of Islamic
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history. Today, the woman’s tombstone is kept in the Museum of Turkish and
Islamic Arts in Istanbul; see Figure 1.1 It reads:

In the name of God, Merciful and Compassionate. Qassāf/Qisāf, the concubine-
mother of Kaʿb b. Bah īr, testifies to the following. She testifies that there is no god
beside God alone, Who has no partner, and that Muh ammad is His servant and mes-
senger –God’s prayers and peace be upon him. She testifies that death and the Raising
(of the dead) are real, (that) Paradise and Hell are real, ‘and that the Hour is coming
without doubt, and that God will raise up those who are in the graves.’2 She died on
Sunday with thirteen days of Ramad ān remaining in the year two hundred and forty-
five.3

As is the case with most inscriptions on early Islamic tombstones, the text on
Qassāf/Qisāf’s tombstone is highly conventional, largely consisting of quota-
tions from the Qurʾān, professions of faith, and prayers. As a result, such funer-
ary epigraphy has mostly been studied for its religious content and the

Figure 1. Istanbul, Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, inv. 2525.
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information that it offers about the development and spread of Islam.4 Never-
theless, tombstones may usefully be mined for other information as well.5

Qassāf/Qisāf’s tombstone stands out because it is one of the relatively few
known tombstones erected at the grave of a Muslim slave: the inscription ident-
ifies her as her owner’s concubine-mother (umm walad), a female slave who
had borne her master a child. The present article considers tombstones such
as Qassāf/Qisāf’s, that is, tombstones explicitly dedicated to enslaved
Muslims. As we will see, they offer unique windows onto slavery in Abbasid
society. An edition of the inscription on Qassāf/Qisāf’s tombstone can be
found in the appendix to this article.

The existence of Egyptian tombstones designed to mark the grave of a
Muslim slave has long been known. At present, 109 tombstones dating from
the first four centuries of Islam that explicitly identify the deceased as enslaved
have been published. With the exception of four second/eighth-century
examples, all of these Egyptian tombstones for slaves date from the third/
ninth and fourth/tenth centuries.6 They come from various different locations
in Egypt. Twenty-nine of them come from an old cemetery located to the east of
Aswan.7 Fourteen tombstones for slaves originate from the mostly Abbasid-era
cemetery of ʿAyn al-S īra, an area located between the city of Fustāt and Mount
Muqattam.8 The exact provenance within Egypt of all remaining tombstones
for slaves is unknown, with the exception of two grave markers from T āfā, a
locality just south of the First Cataract (now submerged in Lake Nasser)
which in the early Islamic period was not part of the Realm of Islam.9 Even
in those cases where we know to what graveyards these tombstones originally
belonged, the archaeological context of many of these tombstones has not
been documented. Many of the tombstones from Aswan were brought to the
Egyptian Museum in Cairo in the early 1890s and later to the Museum of
Arab (now Islamic) Art after heavy rainfall had dislocated them.10 Probably
between 1912 and 1924, many of those from ʿAyn al-S īra were also moved to
the Museum of Arab Art after they had been excavated without any proper
archaeological supervision in order to build the Museum’s collection at low
cost.11 At present, the majority of published Egyptian tombstones for slaves
belong to this collection and have been edited in the ten volumes of the Cata-
logue général du Musée arabe du Caire: Stèles funéraires prepared by Hassan
Hawary, Hussein Rached and Gaston Wiet between 1932 and 1942.

Despite their availability and the recent academic interest in the archaeology
of slavery under Islam, tombstones for slaves have largely escaped the attention
of historians of slavery in the first centuries of Islamic history.12 This comes as
no surprise, as there are no striking differences between the tombstones for
enslaved and free Muslims. Like those for other Muslims, tombstones for
slaves are highly formulaic and often present only the barest information
about the deceased. They usually give the name of the deceased and that of
his or her owner, record the date of the deceased’s death, and identify him or
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her as a Muslim.13 Although some have argued that these tombstones’ very
existence in the only partially literate society of early Islamic Egypt may
present information about the deceased independent of their inscription and
may offer clues about the social milieu to which the deceased had belonged
and the nature of his or her commemoration by those who visited the grave,
one must bear in mind that, like Qassāf/Qisāf’s, Islamic tombstones in
general do not indicate who commissioned them, and that this severely
limits our view of the deceased’s social network.14 In addition, despite the
large number of published early Islamic tombstones that once marked the
grave of a Muslim individual (whether free or enslaved), the information
they present resists statistical analysis because some tombstones are anon-
ymous, lack information about the deceased’s legal status or are only partially
preserved, having lost those parts that once identified the deceased. Naturally,
any analysis of such funerary epigraphy reveals information only about persons
whose graves were marked with texts; built in accordance with the opinions of
some Muslim jurists, graves without any (textual) decoration existed as well.15

