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THE HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE DOME 

IN FRONT OF THE MIHRflB

CHAPTER 1 

General H is to r ica l Background

The dome was not incorporated in to  Islamic a rch itec tu re  
u n t i l  the Umayyad period, but a f te r  tha t i t  became an 
essentia l feature in mosque and funerary a rch itec tu re .

I t  is  the purpose o f th is  thes is  to estab lish  the reasons 
fo r  which the dome was incorporated in to  mosque 
a rch itec tu re  and espec ia lly  the dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mihrffb.

I t  w i l l  be seen from the descrip tions o f the ground plans
o f the various mosques tha t the ea r ly  mosques e i th e r  did
not have a dome a t a l l  or i f  they d id , they were not
positioned d i r e c t ly  in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab. But before

*
g iv ing  a precise d e f in i t io n  o f  what is  understood by 
'd i r e c t ly  in f r o n t  o f the mihrab' the h is to ry  and symbolic
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s ign if icance  o f  the dome in pre-Is lam ic times is  necessary 

in  order to formulate a complete p ic tu re .

The dome was used extens ive ly  in  the Parthian and la te r
1

the Sasanian empire in  palace and temple a rch itec tu re . 
The Sasanian domes were supported by a s truc tu re  which is 
ca lled  the squinch. The ro le  o f the squinch was and is  to 
convert a square base to an octagon in order to f a c i l i t a t e  
the se tt in g  o f  a dome or cupola. I t  seems th a t the use o f 
the squinch dome was confined to the eastern part o f the 
empire, however, th is  does not mean th a t domes were not 

erected in the western part o f  the Parthian empire. There 
is  a reference to the existence o f a dome in Parthian
Babylon, as mentioned by P h i lo s tra tu s : "a room in the

2royal palace being roofed w ith a sapphire-coloured dome".

I t  is  possible th a t  there was some C hris t ian  church 

a rch itec tu re  in the Parthian empire espec ia lly  in Armenia 
where some o f the ed if ices  consis t o f a square room which 
is  covered by a dome on squinches. I t  is  possible th a t

3
these developed from th e i r  Parthian predecessors.

The dome was a feature which was also favoured by the 
Romans fo r  covering th e i r  baths and temples. The 
development o f  concrete together w ith b r ick  made the 
creation o f the great Roman vau lts  and domes possib le.

The e a r l ie s t  concrete dome was constructed in the second 

century B.C. in  Pompeii, where i t  is  found covering the 

Stabian baths. Roman a rch itec tu re  reached i t s  peak w ith 
the construction  o f the Pantheon in Rome c. 100-125 A.D.,
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with a dome o f approximately 47m in diameter. The huge
t! > V(. V

dome covers a base and the height o f the walls  is
equal to the radius o f the dome.^

There was a c ruc ia l d if fe rence  between the construction  o f 
the Roman domes and those o f the Parthian empire. The 
la t t e r  was already mentioned in connection w ith  the 
squinch. Roman domes and as fa r  as i t  is  known other 
ancient domes a lso , were constructed, usually  on a round 
base by reducing the radius o f each layer o f b r ick  u n t i l  a 

hemisphere was formed.

In order to understand the various factors which may have 
insp ired the Muslims to include the dome in the mosque and 
espec ia lly  in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, the p re -e x is t ing  domes 
th a t may have given b ir th  to the concept, should be 
b r ie f l y  examined, espec ia lly  those in the Eastern part o f 
the empire.

One o f the most in f lu e n t ia l  areas in th is  respect was the 
Byzantine empire. There were two types o f church forms in 
the f i f t h  century Byzantium, the B as il ica  and the 
M artyr ia . The la t t e r  one was b u i l t  on the Greek cross 
plan and i t  was covered with a dome. Build ings w ith  a 
square base and a dome existed also in the old Parthian 
and Sasanian empire, however, i t s  in troductions in to  
Chris tian  a rch itec tu re  was e ffected by the Byzantines. 
The most outstanding masterpiece o f Byzantine church 

a rch itec tu re  is  the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, b u i l t  

in 532-7 A.D. (See i l lu s t r a t io n s  number la and lb . )  The 
ind iv idua l merits o f the Hagia Sophia and the influence i t
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exerted on Islamic mosque plan in general and in Ottoman 
a rch itec tu re  in p a r t ic u la r  w i l l  be evaluated under the 

appropriate chapter.

