
 

 

https:// journalss.org/index.php/luch/                                    Часть-68_ Том-5_Мая-2026 311 

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION DURING THE TEMURID’S EMPIRE: 

HISTORICAL-SOURCE RESEARCH 

 

Amina Sharofiddin kizi Usmanova 

4th year bachelor student, Department of Historiography and Source Studies,  

Samarkand State University named after Sharof Rashidov 

E-mail: aminausmonova50@gmail.com   

 

Abstract. This article investigates the role of Timurid elite women as patrons 

of religious, educational and commemorative architecture in Central Asia and 

Khurasan. The research problem arises from the tendency to treat female patronage 

in the medieval Islamic world either as a marginal extension of dynastic piety or as 

a set of isolated biographical episodes. By contrast, this study examines women’s 

patronage as an institutional form of authority that connected dynastic legitimacy, 

religious policy, property rights and urban cultural life. The objective is to determine 

how Timurid women used mosques, khanaqahs, madrasas, mausoleums and waqf 

endowments to participate in the political and religious order of the fifteenth century. 

The study is based on qualitative historical analysis of Timurid chronicles, literary 

sources, architectural studies and modern historiography. The results show that 

female patronage was supported by two overlapping foundations: Turko-Mongol 

political traditions, which gave dynastic women public status, and Islamic legal-

ethical norms, which enabled women to own property and transform wealth into 

charitable endowments. Gawhar Shad’s mosques in Mashhad and Herat, Tuman 

Aqa’s khanaqahs and madrasa, the funerary monuments of Shah-i Zinda, and the 

Ishratkhana ensemble demonstrate that female-sponsored architecture was 

multifunctional. Such buildings served simultaneously as places of worship, 

education, Sufi sociability, burial, pilgrimage and dynastic memory. The article 
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concludes that Timurid women were not passive beneficiaries of court culture but 

active producers of sacred space and political legitimacy. Their patronage should 

therefore be interpreted as a significant component of Timurid statecraft and cultural 

history. 

Key words: Timurid women; religious patronage; Gawhar Shad; waqf; 

khanaqah; madrasa; Shah-i Zinda; dynastic legitimacy; Central Asia; Khurasan. 

1. Introduction 

The Timurid Empire created one of the most refined political, architectural and 

literary cultures of the late medieval Islamic world. Its capitals and major urban 

centers – especially Samarqand, Herat, Mashhad and the wider regions of 

Transoxiana and Khurasan – became spaces where sovereignty was expressed not 

only through military power but also through monumental building, religious 

endowment and the control of sacred landscapes. Within this environment, women 

of the Timurid dynasty occupied a position that cannot be explained adequately by 

a narrow model of domestic seclusion. The available historical and architectural 

evidence indicates that Timurid women participated in the formation of religious 

institutions, cultural memory and dynastic prestige. The status of Timurid women 

was rooted in a double historical inheritance. On the one hand, Turko-Mongol 

political traditions gave elite women visibility within kinship, marriage diplomacy 

and dynastic succession. Timur himself was not a Chinggisid by birth, and his 

marriage to the Chinggisid princess Saray Mulk Khanum strengthened his political 

legitimacy and allowed him to use the title gurigan, or royal son-in-law [1; 2]. On 

the other hand, Islamic legal and ethical norms made female patronage possible by 

recognizing women’s rights to property and by attaching moral value to charitable 

giving, especially in the form of mosques, waqfs and other pious foundations [1]. 

The historiographical problem is that the patronage of Timurid women is often 

interpreted in a descriptive or biographical manner. Individual examples – such as 

Gawhar Shad, Saray Mulk Khanum, Tuman Aqa, Khanzada Bigum, Shirin Big Aqa 
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and Habiba Sultan – are frequently mentioned, but their activities are not always 

analyzed as part of a wider system of dynastic governance. As a result, the 

architectural and institutional agency of women may appear exceptional, decorative 

or merely devotional. Such an approach underestimates the political meaning of 

female-sponsored religious buildings and the role of women in producing Timurid 

public space. The purpose of this article is to analyze Timurid women’s religious 

patronage as an integrated social and political phenomenon. The article asks three 

main questions. First, which cultural and legal conditions made female patronage 

possible in the Timurid world? Second, what types of institutions did Timurid 

women sponsor, and what functions did those institutions perform? Third, how did 

women’s patronage contribute to dynastic legitimacy, religious policy and the 

symbolic geography of power? The novelty of the study lies in interpreting female 

patronage not simply as piety or artistic taste, but as a form of institutional 

participation in Timurid statecraft. 