For this reason, tombstone inscriptions from early Islamic Egypt can hardly be
used for studying demography, including the relative size of Egypt’s slave popu-
lation at any given time.16 It is noteworthy, however, that the great majority of
published tombstones were made to mark the grave of a free person, suggesting
that social status influenced a deceased’s commemoration.

Despite these textual and methodological limitations, early Islamic tomb-
stones open new windows onto slavery and slave ownership in second/
eighth- to fourth/tenth-century Egypt. As inscribed archaeological artefacts
that originally belonged to specific monumental settings, they uniquely comp-
lement other sources for the history of slavery in the first centuries of Islam,
such as Abbasid-era belles lettres and legal texts or private letters and bills of
sale. While tombstones were carefully designed to influence the thoughts and
behaviour of the visitors to the graves they marked, they are in fact multi-
layered texts which document otherwise unknown facets of the social inte-
gration that slaves could achieve and reveal how people regarded slaves as
legally belonging within the wider Muslim community. These different layers
are most visible in the way that tombstones represent the enslaved and use illo-
cutionary strategies in commemorative contexts. This article explores each of
these different layers of meaning in tombstones for slaves.

Identifying Slaves on Tombstones

After the conventional invocation of God, many tombstones, including those
for slaves, start by identifying the deceased. Whereas occasionally a tombstone
fails to give a deceased slave’s name, most slaves mentioned on tombstones are
identified by their names, their legal status and the names of their owners.17

Qassāf/Qisāf’s tombstone identifies the deceased woman in exactly this way
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and calls her ‘Qassāf/Qisāf, the concubine-mother of Kaʿb b. Bah īr’. Such a tri-
partite identity frequently highlights the deceased’s slave status in more than
one way. It does so first through the deceased person’s name. Qassāf/Qisāf’s
tombstone is a case in point. Its epigrapher executed the deceased woman’s
name in a very clear way, leaving no doubt as to its individual letters, but a
name with these letters cannot be found in biographical dictionaries listing
women’s names.18 In all likelihood, the woman was known not by her original
name but by a slave name given to her by her owner or a slave trader. As is well
known, slave names, inherently humiliating, marked an enslaved person’s dera-
cination and his or her subjection to a master. As many known Abbasid-era
slave names reflect a slave’s physical characteristics or personal qualities,
Qassāf (‘Used to luxury’) and Qisāf (‘Corpulent woman’) are likely interpret-
ations of the name the epigrapher has carved on her tombstone (in Arabic,
these names are homographs).19 Both are incidentally attested as anthropo-
nyms when preceded by an article and Qisāf is known to have been used as a
name for a horse.20 Many of the slaves whose tombstones have been preserved
bore slave names, such as Jawhar (‘Gem’), Maymūn (‘Lucky’), Fawz (‘Success’)
and Kitmān (‘Secrecy’).21

The masculine gender of some names given to enslaved women who appear
in our tombstone corpus deserves special attention. Qassāf, a grammatically
masculine intensive adjective, is one such name. Enslaved women of the
Abbasid period are regularly found bearing masculine names.22 Naʿīm/
Nuʿaym, Jaʿfar, Muh ibb and Qāsim are examples of masculine names given
to female slaves whose tombstones have been preserved.23 Other examples of
masculine names given to enslaved women can be found on tombstones for
freedwomen, such as ʿĀdil, ʿAlī and H usayn.24 These names purposefully
assign a masculine identity to these women, seemingly supressing their biologi-
cal gender. One possible reason why these women had been given masculine
names is that they were ghulāmiyyāt, ‘boyish girls’. These were female transves-
tites who performed sexual services to male owners who felt sexually attracted
to adolescent boys but wished not to have homosexual relationships.25 Like
Qassāf/Qisāf’s, some tombstones of enslaved women with masculine names
indicate that the deceased had borne her master a child. Many other female
slaves with masculine names seem not to have performed such roles,
however.26 More likely, the reason for this remarkable name choice must be
sought in the owner’s aspirations, such as the desire to have a son or to own
a (generally more expensive) male slave.27