The Byzantines were well conversed in mathematics, 
inhe r ited  from the Greeks and applied th is  knowledge to 

th e i r  a rch itec tu re . By the time the n in th  century 
a rr ive d , symbolism in Byzantine a rch itec tu ra l form was 
qu ite  accepted and w idely practised . The church was 
regarded as the u n ity  o f  earth and sky, the scene o f 
C h r is t 's  l i f e  on earth and the image o f the l i t u r g ic a l  
year. Symbolism was included in mosaic decoration and in 
painted decoration. They Byzantine Cross-in*-Square church 
plan proved to be an ideal se tt in g  fo r  the mosaics and 
pa in tings , inscribed in a square and covered by a dome.

As expected, Byzantinian a rch itec tu re  exerted i t s
influence in I t a l y  as ea r ly  as the f i f t h  century A.D.
Between the seventh and the n in th century i t  became more
obscure, more e c le c t ic ,  making id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f s ty le
much more d i f f i c u l t .  In the East even before the seventh
century we f in d  th a t some churches o f Armenia (St.
Hrispime at Etchmiadzin) and Georgia (Dzhvari at
Mtskhetta) are more c lose ly  re la ted  to the Near Eastern

7
arch itec tu re  o f Syria , than th a t o f Constantinople. 
There is  no d e f in i te  explanation fo r  th is  p o la r iz in g  
tendency, except th a t the t r a f f i c  between Armenian and 
Georgian cu ltu re  on the one hand and Persian and Syrian on 
the other was b e tte r  than w ith  the im p e r ia l is t  Byzantine 
c a p i t a l .
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GROUND FLOOR. rLAN OR PLAN

I l lu s t ra t io n  lb Santa Sophia Ground Plan.
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By the time Islam conquered v i r t u a l l y  the whole o f  the 

Middle-East, North A fr ica  and parts o f Europe, the a r t is ts  
and a rch itec ts  o f  Islam had fa m il ia r ize d  themselves with 

the bu ild ing  techniques, s ty les and decorative t r a i t s .  I t  
w i l l  t ra nsp ire , however, from the h is to r ic a l  eva luation, 
th a t th is  knowledge was not u n ive rsa lly  applied throughout 
the Islamic empire, in fa c t ,  in  some areas very few 
re l ig io u s  ed if ices  were constructed during the f i r s t  
centuries. This was due to a large extent to the nature 
o f the conquerors, who were mostly nomadic Arabs, w ith
d i f fe re n t  l iv in g  habits from the sedentary peoples they
overran. Their hab ita t was constantly changing, enjoying 
vast open spaces, g iv ing them unlim ited fee l ing  o f  freedom
and l iv in g  in ten ts . I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to  imagine
there fo re , th a t they could have had a conception o f what 
Islamic a rch itec tu re  should look l ik e  or, tha t they should 
have imagined praying anywhere e lse , but under the most 
perfect dome o f them a l l ,  the open sky. The nature o f the 
conquerors was in  d ire c t  c o n f l ic t  w ith the demands o f 
formalised and in s t i tu t io n a l is e d  re l ig io n ,  which requires 
centres o f adm in istra tion  and centres fo r  the 

implementation o f the pragmatic aspect o f the re l ig io n ,  
which was to become the mosque.

By the time the Umayyads came to power, a d is t in c t iv e  
Islamic a rch itec tu ra l s ty le  had evolved, which was a 
homogenous blend o f s ty les insp ired by the in te rp re ta t io ns  
o f the Qur'anic tex ts  and the Hadiths o f the Prophet and 
the elements borrowed from the arch itec ture  already there.



I t  was a usual practice  o f the fo llowers o f Muhammad to 
convert old build ings and churches in to  mosques; in
Damascus, a pagan temple transformed in to  a C hris tian  
church was incorporated in to  the Great Mosque in 
88-97/706-15. The s ign if icance  o f the Great Mosque w i l l  
be expounded under the appropriate section.