2. Materials and Methods 

This research uses the methods of historical source criticism, comparative 

analysis, typological classification and functional interpretation. The primary source 

base includes Timurid and post-Timurid chronicles, biographical narratives and 

memoir literature, including the works of Khwandamir, Mirkhwand, Sharaf al-Din 

Ali Yazdi, Zayn al-Din Wasifi, Gulbadan Bigum and Zahir al-Din Babur [3-6; 14; 

29]. These sources are important because they record the names, actions, public 

visibility and courtly influence of Timurid women. However, they were produced 

within elite literary and political environments; therefore, their descriptions must be 

read critically as both historical evidence and ideological representation. The 

secondary literature consists of studies on Timurid architecture, religious patronage, 

women’s agency in Islamic societies, Sufi institutions and dynastic mausolea. Works 

by Marefat, Golombek, Wilber, O’Kane, Manz and other scholars are especially 

important for reconstructing the architectural and political contexts of Herat, 
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Samarqand, Mashhad and Khurasan [2; 10-13; 15]. Comparative works on Mamluk, 

Rasulid, Ottoman, Ilkhanid and Mughal women are used to place the Timurid case 

within the broader history of female patronage in Islamic societies [7; 16-18; 24-26; 

31]. 

The article classifies the evidence according to four main types of patronage: 

mosques, khanaqahs, madrasas and funerary monuments. Each category is analyzed 

according to its institutional function, social audience and political meaning. 

Mosques are examined as spaces of public worship, religious authority and sectarian 

balance; khanaqahs as centers of Sufi sociability and alliance-making; madrasas as 

educational and commemorative institutions; and mausoleums as monuments of 

dynastic memory and sacred geography. This typological method makes it possible 

to move beyond individual biography and to identify the structural role of women’s 

patronage in the Timurid world. Because many buildings have not survived, the 

study relies on a combination of textual testimony, architectural scholarship, 

epigraphic interpretation and waqf-related information. The limitations of the study 

are connected with the fragmentary survival of endowment documents and the fact 

that court chronicles generally privilege elite perspectives. Nevertheless, when these 

sources are analyzed together, they provide a coherent picture of female patronage 

as a socially visible and politically meaningful practice. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Legal and cultural foundations of female patronage 

The first major result of the study is that Timurid female patronage was made 

possible by the interaction of Turko-Mongol social practice and Islamic norms of 

property and charity. In Turko-Mongol political culture, elite women were not 

simply private household figures. Their marriages, genealogy and kinship status had 

direct implications for legitimacy. Saray Mulk Khanum is the clearest example: 

through her Chinggisid lineage, Timur strengthened his authority in a political 

https://scientific-jl.com/luch/


 

 

https:// journalss.org/index.php/luch/                                    Часть-68_ Том-5_Мая-2026 315 

environment where descent from Chinggis Khan remained a central criterion of 

sovereignty [1; 2]. 

The influence of female relatives in Timurid political culture is also visible in 

accounts concerning Qutlugh Turkhan Aqa, Timur’s elder sister, and in later 

Timurid-Mughal narratives such as Gulbadan Bigum’s Humayun-nama. These 

sources show that senior women of the dynasty were treated with respect and could 

occupy morally authoritative positions within family and court life [4-7]. This 

background helps explain why elite women could act as patrons of major institutions 

rather than merely as symbolic figures. 

Islamic legal culture provided a second foundation. The ability of women to 

hold property, inherit wealth and dispose of resources created the material basis for 

patronage. At the same time, Islamic ethical ideas about almsgiving, public benefit 

and pious works transformed architectural sponsorship into an act of religious merit. 

In the Timurid context, these two foundations overlapped: dynastic women 

possessed both social prestige and economic capacity, and they could convert private 

wealth into public religious institutions. 

3.2. Mosques as instruments of authority: the case of Gawhar Shad 

The second result concerns the exceptional mosque patronage of Gawhar Shad, 

wife of Shahrukh and one of the most powerful women of the Timurid period. 

Mosque construction, especially the sponsorship of Friday mosques, was normally 

associated with sovereign male authority. For this reason, Gawhar Shad’s 

sponsorship of Friday mosques in Mashhad and Herat was an unusually significant 

act. The Mashhad Mosque was completed in 1418/1419, while the Herat Mosque 

was completed in 1432; both projects are associated with the high artistic standards 

of Timurid architecture and with the architect Qawam al-Din Shirazi [10-12; 15]. 

Gawhar Shad’s Mosque patronage cannot be reduced to private devotion. The 

Mashhad Mosque was located near the shrine of Imam Riza, a site of strong Shi’i 

significance. At the same time, the employment of Sunni ulama at the mosque helped 
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prevent the project from being defined exclusively by one religious orientation. This 

indicates that patronage functioned as a mechanism of religious balance and political 

prudence [1; 15]. The construction of related structures, including the dar al-siyada, 

further connected the patronage project with Sayyid families and with the symbolic 

prestige of descent from the Prophet. 

The evidence also shows that Gawhar Shad’s mosques were multifunctional. 