Even though a slave name suppressed a slave’s origins, this person’s original
name was not necessarily unknown to her owners. This seems especially to have
been the case when someone had been born into slavery.28 A deed recording the
emancipation of a girl or young woman (sabiyya) in 393/1003, for example,
identifies her by her Arabic slave name S afrāt (‘Yellow one’) and her original
Coptic name ‘Dajāsha, daughter of Aryana, the female slave of Isitūrhīwh’.29

620 J. BRUNING



It is intriguing that in such instances slaves and freedmen retained the names
given to them by their owners or former owners. Why they did so, even on
occasion after emancipation or after having acquired high social status,
remains unknown.30 Perhaps a tombstone’s mentioning of the deceased’s
slave name reflects the wish to emphasize the owner’s claim to possession, or
former possession, over the deceased, and thus to highlight their own wealth
and status. Semi-anonymous tombstones for slaves, which do not mention
the deceased’s name, support this interpretation. They foreground the decea-
sed’s owner when they mark a grave with such words as ‘the grave of the boy
of Umayya b. al-Rabīʿ b. Sulaymān’ or ‘the grave of the concubine-mother of
Umayya b. Yah yā b. Umayya b. Maymūn b. Yah yā b. Muslim b. al-Ashajj al-
Zuhrī’ – the latter inscription clearly boasts about the owner’s descent.31

In addition to identifying the deceased by a slave name, tombstones empha-
size the slave status of the deceased by denying this person a lineage. In general,
a lineage was a prerogative of free persons and modern historians consider its
absence to be yet another mark of deracination, stressing absence of kin and the
irrelevance of someone’s origins.32 Like a slave’s original name, however, ensla-
vement did not by definition erase knowledge of the enslaved person’s origins.
One tombstone, for example, calls a deceased concubine-mother ‘Your
(i.e. God’s) servant (ama), daughter of Your servant (ʿabda)’, thus indirectly
indicating that she was born of a Muslim mother. At the same time,
however, this tombstone tells us nothing about the identity of the woman
from whom she was born.33 Occasionally, however, tombstones do acknowl-
edge a slave’s descent. Admittedly, the legal status of the deceased in most of
these tombstones is ambiguous.34 Such females as ‘Zaynab, daughter of
Ismāyīl (sic), the boy of Yah yā b. Umayya b. Maymūn’, ‘Āmina, daughter of
Rawāh , the boy of Muh ammad b. Hārūn b. H alwā’ and ‘Jawhar, daughter of
Iqbāl, the boy of ʿAlī b. al-H asan b. ʿAlī b. ʿAbd Allāh’ may have been children
born into slavery.35 The absence of a profession of faith on the tombstone of
some of them may confirm an early death.36 It is equally possible, however,
that they were the free offspring of free women married to male slaves,
because children born in marriage inherited their mother’s legal status (irre-
spective of that of the father) whereas a lineage, to which they would then be
entitled on account of their freedom, usually showed paternal descent.37 But
some persons who are ascribed a lineage in these tombstones – as well as in
other epigraphic texts – were clearly born into slavery.38 The slave status of a
woman named Usāma bt. Abī al-Khayr, for example, who is identified as ‘the
concubine-mother of Muh ammad b. Sulaymān b. Fātih ’, is beyond doubt.39