The Umayyad ru le rs ,  however, preferred to reside in the 
desert, ra ther than in the towns and they b u i l t  large 
palace complexes there,such as the Qasr a l-H a ir  
110-11/728-9; Mshatta, and Qasr al-Tuba in Southern
Jordan. The plan o f these build ings were derived from

Roman f r o n t ie r  s ta t io n s .^

During the Umayyad period, the mosque was given an 

a rch itec tu ra l form, which was d icta ted p a r t ly  by the 
l i t u r g ic a l  needs; the dome f i r s t  appears in order to
ind ica te  the importance o f the mihrab both in te rn a l ly  and 

ex te rna lly .
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Types o f domes and methods o f erection

A vau lt o f even curvature usually  erected on a c i r c u la r  
base is  ca lled  a dome, however, i t  can be also erected on 

a square base or a polygonal base. The section can be 
segmental, sem i-c ircu la r ,  pointed or bulbous. I f  i t  is  
erected on a square base, then there has to be a phase o f 
t ra n s i t io n  between the square and the c i r c le .  This 

t ra n s i t io n  can be achieved by means o f pendentives or 
squinches. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  2.)

A pendentive is  a spherical t r ia n g le ;  i t s  curvature is 
tha t o f  the dome, whose diameter is  the diagonal o f the 
i n i t i a l  square. The t r ia n g le  is carried to the height, 
which allows the erection on i t s  top horizonta l o f the 
dome proper. A squinch is  e ith e r  an arch, or arches o f 
increasing ra d i i  p ro jec ting  one in f ro n t  o f the o ther, or 
horizonta l arches p ro jec ting  in the same manner. The dome 

w i l l  have the diameter o f the length o f one side o f the 
square. I t  can be placed on the c i rc u la r  baseline, or a 
drum. I f  the dome has no drum and is  segmental, i t  is 
ca lled  the saucer dome. Most o f the Ottoman domes of 
Turkey belong to th is  category. (See the appropriate 

chapter.) I f  i t  has no drum and i t  is sem i-c ircu la r ,  i t  

is ca lled a c a lo t te , s t r i c t l y  speaking, the h a lf  domes o f 
the Ottoman mosques should be classed as such. Where the 
diagonal o f the square is  the diameter o f the dome, the 
dome s ta r ts  as i t  does, when supported by pendentives, but 
th e i r  curvature is  then continued without any break, such 

domes are ca lled  s a i l  v a u l ts . (See I l lu s t r a t io n  2)
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A
B

I l lu s t ra t io n  2a Types of domes and methods o f 

construction.
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Domes constructed on a c i r c u la r  base, but also divided 
in to  ind iv idua l webs are ca lled : umbrella, parachute or 
melon dome.^

Domes in the Sasanian era were constructed using squinches 
to transform the c i r c le  to a square; in the th i r d  century 
at Firuzabad and in the fourth  century at S a rv is ta n .^

Domes in the Roman period were constructed out o f concrete 
on a c i r c u la r  base: in the Temple o f Vesta in 80 B.C. and 
the Temple o f Venus at Baalbek in 273 A.D.11

Domes in the Byzantine period were constructed on 
t r ia n g u la r  or on a c i r c u la r  base, using squinches 
( t r ia n g u la r  b a l I s ) . ^

The early  Islamic domes b u i l t  by the Umayyads and the
'Abbasids in  Syria and Palestine were o f the double wood
dome type, (See i l l u s t r a t io n  3) taken over from the 

13Chris tians. At Kazimain in Iraq , great teakwood domes
crowned the shrines o f the Holy Imams Musa al-Muhammad.

14These shrines were erected a f te r  219/834.

In la te r  Is lamic a rch itec tu re , the method and s ty le  o f 
dome construction becomes more in d iv id u a l is t ic ,  although 
incorporating a l l  or some o f the methods already in 
existence, but adding something extra , both in decorative 
and in design technique, to make i t  t r u ly  Is lam ic.

We have seen in the previous c iv i l i s a t io n s ,  th a t the 
methods o f dome construction and the ava ilab le  material
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determined the type o f dome th a t was erected. By the time 
Islam had a rr ive d , the various techniques were already 
well developed and the a rch itec ts  o f  Islam were able to 
combine th e i r  s k i l l s  w ith the ava ilab le  material a t th e i r  
disposal to construct t r u ly  magnificent domes, which were 
to r e f le c t  the character o f Islamic thought.



