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When Mamluk Sultan Qansuh al-Ghawrī, Sultan of Egypt, Syria, 

and Hijāz, received news that Selīm I, Sultan of the Ottomans, had come 

out to meet him and invade Egypt and Syria, he had not anticipated that 

these were the final days of the Mamluk sultans' rule, and that the sun of 

this empire would set. Perhaps Selīm I himself had not anticipated that 

the form of his empire would change completely with the entry of Egypt, 

Syria, and Hijāz into his possession, and that he would possess the 

treasures of the earth by owning these vast, rich lands with an obscene 

wealth that made him parade what he had seized from them and from the 

rest of the provinces in the Hippodrome in Istanbul, to inflame the hearts 

of his people with the abundant wealth, precious jewels, silk robes, 

jeweled weapons, fancy tents, and other things they had acquired. (p. 96) 

This scene, which the author describes in her book "The Subject of 

Exposition", shows how much the country was ruined during the first few 

decades of the Ottoman occupation, when they never imagined that it 

would be so rich. Selīm even ordered the marble columns from the 

Mamluk princes' buildings in the citadel to be taken apart, and attacked 

the homes and palaces of the Mamluk sultans and princes, stealing and 

taking their buildings in the Castle area of Saladin. He also took the 

money, jewels, and valuables from the Mamluk emirs' houses and 
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palaces. He also took the bookcases and manuscripts from them and sent 

them to Istanbul, leaving Egypt in ruins. The writer gives evidence for 

this with a first-hand account of what happened in Cairo after the 

Ottomans took the city. This testimony comes from the Ottoman Chief 

Justice Sālih Jalāl Zādeh, who took over from his brother Mustafa Jalāl 

Zādeh as the head of the Imperial Court. He wrote about what he saw in 

Cairo in 1544 AD, saying: "Most of its gates, walls, alleys, and markets 

are in ruins, covered in filth, sand, and dust. There are birds all over the 

place. The city looks like a seventy-year-old man, and its houses are 

arranged in a disorder that is difficult to control." (p. 95) 

In this fascinating book, "Between Two Empires," author Nelly 

Hanna talks about the problem of historical sources. These sources do not 

give a complete image of Egypt after the Ottoman conquest in 1517 AD. 

Apart from what was written by Ibn Iyās, who died in 1522 AD, there are 

no direct sources that clearly reveal what was happening in the first half 

of the 16th century. In the second half of the book, we can find the 

"Mission Notebook of Egypt" in Istanbul, as well as references and 

accounts by al-Jazīrī, al-Nahrawālī, and others. (pp. 30-34) 

The author says that the Ottomans struggled to control Egypt's 

money and resources because of the complicated Mamluk system for 

managing financial resources. It was not easy for the country to move 

from a weak empire to a strong one. There were a lot of problems, 

especially with money and management. We need to talk about what 

happened to the Mamluk princes, who were still all over the country even 

after they had mixed with the local people. The author says that the 

Ottomans tried to get into this complicated financial system, and then the 

Mamluks did the same, trying to steal public money in different ways. 

This included taking money from the public treasury, spending large 

amounts of money without explaining how it was spent, and giving false 

information about taxes on land, peasants, and professional groups, who 

found ways to avoid paying taxes. (pp. 44-45) 

In the second chapter of her book, she talks about how the Ottomans 

took over Egypt's resources. In it, Nelly Hanna asks several real 

questions, with the most important one being: What did the Ottomans do 

to control resources? What were the main problems they had when trying 

to achieve this goal? The author says that the first problem the Ottoman 

Turks had was understanding how the Mamluk system worked. The 

Mamluk system was how the Ottomans managed and controlled Egypt's 

resources. The second was the problems they had with groups that had 

the same interests as them. 
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Suffice to demonstrate the importance of this matter is that after the 

death of the Ottoman governor of Egypt, Khayr Bey, in 1522 AD, and the 

suppression of the traitorous Ahmed Pasha's rebellion, a high-level 

delegation was sent to Egypt to restructure its administrative and 

financial institutions. At the head of this high-level delegation were 

Ibrāhīm Pasha, the Grand Vizier; Jalāl Mustafa Zādeh, who would later 

assume the position of treasury officer at the Ottoman court (al-

Nashānjī); and Iskender Çelebi, the sultan's treasurer in Istanbul, along 

with a number of clerks in the treasury. After what happened with this 

delegation in Egypt, the Law of Egypt (qānūn nameh Miṣr) of 1525 AD 

was created. This law was used to govern Egypt. (pp. 92-93)  

From that time, enormous sums of money began to flow regularly 

from Egypt and annually into the sultan's treasury in Istanbul, known as 

al-ṣurrah al-sultaniyyah. However, Ottoman control over Egypt's 

resources was not easy, given the presence of an Ottoman governor with 

the rank of Pasha, appointed by the Ottoman Sultan to ensure the sultan's 

interests. What further increased the wealth of the Ottoman court in 

Istanbul was its control over trade in the Red Sea in particular. The coffee 

trade, which came through the Red Sea and ended up in Egyptian ports, 

and from there to Istanbul, became a direct source of wealth for the 

Ottoman Sultan.  

But there is no doubt that the importance of thought and culture had 

gone from Egypt and gone to the imperial capital, Istanbul. We don't 

have the huge historical encyclopedias that were written during the 

Mamluk era anymore, and nobody's interested in writing about local 

history like they used to. The wheel then moved to the Ottoman court, 

which was full of writers, poets, historians and chroniclers of the 

Ottoman sultans. These sultans' treasuries were filled with money from 

the provinces, which was used to finance the renaissance of the new 

empire. 

In Chapter Three, the author talks about how Mamluk officials were 

still being used in the administration of Egypt, especially in the financial 

administration in the second half of the sixteenth century. These positions 

were only available to people sent from Istanbul to Egypt to do their jobs 

in the first half of the 16th century. For example, Sultan Suleiman chose 

two Mamluk emirs of awlād al-nās to be in charge of the financial 

system in Egypt (Defterdar Misr) during the first fifty years of Ottoman 

rule in Egypt. (pp. 155-156) Some Mamluks also had important jobs as 

scouts in the Egyptian provinces. Their duties included making sure there 

was order and collecting taxes. This chapter looks at some of these 

Mamluks who became important under the Ottoman rulers of Egypt. (p. 

159) 
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In Chapter Four, called "Reforms of the Land System in the Mid-

Sixteenth Century: Centralization and its Limits," the author talks about 

two important issues. The first is the idea of centralisation as seen by 

people living far from the centre, like the inhabitants of the provinces. 

The second issue is about the sultanic decrees for Egyptian lands and the 

discussion about the Land Law. This led jurists in Cairo to issue religious 

rulings against the law, which was issued by the Sultan's religious leader 

in Istanbul. (pp. 205-206) 

In Chapter Five, the author talks about trade between the centre and 

the region. Trade between Egypt and Istanbul increased, and more 

Egyptian goods were sold in various markets throughout the Ottoman 

Empire. This chapter also talks about the coffee trade, which was 

controlled by Egyptian merchants. This chapter talks about all the 

changes in trade between Egypt and Istanbul after 1517 AD, and the 

social, political and economic developments between the centre and the 

region that happened afterwards. (p. 271) 

This book is interesting because it fills a gap in our knowledge of 

Egyptian history. The author used a lot of special documents and records 

from the Ottoman Empire, as well as sources and references written in 

different languages. This shows that we have a special text, written with 

extreme care and knowledge of history, by Nelly Hanna. This makes it a 

great read for anyone interested in Egypt before the Ottoman occupation 

in 1517 AD. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