In contrast to these examples, most tombstones for slaves do not present the
deceased’s lineage. Instead, they solely indicate that the deceased had been the
property of someone else, and that he retains this status even after death.
Whereas Arabic has various terms to indicate someone’s slave status, most
tombstones, like contemporary letters and legal documents, heed the jurists’
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well-known discouragement of using such unambiguous terminology as ʿabd
and ama (both meaning ‘slave’) to indicate someone’s slave status – these
terms, the jurists hold, should be used only in descriptions of man’s relationship
to God.40 Among currently published early Islamic tombstones, only two use
such terminology.41 By contrast, three other terms seem to have been much
more popular for describing a deceased slave’s legal status. Forty-three tomb-
stones, including Qassāf/Qisāf’s, report that the deceased had been an umm
walad (‘mother of a child’, i.e. concubine-mother). As noted above, this is a
legal term used for an enslaved woman who had borne her master a child
whom he acknowledged as his own (irrespective of the children she had with
another man).42 In addition, thirty men are identified as someone’s fatā (lit.
‘boy’). The use of this word is noteworthy. The word fatā appears infrequently
as a euphemism for an enslaved male in letters and deeds contemporary with
our tombstones. Instead, letters and legal documents prefer another euphe-
mism, ghulām (‘adolescent boy’, ‘servant’).43 Tombstones may well use fatā
in order to convey a sense of social integration rather than a sense of social hier-
archy, as the word ghulām may imply. In the few instances in which letters use
fatā, the word seems to convey a sense of intimacy.44 Lastly, in addition to three
tombstones that use the feminine form of fatā ( fatāt, ‘girl’) for enslaved women,
thirty tombstones describe a deceased woman as being someone’s jāriya (also
‘girl’).45 Note that the terms fatā(t) and jāriya do not imply a young age at
death. Although other texts contemporary with our tombstones use sabī or
sabiyya to indicate a slave’s minor status, the terms fatā(t) and jāriya have
no age implications and may have been used for minors and adults alike.46

Irrespective of these words’ principle meaning or connotations, on early
Islamic tombstones they unequivocally indicate legal status. This is most
clearly visible with regard to the umm walad. As is well known, according to
most legal schools in Abbasid-era Egypt, a slaveholder’s legal relationship
with an enslaved woman in his possession changed when he made her preg-
nant. The change included his inability to sell her, her unconditional emanci-
pation upon his death, and the free status of the children he had with her.
The legal change enhanced the woman’s social status.47 More importantly for
the present discussion, by the time our oldest tombstones for such women
were made, most jurists agreed on the almost complete irreversibility of this
change.48 Other legal slave types, by contrast, offered a permanent change of
legal status only after certain conditions had been met (sometimes in the
distant future). For example, a mudabbar slave only gained freedom upon his
master’s death if the slave’s value did not exceed the discretional third of the
deceased owner’s estate or when it was not necessary to sell the slave in
order to repay the deceased owner’s debts.49 Likewise, a mukātab slave only
received freedom upon having fully fulfilled his emancipation contract with
his master. A mukātab’s failure to meet the contractual obligations rendered
the contract void and reverted his legal status to that of an ordinary slave.50
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When a mudabbar slave died before his master or a mukātab before fulfilling
his emancipation contract, they died as ordinary slaves. The status of an
umm walad, however, was very secure. Only when she was convicted of
having committed adultery could she revert to being an ordinary slave.51

Early Islamic tombstones, then, show two slave types: the umm walad or con-
cubine-mother and the ordinary slave, using fatā for enslaved males and fatāt
and jāriya for enslaved females irrespective of their legal history.

Commemorating Deceased Slaves

Qassāf/Qisāf’s tombstone originally belonged to a Muslim cemetery in Fustāt,
perhaps located at ʿAyn al-S īra, where it not only identified her as a concu-
bine-mother but also served to commemorate her. It is important to note
that tombstones were part of a cemetery’s monumental architecture and were
designed to attract a visitor’s attention. In a third/ninth- and fourth/tenth-
century Muslim cemetery excavated in Alexandria, for example, tombstones
have been found set into one of the short sides of low plastered frames that
enclosed the site of a grave.52 Because the height of such frames usually did
not exceed forty centimetres, these tombstones rose above the frame and
could easily be seen.53 Recent archaeological research in Aswan, too, shows
that tombstones formed central elements in the town’s largely second/eighth-
to fifth/eleventh-century funerary architecture. There, tombstones were often
set in the centre of an approximately one meter-high panel that separated a
tomb’s superstructure from a narrow platform equipped with a small prayer
niche indicating the direction of Mecca.54 Similarly, in large funerary com-
plexes, such as those excavated in a necropolis to the south-east of Fustāt
and dated to the Abbasid and Fatimid periods, funerary and other inscriptions
occupied highly visible places.55 In what must have been one such funerary
complex, the historian Ibn Yūnus al-S adafī (d. 347/959) copied someone’s
lineage from an inscription that he saw engraved on a marble slab attached
to the superstructure of (lit. ‘above’) the graves of this person’s descendants
in Fustāt.56 From the late second/eighth century on, such funerary architecture
was often whitewashed.57 This included the face of a tombstone. The inscrip-
tion itself and the tombstone’s decoration, however, were painted over with
red or black ink, making these features stand out against a mostly white
background.58