13

Domes in Islamic a rch itec ture

The mosques which were b u i l t  during the RashldiTn Caliphate 
were simple constructions. They were e ithe r  covered w ith 
a f l a t  roo f in order to she lte r  the congregation from the 
intense heat o f  the sun or they were open to the sky.

There is  no evidence which would po int to the presence o f 

the dome and there is  no record o f any palaces tha t may 
have been b u i l t  during th is  period.

There were palaces b u i l t  by the Umayyads, however, and one
o f the e a r l ie s t  o f  these is  at Mshattcf, dated 127/744 may
have had a domed chamber which was the central throne room

15in the middle o f  a Bas il ica  shaped b u ild in g . The
s ign if icance  o f the dome covered throne room w i l l  be one
of the central themes o f the thes is , being the most v i ta l  
part o f the p ropos it ion , tha t the concept o f the mihrab 
dome had or ig inated  from there. This w i l l  be expounded 
la te r ,  but fo r  the time being a general descrip tion  is
offered concerning the early  domes.

The f i r s t  Mosque o f the Prophet, the Mosques o f Basra and 
Kufa, b u i l t  in 14/635 and 17/638 respective ly  and Fustat, 
in 21/641 a l l  had f l a t  r o o f s . ^  The fa c t ,  th a t these
mosques had no domes, is at least as s ig n i f ic a n t  to the 
in te rp re ta t io n  o f the important o f the mihrab dome, as the 
existence o f the dome i t s e l f .
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The symbolic meaning o f the dome is not something th a t is 
tangibles universal and never changing. I t  is  in a state 
of f lu x ,  determined by social conditions, philosophy and 
patronage.

Burial cu ltu re ,  which was always a re l ia b le  po in te r to the 

nature o f  a socie ty could provide in te res t in g  data 
concerning early  Muslim standards, by comparison w ith the 
practice  o f other cu ltu res .

The funerary a rch itec tu re  o f other c iv i l i z a t io n s  included
the domed Mausoleum and M arty r ia , which were grandiose
constructions. Compared to these, the ea r ly  Islamic
buria l places were qu ite  in s ig n i f ic a n t .  The explanation
for this may be found in the imperatives of the HadTths:
"hold sa la t in your own houses... s i t  not upon graves,

17perform not sa la t upon them". I t  is  a d ire c t  attack
upon the funerary cu ltu re  o f other peoples; "When a pious

18man d ies, they b u ild  a masjid on his tomb".

Later on, however, funerary a rch itec ture  found i t s  way
in to  Islamic a rch itec tu re  in a grant s ty le .  Tomb-mosques,
often re fe rred  to as gubba, which also means ' t e n t 1, but
la te r  took on the meaning o f 'dome1, were b u i l t .  The name
became a general term fo r  the sanctuary and i t  also means 

1 g
a l i t t l e  chapel.

The f i r s t  shape o f the tomb was a square room, which was 
covered w ith a dome. The phase o f t ra n s i t io n  between the
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square and the c i r c le  was octagonal. Later, squinches, 
pendentives and muqarnas were used fo r  the purpose o f 
converting a square in to  a c i r c le .  These s tru c tu ra l 
developments w i l l  be discussed together w ith the 
appropriate case-study.

The most pe rt inen t question a t th is  stage is ,  however, why
was there no dome in mosque arch itec tu re  u n t i l  well a f te r
the death o f the Prophet, when there is absolu te ly no
evidence in the Qur'an, fo rb idd ing  i t .  On the contra ry ,
i t  should have been the ideal covering fo r  the mosque,
because i t  is  the nearest th ing to a roof w ithout a

20column, thus resembling the open sky.