They served as places of worship, instruction, public assembly and literary activity. 

Wasifi’s descriptions of Herat indicate that mosque spaces could host gatherings of 

scholars, poets and other urban groups [14]. Gawhar Shad’s decision to support the 

Mashhad Mosque through waqf assets – including baths, gardens, orchards and 

livestock – shows that she planned not merely the construction of a building but also 

its long-term institutional maintenance [15]. 

3.3. Khanaqahs and Sufi networks 

The third result is that khanaqahs formed one of the most important fields of 

female patronage. Khanaqahs were not simply devotional lodges. They were 

residential, educational and communal institutions where Sufi masters, disciples and 

lay followers gathered. Their social function made them valuable tools for building 

alliances between the dynasty and influential religious networks. Timurid women’s 

investment in khanaqahs therefore demonstrates their participation in the politics of 

Sufi authority. 

Tuman Aqa, one of Timur’s principal wives, is a particularly important 

example. Sources associate her with the construction of khanaqahs in Samarqand 

and Kusuwiya, and Yazdi records Timur’s visits to her khanaqah after major 

campaigns [5; 15]. The political status of Tuman Aqa was reinforced after Timur’s 

death, when Shahrukh granted her Kusuwiya as a siyurghal, a privileged land grant 

involving fiscal and administrative rights [21]. This evidence suggests that her 

patronage was connected to property, status and institutional presence. 
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Other women, including Khanzada Bigum, Malikat Aqa and Zubayda Aqa, are 

also associated with Sufi khanaqahs. Although the surviving evidence is uneven, the 

pattern is clear: women of the Timurid royal family repeatedly selected Sufi 

institutions as objects of patronage. The donations of Gawhar Shad and Shahrukh to 

the shrine of Ahmad-i Jam further demonstrate that Timurid political culture 

recognized the importance of maintaining relations with influential saintly lineages 

and shrine communities [19]. 

3.4. Madrasas, education and commemorative functions 

The fourth result concerns women’s patronage of madrasas. Timurid women 

did not limit their support to Sufi institutions; they also sponsored buildings 

connected with formal religious learning and the scholarly world of the ulama. This 

is significant because the Timurid dynasty needed the cooperation, or at least the 

neutrality, of legal scholars in a political environment where certain elements of 

Mongol Yasa continued to coexist with Islamic law [23]. 

Gawhar Shad’s madrasa in Herat, completed in 1432/1433, is the most famous 

example. It formed part of a larger architectural complex that included her Friday 

Mosque. Its importance was not only educational but also commemorative: several 

members of the Timurid royal family were buried there, including Shahrukh, 

Baysunghur and Gawhar Shad herself [1; 15]. The building was therefore a college, 

a dynastic burial place and a public monument at the same time. 

A similar multifunctional pattern appears in Babur’s description of Herat, 

where royal women gathered at Bayqara’s madrasa and Qur’anic recitation 

accompanied visits to the tomb [29]. Other female patrons of madrasas included 

Tuman Aqa, Malikat Aqa, Sultan Aqa and Khanum Sultan Bigum. The Parizad 

Madrasa in Mashhad is especially notable because it is associated with a female 

attendant of Gawhar Shad, suggesting that the capacity for educational patronage 

was not limited only to the highest-ranking royal women [11]. 

https://scientific-jl.com/luch/


 

 

https:// journalss.org/index.php/luch/                                    Часть-68_ Том-5_Мая-2026 318 

The educational aspect of female patronage should also be understood in a 

wider Islamic context. Studies of Mamluk society show that elite women could 

receive education and support religious learning, including the transmission of 

hadith [24-26]. Timurid pictorial and literary evidence likewise suggests that girls 

and women from wealthy households could be educated [27; 28]. Madrasa patronage 

was therefore part of a broader culture in which elite women could support the 

production and transmission of religious knowledge. 

3.5. Mausoleums, sacred geography and dynastic memory 

The fifth result is that female-sponsored funerary architecture played a major 

role in creating Timurid sacred geography. The Shah-i Zinda complex in Samarqand 

is the most important example. Its religious prestige derived from its association 

with Qusam ibn Abbas, and Timurid mausoleums were arranged along the passage 

leading to this sacred focus. In this way, pilgrimage to a saintly figure became 

inseparable from the commemoration of the Timurid dynasty [10; 15; 30]. 

Several monuments at Shah-i Zinda are associated with Timurid women, 

including the mausoleums of Shirin Big Aqa, Qutlugh Turkhan Aqa and Tuman 

Aqa. Their scale, ornamentation and inscriptions show that female patrons possessed 

both wealth and cultural agency. Shirin Big Aqa’s mausoleum is especially notable 

because its inscription departs from conventional funerary formulas and includes a 

saying attributed to Socrates, known in Islamic tradition as Suqarat [15]. This choice 

suggests intellectual refinement and the ability to shape commemorative meaning. 