Being publicly visible, these tombstones often invited visitors to a grave to
commemorate the deceased, soliciting prayers for those buried there. They
did so by offering a prayer for the visitor in return for one or more prayers
for the deceased. On late second/eighth- and third/ninth-century tombstones,
requests for prayers can regularly be found at the end (less frequently at the
beginning or embedded in the text) of the inscription.59 They usually
amount to a simple ‘May God have mercy upon those who asked for mercy
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upon him/her (i.e. the deceased).’ Some of them, however, are quite elaborate
and are meant to inspire the visitor’s prayer. The early third/ninth-century
tombstone for one Harim b. ʿIyād al-Qurashī, for example, has: ‘May God
have mercy upon whomever paused here, sought forgiveness for him (i.e. the
deceased), asked for mercy upon him, petitioned God for a good reward, and
sought intercession for him against hellfire!’60 Other such prayers were
related to supplicatory prayers for the deceased already embedded in the tomb-
stone’s inscription.61 The stele dedicated to a man named S ālih b. ʿAbd Allāh al-
Murādī, dated 185/801, illustrates well how funerary inscriptions shaped
prayers during the commemoration of the deceased in this way. Linking the
conditional prayer to the preceding prayer for the deceased by repeating the
grammatical root gh-f-r, it reads towards the end:

O God! Forgive (ighfir) those of S ālih b. ʿAbd Allāh al-Murādī’s sins that came before
and those that came after (his passing); prompt him with his argument (on Judgement
Day) and make his tongue firm in (making) a sincere declaration; and have him join
his prophet Muh ammad, may God’s blessings and peace be upon him! May God have
mercy upon those who have read (this text) and prayed for forgiveness (maghfira) for
the occupier of this grave.62

Funerary inscriptions that include such prayers make clear that a tombstone did
not only mark a site of commemoration, but also that reading the tombstone
constituted part of the commemoration itself. In fact, tombstones sometimes
include hints at being designed for recitation, as was commonly the case with
other epigraphy in the early medieval Near East.63 For example, the words of
some quotations from the Qurʾān found on tombstones address the living. A
number of tombstones for slaves, for instance, include a quotation of Qurʾān
67:1-3, saying that God ‘created death and life to test you (pl.) and reveal
which of you does best’.64 Early Islamic tombstones belonged to a written
funerary-monumental tradition largely consisting of a more or less fixed reper-
toire of prayers, creeds and Qurʾānic quotations.65 Importantly, they were
embedded in oral/aural commemorative practices as well, addressing the
shared expectations of those present.

Funerary inscriptions dedicated to slaves should not be seen as being func-
tionally different from those dedicated to free Muslims. They may contain
prayers and Qurʾānic quotations similar or identical to those found on tomb-
stones for free persons;66 and their very existence reflects the same wish to
have the deceased commemorated and to determine, or at least to influence,
the commemoration’s textual form. Take, for example, the tombstone for a
female slave named H awrāʾ (d. 225/839), who is identified as the daughter of
a concubine-mother – that is, a child not recognized as the offspring of the con-
cubine-mother’s owner. It ends with the now familiar words ‘May God have
mercy upon those who have read it (i.e. the inscription, possibly out loud)
and asked for mercy upon its (i.e. the grave’s) occupier.’67 It should be noted

624 J. BRUNING



that many tombstones for slaves, including the one that marked Qassāf/Qisāf’s
grave, lack prayers or include only a short and rather unexceptional prayer after
mentioning the deceased’s name, such as ‘May God’s mercy, forgiveness and
favour be upon him/her!’, writing out what the visitor is expected to say
while reading the inscription.68 This is not unusual, and these tombstones do
not differ from many tombstones for free Muslims.