Like other sanctuaries, mosques were often claimed to have 
been b u i l t  as a re s u lt  o f reve la t ion , which usually  
occurred to the patron. He would have his ind iv idua l 
requirements implemented by the a rch ite c ts ,  however, these 
had to conform to the basic requirements o f  the mosque. 
For every community in Islam, the mosque played a ro le  

resembling tha t o f  the cathedral in the medieval commune. 
From the beginning o f Islam, however, the mosque was not 
re s t r ic te d  to being only a re l ig io u s  centre, i t  was also a 
p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t io n .  R e lig ion , law and government was 
one, and the mosque was the obvious place fo r  th e i r  

p rac tica l implementation. I t  was used also as a court o f 
ju s t ic e  and an educational in s t i t u t io n  and in small 
iso la ted  communities i t  was the c i t y ,  the centre o f a l l  
a c t i v i t y .  The mosque had to provide f a c i l i t i e s ,  which had
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c o n f l ic t in g  ch a ra c te r is t ic s ,  intimacy in the sanctuary, 
in fo rm a l i ty  in the communal areas. O r ig in a l ly ,  a t the 
time o f the Prophet, th is  dichotomy did not e x is t  as such. 
As Islam spread, the communities increased in size and the 
accommodation o f the various aspects became 
a rc h i te c tu ra l ly  more complicated. Each area had to be 
marked separately in order to d is t ingu ish  th e i r  ind iv idua l 
func tions , the method o f marking became s ty l is e d ,  then 
d iv e rs i f ie d ,  and eventually performed a symbolic func tion .

The e a r l ie s t  mosques were very simple, e ith e r  square or 
rectangular in shape, w ith a substantia l courtyard. The 

courtyard was the scene, where social a c t i v i t y  was carr ied  
out, the re fo re , i t  was o f considerable importance. In 
sp ite  o f i t s  importance i t  commanded s im p l ic i ty .  I t  was 
separated from the external world by high w a lls ,  outwardly 
p ro jec ting  a u s te r i ty ,  at the same time inwardly providing 
security  and privacy. During the h is to ry  o f the 

development o f the mosque, the dome, courtyard and minaret 
assumed a special spa tia l re la t io n sh ip ,  not necessarily in 
symmetry, but in harmony. I t  w i l l  transp ire  from th is  
thes is , th a t th is  re la t ion sh ip  was diverse and not 
universal throughout the Islamic empire, i t  served the 

p a r t ic u la r  requirements o f the ind iv idua l country, which 
were d ic ta ted  by d i f fe re n t  parameters.

The overa ll s im p l ic i ty  o f  the mosque, which was the norm 
during the Caliphate, was transformed in to  a more 
ex te rna l ly  s ig n i f ic a n t  construction and a permanent
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reminder to the conquered re l ig io n s ,  tha t Islam was there 
to stay. During the reign o f the Umayyads the splendour 
o f Islamic a rch itec tu re  begins to assert i t s e l f  on a large 

scale not only in  mosque, but also in palace a rch itec tu re .

21According to al-MaqdTsT, the Umayyad ru le rs  were 
determined to surpass the excellence o f any previous 
c i v i l i s a t io n  regardless o f  cost, commenced the 
transformation o f  the e x is t ing  Chris tian churches in to  
mosques, such as the Jami1 al-Fatima in Syria or the Jami1I  ̂ ■* oo
i l -K h id r  a t B^sra in the 7th century or b u i l t  them out

o f the ru ins o f  the pagan temples. The expertise o f
C hris tian  and other s k i l le d  craftsmen were u t i l i s e d  in the
implementation o f th e i r  endeavour. B^sra and Kufa were
important commercial and cu ltu ra l centres already in
pre-Is lam ic times and they became s ig n i f ic a n t  centres
a f te r  the conquest a lso. There had been a magnificent
cathedral at B^sra, b u i l t  in the 6th c. A.D. w ith a large

dome. The c i t y  f e l l  to the Muslims in 11/632 and there
is  evidence, which substantiates the claim, th a t the
cathedral provided some of the bu ild ing  material fo r  the
construction o f the Mosque o f 'Umar, fo r  one o f the

24columns bears an in s c r ip t io n  w ith the date 488 A.D. 