The Ishratkhana ensemble in Samarqand, founded in 1464 by Habiba Sultan, 

provides a second example of female funerary patronage. Originally associated with 

the burial of Sultan Khwand Big, it later became a burial site for other Timurid 

women. Its rich decoration and waqf support demonstrate that mausoleums were not 

only private burial places. They were also public monuments connected with 

pilgrimage, memory, dynastic identity and the patronage of crafts such as textiles, 

metalwork and ornament [15]. 
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3.5. An expression of public influence 

The results show that Timurid women’s patronage should be understood as a 

form of public authority. Buildings sponsored by women did not stand outside the 

political culture of the dynasty. They helped organize relationships between rulers 

and religious groups, between the court and the urban population, and between the 

living dynasty and its deceased ancestors. In this sense, female patronage was a 

spatial and institutional practice through which power was made visible. 

One important feature of this patronage was multifunctionality. Gawhar Shad’s 

Mosque and madrasa in Herat, Tuman Aqa’s khanaqahs and madrasa, and the Shah-

i Zinda mausoleums were not single-purpose buildings. They combined worship, 

education, burial, Sufi gathering, literary activity, pilgrimage and charitable 

endowment. This multifunctionality corresponds to the broader character of Timurid 

architecture, in which monumental buildings often carried political, religious and 

cultural meanings at the same time [10; 11; 15]. 

The gendered pattern of patronage is also significant. Timurid men 

commissioned both secular and religious architecture, including palaces, gardens, 

shrines, mosques and madrasas. Timurid women appear to have concentrated more 

strongly on religious and commemorative architecture. This does not mean that their 

activities were marginal. On the contrary, religious buildings were among the most 

powerful institutions of medieval Islamic society. By sponsoring them, women 

entered the most symbolically charged arena of public legitimacy. 

The comparison with other Islamic societies supports this conclusion. Female 

patronage of mosques, khanaqahs and madrasas can be found among the Rasulids, 

Ottomans, Mamluks, Ilkhanids and later Mughals [16-18; 24-26; 31]. However, the 

Timurid case has distinctive features because of the strong interaction between 

Turko-Mongol dynastic customs and Islamic institutional forms. Elite women could 

draw upon kinship prestige, private wealth and religious merit at the same time. 
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The study also suggests that patronage functioned as a strategy of negotiation. 

Gawhar Shad’s Mashhad project balanced Shi’i shrine prestige with Sunni scholarly 

presence; khanaqahs connected the dynasty with Sufi communities; madrasas linked 

patrons to the ulama; mausoleums placed Timurid women near saintly spaces. These 

choices were not accidental. They reveal awareness of the social groups whose 

support mattered for the stability and prestige of the dynasty. 

Finally, the continuity of these practices into the Mughal world demonstrates 

that Timurid female patronage was not an isolated phenomenon. Later Timurid-

descended women, including Mughal princesses and queens, continued to support 

Sufi institutions, poetry, music and architecture [7; 31]. The Timurid model 

therefore contributed to a wider transregional tradition of female cultural authority 

stretching from Central Asia and Khurasan to South Asia. 

4. Conclusion 

This article has examined the religious and architectural patronage of Timurid 

women through the IMRAD research structure. The analysis demonstrates that 

female patronage in the Timurid Empire was neither peripheral nor merely 

decorative. It was a significant mechanism through which elite women participated 

in the construction of sacred space, the maintenance of religious institutions and the 

representation of dynastic power. 

The study establishes that Timurid women’s agency rested on two interrelated 

foundations. Turko-Mongol political traditions gave dynastic women visibility and 

prestige, while Islamic legal and ethical norms enabled them to control property and 

convert wealth into pious foundations. These conditions allowed women such as 

Gawhar Shad, Saray Mulk Khanum, Tuman Aqa, Khanzada Bigum, Shirin Big Aqa 

and Habiba Sultan to act as patrons of mosques, khanaqahs, madrasas and 

mausoleums. 

The most important finding is that female-sponsored buildings were 

multifunctional institutions. They served as places of worship, education, Sufi 
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gathering, burial, pilgrimage, literary interaction and cultural memory. Through 

these institutions, Timurid women shaped the religious and urban landscape of 

Herat, Samarqand, Mashhad and Khurasan. Their patronage also helped the dynasty 

connect itself with saintly figures, scholarly communities and Sufi networks. 

Therefore, Timurid women should be interpreted as active historical agents in 

the cultural and political life of the empire. Their architectural patronage represented 

a visible form of authority and contributed to the formation of Timurid legitimacy. 

Future research may further develop this topic by comparing surviving waqf 

documents, inscriptions and archaeological evidence in order to reconstruct the 

economic foundations of female patronage in greater detail. 
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