Regardless of the presence of prayer requests, many tombstones highlight the
deceased’s sound Muslim beliefs. Again, Qassāf/Qisāf’s tombstone is a case in
point. Beside identifying the deceased woman and mentioning her death
date, it presents two professions of faith. Despite the seeming banality of this
information in an Islamic funerary context, these professions of faith should
not be understood as simply reporting that she had lived a pious life. Like
many other funerary texts, each of Qassāf/Qisāf’s professions of faith begins
with the word tashhadu, ‘she testifies’. In contrast with the perfect used for
the verb tuwuffiyat (‘she died’), which refers to an event in the past, the imper-
fect of the verb tashhadu expresses the common belief that the deceased ‘lives
on’ in the grave, waiting for Resurrection Day and the Final Judgement.69 One
tombstone, dated 217/832-3, even states that the deceased concubine-mother to
whom it is dedicated ‘asks (tasʾalu) God to grant her an entrance [into Para-
dise] similar to that of the God-fearing, make her join the pious believers
and have her gather with the rightly-guided.’70 These parts of a tombstone’s
text must be seen as speech acts formulated by the person(s) who commis-
sioned or engraved the tombstone and performed by the tombstone’s reader.
As such, these texts too belong to the oral/aural aspects of commemoration.
When a visitor lent his voice to read such texts aloud, they became assertive
speech acts that publicly acknowledged the deceased’s piety and membership
of the Muslim community.71

Concluding Remarks

Read in these ways, early Islamic tombstones for Egyptian slaves convey mul-
tiple messages about a slave’s belonging and served different purposes. On
the one hand, these tombstones record a little of the lives of persons whom
other sources tend to marginalize, often reducing them to nameless individuals
serving their protagonists. Tombstones may preserve the names of slaves,
sometimes even their descent, and they may indicate that they were commonly
known by slave names; they may refer to the ability of slaves to marry and have
legitimate children; and, in case of concubine-mothers, they may record that
these women had been used for sexual intercourse and procreation and that
this had changed their legal status and, implicitly, had given them a limited
amount of social prestige. Above all, however, tombstones are evidence of
the emotional bonds that these slaves were able to develop with those who
erected their tombstones. Because slaves did not leave behind an estate that
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could cover their burial costs, contemporary jurists prescribed that owners pay
for their slave’s shroud and grave.72 A tombstone, however, was a voluntary
expense not required by Islamic law. The existence of tombstones for slaves
shows that people were willing to incur extra costs for these persons’ welfare
after death. The tombstones that they erected were embedded in the same
funerary tradition as those of freemen, using prayers, citations from the
Qurʾān and illocutionary strategies that are similar or identical to those that
can be found on tombstones for free Muslims.

On the other hand, each of these tombstones draws attention to the decea-
sed’s owner and the rights of ownership he holds over the slave. By giving
the deceased’s often intentionally chosen slave name and by stating the decea-
sed’s legal identity, tombstones not only serve to commemorate an enslaved
person but also to commemorate an owner’s loss of a valuable possession,
thereby testifying to the owner’s wealth and status. As we have seen, in
extreme cases tombstones might reduce their identification of the deceased
slave to a bare minimum and name only the owner. Unlike sources that state
that in the grave ‘a master (mawlā) cannot be distinguished from a slave
(ʿabd)’ and that emphasize the equality of all Muslims before God, tombstones
explicitly mention the deceased’s slave status and the master’s rights of owner-
ship, presenting the deceased as still belonging to another despite his or her
death.73 This information allowed a visitor to know in what legal way the
deceased had belonged to the Muslims’ tribal society, like a lineage usually
identified someone as a freeborn Muslim and someone’s walāʾ showed his
status as a client. In legal terms, slaves belonged to the Muslims’ tribal
society because they were part of the property of a member of this society,
even after having passed away.