There is  no v e r i f ia b le  evidence fo r  the assumption, tha t 
the dome o f  the cathedral would have influenced the 
Islamic a rch itec ts  to include domes in to  mosques a t a 
la te r  stage, however, i t  is  not unreasonable e ith e r  to 

assume th a t i t  had. The dome was in evidence to such an 
extent, th a t i t  would have been v i r t u a l l y  impossible, to 
disregard i t s  s ign if icance  as a symbol o f the p a r t ic u la r  
re l ig io n  i t  represented.
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m m m

I l l u s t r a t io n  3a Jerusalem, Dome o f the Rock,
Section.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  3b Dome o f the Rock.
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The conversion o f churches was not confined to Syria , in
Egypt the Coptic churches such as the Rashida Mosque,
which was previously an unfinished Jacobite church became 

25mosques. In Palermo, S ic i l y ,  the Synagogue was turned 
in to  the Masjid al-Banna and in Iran , near I§tal$*J the 
Masjid Salaiman used to be an old f i r e  te m p ie .^

The biggest and most splendid achievement of ea r ly  Islamic 
a rch itec tu re  was the construction o f the Dome o f the Rock 

on the s i te  o f the ancient Temple and a lleged ly  the stone 
o f Abraham, thus pu tt ing  on the stamp o f supremacy over 
the Jewish re l ig io n  and simultaneously to the C hris tian  
re l ig io n .

The Dome o f the Rock was erected in 72-73/691-2 by *Abd 
a l-M a lik ,  more than h a lf  a century a f te r  the f a l l  o f 

Palestine in 1 7 /6 3 8 .^  I t  was alleged tha t i t  was the 
s i te  o f the Dome o f the Rock from where the Prophet 

ascended to Heaven, i f  th is  were tru e , then i t  is  log ica l 
th a t a memorial should be raised on the s i te ,  pre ferab ly 
in  the s ty le  o f  a Martyrium, being the most su itab le  
intermediary between the tomb and other re l ig io u s  
e d if ice s . I t  was mentioned supra, tha t the Prophet warned 
against ra is ing  tomb-like shrines in the memory o f the 
dead and th is  probably is  the reason why the Dome o f the 
Rock is  not recognised as a shrine to the memory o f the 
Prophet.

A f te r  the erection o f  the Dome o f the Rock, mosques were 

generally b u i l t  w ith domes. The symbolic meaning o f the 
dome in other re l ig io n s  was b r ie f ly  expounded supra, i t s
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meaning in Islam in general and the various countries in 
p a r t ic u la r  w i l l  be dea lt w ith under the appropriate 
sections.

When we ta lk  about domes in the mosque, fo r  the sake o f
c la r i t y  and constancy, some d e f in i t io n s  must be o ffered.
The t i t l e  o f th is  thesis is :  The h is to ry  and development
of the dome in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab. I t  is not completely
c lear from extant l i t e r a tu r e ,  however, what i t  means to
say tha t a dome is  in f ro n t  o f the mihrab or th a t i t  is
not. Books have been published on various descrip tions of
the dome, in  most cases, inva r iab ly  re ferred to as the
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrSb, however, fo r  the purpose of

th is  thes is , the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrSb is  defined
as, the one and only one, which marks the area in the
sanctuary d i r e c t ly  in f ro n t  o f the mihrab and is  adjacent
to  the g ib la . A l l  other domes which are positioned in
f ro n t  o f the mihrab, but are not adjacent to the g ib la  are

re ferred to as the mihrab dome. I t  w i l l  transp ire  tha t

the date o f construction in some cases plays a cruc ia l
part fo r  supporting the hypothesis concerning the
development o f the dome. Where there is  c o n f l ic t in g
evidence about the date o f construction o f the dome, such

28as in the case o f the Medina Mosque the relevance o f 
tha t evidence is  weighed up.

The various hypotheses concerning the meaning, the s h i f t  
in meaning o f  the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab shall be 
outl ined b r ie f ly  here and th e i r  possible influence on i t s  

development shall be discussed in d e ta i l ,  when 
appropriate.
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I t  has been suggested, th a t the dome was erected in f ro n t
o f the mihrab in order to stress i t s  s a n c t i ty ,  to
symbolise the in v is ib le  present o f  the Prophet, tha t i t

was adopted from Sasanian times, when i t  was considered to
be a symbol o f power. Coins p r io r  to the reformation
implemented by 'Abd a l-N a lik  in  76/695, depict the
Zoroastrian f i r e  temple on one side and the head o f the
Sasanian monarch on the other, at the same time invoking 

29
A lla h 's  name.

The la t te r  information allows the assumption to be made, 
tha t at the beginning o f Islam there was an amount of 
tolerance on behalf o f the Caliphs and the re l ig io u s  
in s t i tu t io n s  towards the various symbolisms o f other 
re l ig io n s ,  they were not considered to be a th rea t to 
Islam in any form, the re fo re , there was no need to 
dispense with them.

