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(Bia-Punt and Punt), the specific Mersa/Wadi Gawawis 
data, and the hypothesis that Punt may be located in 
southwestern Arabia. The latter supposition, previously 
advocated by Dimitri Meeks, has been refined here. Yet 
I was surprised not to see mention of Karl-Heinz Pri-
ese’s discussion of Punt, wherein he gave good reasons 
for advocating a similar geographic destination of the 
Egyptians. Nonetheless, there are intriguing conclusions 
(p. 177) concerning a possible twenty to thirty-year 
interval between the Punt expeditions, and concern-
ing the number of anchorages located on the coast of 
northeast Africa. All of these are quite significant. The 
maritime expeditions would leave the harbor of Saww 
in late summer (August), and after six or seven weeks 
land at Suakin. Additional logistic considerations are 
clearly summarized (p. 191).

I must stress the importance of this volume, even if 
it by no means exhaustively covers all of the archaeo-
logical results of the lengthy series of modern research 
expeditions. But it is far more than a summary. Indeed, 
I view it as an abundantly referenced study covering 
the ongoing archaeological work of Bard and Fattovich 
at their harbor. They have not written a general or even 
a popular work. This volume is both scholarly and 
copious in data. It will be necessary for future scholars 
interested in ancient Egyptian long-range trade and all 
of its ramifications (social, religious, administrative, 
and so forth) to consult. I recommend this work whole-
heartedly.

Anthony Spalinger
University of Auckland

Queens, Eunuchs and Concubines in Islamic History, 
661–1257. By Taef El-Azhari. Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University Press, 2019. Pp. xix + 449. 
$140, £90.

As outlined by the author, the main purpose of this 
book is to answer a large number of questions about 
how diverse Muslim societies through the period from 
661 to 1257 ce viewed women; why there is not one 
extant book written by women throughout this period; 
why there are generally no Islamic queens, etc. Taef El-
Azhari states that this book “will examine and analyse 
the diverse political and socio-historical context from 
the Umayyads to the Ayyubid Turkicized Kurds in the 
thirteenth century Middle East” (p. 3).

The book is comprised of seven chapters, in addition 
to an introduction, three appendixes, a glossary, and a 
bibliography. 

The introduction provides a literature review of 
some of the main publications pertaining to women, 
eunuchs, and concubines as well as a summary of the 

status of women in Quran and hadith, including a sec-
tion on the Prophet. It ends with an overview on ancient 
Egypt, Iraq, and the Mediterranean.

The first chapter, entitled “The Umayyad Empire 
and the Establishment of a Royal Court, 661–750,” 
looks at powerful women in political and social life 
under the Umayyads. This relatively short chapter pro-
vides a listing of the women of the Umayyad oligarchy, 
bringing up their anecdotal influential role without an 
overarching analysis to explain why and how they man-
aged to populate the surviving texts. Moreover, histo-
rians know that the material on the Umayyads clearly 
reflects Abbasid bias. This factor ought to have been 
emphasized for a better understanding of some material 
in this chapter. 

The second chapter on “Princesses, Concubines and 
Qahrmanat under the Abbasids: Gender and Politics, 
749–1055” and the third chapter on the “Kingdom of 
Eunuchs under the Abbasids” cover a long period that 
witnessed major political, religious, socioeconomic, and 
cultural developments. They feature female characters 
who have already been examined in the extant scholar-
ship at some length, such as al-Khayzurān and Shaghab 
as well as salient eunuchs, such as Muʾnis, who has 
similarly benefited from analyses in the secondary lit-
erature. This chapter is mostly a work of synthesis with 
little original research or new analysis. Missing from 
the bibliography is the multi-authored volume Cri-
sis and Continuity at the Abbasid Court: Formal and 
Informal Politics in the Caliphate of al-Muqtadir (295–
320/908–932) (Leiden: Brill, 2013).

Chapter four focuses on “Fatimid Royal Women 
and Royal Concubines in Politics: The Rise of the First 
Queens of Islam.” This chapter provides some ini-
tial comparative remarks on the Abbasid and Fatimid 
harems (p. 198) and on Shaghab and Raṣad (p. 207). 
The comparison is unfortunately not sustained.

The last chapters include a synthesis of the author’s 
original research into Saljuqid and Ayyubid women and 
eunuchs. The sixth chapter, “The Seljuks from Syria 
to Iran: The Age of Khatuns and Atabegs,” treats the 
wives of the Saljuqid sultan Malik Shāh, Turkān Khātūn 
and Zubayda Khātūn, who became involved upon his 
death in the political and military affairs of state with 
the hope of supporting their respective sons for succes-
sion. The chapter includes information on other leading 
women in Syria and Iraq. It highlights the rise of politi-
cal marriage and its link with the development of the 
atabeg institution. The seventh chapter on the Ayyubids 
details the political influence of two Ayyubid queens, 
Ḍayfa of Aleppo (r. 1236–42) and Shajar al-Durr (r. 
1250). Ḍayfa’s accession came after the death of her 
husband, through the support of the atabeg Ṭughril. At 
some point, “she had the final say on all state affairs” 
(p. 354). Remarkably, in addition to the title khātūn, she 
was referred to as malika (queen) (p. 355). The story 
of Shajar al Durr, already well known, is briefly retold. 
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The chapter concludes with an informative section of 
the Ayyubid eunuch—the atabeg. 

Studying a long period that witnessed fundamental 
changes stretching from North Africa to East Asia is a 
formidable task. The result, as expected perhaps, is an 
overview of some of the main trends in the scholarship 
with a focus on high-level personalities, whether queens, 
concubines, or eunuchs. The first part of the book pres-
ents an overarching synthesis found in the secondary 
literature, and does not engage critically with this out-
put. What are the weaknesses of the available analyses? 
How does this book fill in gaps in the theoretical knowl-
edge and conception? What are the new questions that 
need to be answered, new research venues that need to 
be explored? The positive aspect of this approach is that 
it allows for attempts at comparisons. Nevertheless, a 
sustained comparative approach would have enriched 

the volume and provided new angles for analysis. The 
last part of the book on the Seljuqs and Ayyubids pro-
vides a synthesis of the author’s research of a period 
that to this day remains understudied with respects to 
the topics broached in this volume. It is enlightening for 
both researchers and students and opens up possibilities 
for further questioning and research. 

The absence of a conclusion to tie up main themes 
and threads constitutes a missed opportunity. Queens, 
Eunuchs and Concubines in Islamic History, 661–1257 
constitutes nonetheless a good launchpad for students 
who wish to have an overview of the scholarship avail-
able on these topics.

Nadia El Cheikh
American University of Beirut
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