Appendix: Qassāf/Qisāf’s Tombstone

Qassāf/Qisāf’s tombstone (see Figure 1) is a rectangular marble slab of 55 cm high and
37 cm wide and originates from one of Fustāt ’s cemeteries.74 Like most tombstones from
the same period, it has an elegant appearance. A thin decorative plait consisting of
S-shaped bends with a dot at both sides of an intersection – a typically third/ninth-
century decoration – surrounds the tombstone’s text on all sides except the bottom.75

The funerary inscription covers the surface of the entire slab and consists of thirteen
lines. Although the epigrapher increased the script’s density and used smaller letters from
the end of line 10, he lacked space for the inscription’s last word, which he added just
right of middle in the narrow bottom margin. The inscription itself is carefully executed
in a common and unadorned ‘Kūfic’ script style (compare the note to the text below),
with very regular and often angular letter shapes and decorative serifs. The inscription
dates the deceased’s death to 18 Ramad ān 245/17 December 859, and in all likelihood the
tombstone itself was made not long after this date.76 At present, the tombstone is kept in
the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts in Istanbul under the inventory number 2525.77

Beside the invocation of God (line 1) and clauses that identify the deceased as a woman
named Qassāf or Qisāf (lines 2-3) and record the date of her death (lines 11-13), the funerary
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inscription ascribes to the deceased a double profession of faith. The first profession of faith
is the common shahāda and expresses the belief in God’s oneness and Muh ammad’s pro-
phethood (lines 3-6) and is followed by a common prayer for the Prophet (lines 6-7).
The second profession of faith, which cites Qurʾān 22:7, claims that the deceased believes
in the existence of Heaven and Hell and in particular eschatological events: God’s raising
of the dead from their graves on Resurrection Day (lines 8 and 10) and the Final Judgement
(lines 9-10). Contemporary funerary inscriptions very often address these beliefs and use the
same wording, including the citation of Qurʾān 22:7.78 The tombstone’s contents are
nothing out of the ordinary; similar tombstones for free persons have also been preserved.

Text

ميمحرلانمحرلاهللامسب1
افاصقهبدهشتاماذه2
دهشتريحبنببعكدلوم3
لاهدحوهللالااهلالاا4
ہدبعادمحمناوهلكيرش5
هيلعهللاىلصهلوسرو6
وملانادهشتوملسو7
اوةنجلاوقحثعبلاوت8
رلاةيتاةعاسلاناوقحرانل9
وبقلايفنمثعبيهللاناواهيفبي10
رشعثلاثلدحلاامويتيفوتر11
ونيعبراوسمخةنسناضمرنمنيقبة12
نيتام13

Note to the Text
The patronymic of Qassāf/Qisāf’s master, one Kaʿb, cannot be read with certainty. The
patronymic’s first two letters are clear. It starts with a denticle followed by a jīm, h āʾ or
khāʾ. Its last letter closely resembles a final rāʾ, although its part above the writing line is
shorter than that of the rāʾs in al-rahmān and al-rah īm in line 1. The letter that the epigraphist
wrote (or intended to write) between the first two letters and the final one is not clear. The very
top of this letter is identical to the top of a dāl/dhāl and kāf and clearly shows a serif. What is
visible of the upper half of this letter consists of a similar curve as is visible in dāls/dhāls or kāfs
elsewhere on the tombstone. However, what seem like three scratches, resembling a half-
palmette (unattested elsewhere on the tombstone), run through this part of the letter. It is
unclear if they are added purposefully (perhaps to indicate that the line should not be read)
or accidentally. There is also unclarity as to the lower part of the letter. The short diagonal
line at the bottom of the letter ends too high in comparison to other dāls/dhāls and kāfs, creat-
ing an odd tip (see Figure 2.a). This short diagonal stroke could be a denticle if the scratches
indicate that the letter’s upper half was added by mistake. Read without the remainder of

Figure 2. Image and line drawings of the name in the owner’s lineage.
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the letter, the diagonal stroke strongly resembles other denticles on the tombstone (see
Figure 2.b). These observations lead to the following possible interpretations of the
name’s rasm: ركحى and رىحى . Rijāl works do not mention a name with the former rasm,
but names on the rasm رىحى , such as Bah īr, Buh ayr, Buh tur, Bujayr and Thujayr, feature
in their overviews.79 One of the latter is most likely the intended name.
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