Another p o s s ib i l i t y  has to be borne in mind when 
considering the o r ig in  o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, 
the fa c t  th a t the nomad tr ib e s  used th e i r  tents to perform 

th e i r  re l ig io u s ,  c iv ic  and other duties in the desert,
s im i la r ly  to the c i t y  dwellers ' use o f the mosques.

30 ^  < y
Landberg quotes a verse from the PTwan o f Qais b.
al-KhatTm, which describes: "un magasin a coupole tout
pres du c ie l ,  dans son mihrab i l  a kubbatin duwaina
'1-sama' i bi 'm ihrab i-ha111, rendered: a ' te n t  w ith i t s
mihrab' . The Bedouin tents are in fa c t  dome shaped.

Other facto rs  may have been con tr ibu to ry  fac to rs  to the
incorporation o f the dome in to  mosques, such as l ig h t in g
and v e n t i la t in g .  Aesthetic considerations may also have
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played an important p a r t ,  fo r  the dome is  an outstanding 

feature over and above the f l a t  roofed town dwellings. 
Each o f these p o s s ib i l i t ie s  w i l l  be weighed up and 
evaluated on i t s  ind iv idua l merits during the course o f 
th is  thes is . I t  w i l l  be argued, tha t the a rch itec tu re  o f 
the palace-complexes played a special part in the symbolic 
meaning o f the dome, there fore  some time w i l l  be spent on 

discussing th is  aspect.

The subject matter w i l l  be dea lt w ith under d i f fe re n t  
headings. The Islamic world is  divided up in to  four 
areas: Saudi Arabia, Palestine, Syria and Iraq in Chapter 
two, North A fr ica  and Egypt in Chapter th ree , Iran , 
Central Asia, India and Pakistan in Chapter fo u r ,  Turkey 
and Anato lia  in Chapter f iv e  and Summary and Conclusion in 
Chapter s ix .

The drawings and photographs w i l l  be incorporated in  the 
te x t .
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THE RELIGIOUS AND SYMBOLIC DIMENSIONS OF THE MOSQUE 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DOME IN FRONT OF THE MIHRAB

At the centre o f Islam, both geographically and
s p i r i t u a l l y  stands the Ka'ba. The mihrab o f every mosque
is aligned with i t  and the worshippers o f  the Islamic
world turn towards i t  during the sa la t.

• *

There are two axes in the mosque, a horizonta l and a
v e r t ic a l ,  the la t t e r  one represents the s p i r i t ,  which
moves through time and space upwards to reach God.

I t  is  a t the Ka'ba tha t the two axes in te rs e c t ,  the
horizontal axis defines the plane o f horizontal existence.

The axes are mentioned in the Holy Qur'an:
"We have seen the turn ing o f your face towards the 

heavens ( fo r  guidance '0 Muhammad)

And now we turn you indeed towards the g ib !a  which 
shall please you.

So turn turn  your face ( in  prayer) toward the
Sanctif ied  Mosque, and ye (O' Muslims) wheresoever ye f in d

31yourselves, turn your faces ( l ikew ise) towards i t . "

Prayer takes place on the horizontal ax is , by which one 
re la tes oneself to the v e r t ic a l  axis as represented by the 
Ka1ba.
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The l i t u r g y  can be considered to be ra d ia l ,  since a l l  

Muslims turn towards the Ka'aba, thereby forming c i r c le s ,  
which converge onto a central po in t.

This fa c to r  always played a very important part in  mosque 
design, the pragmatic aspect o f how to accommodate the 
maximum number o f people at the c losest proxim ity to the 
v e r t ic a l  ax is .

I t  is  believed tha t there is  an in v is ib le  psychic f l u id ,  
which emanates from sacral ob jects , therefore the aim is  
to secure maximum exposure to i t .

The Dome o f the Rock is  designed with th is  b e l ie f  in mind, 
on an octagonal plan with ambulatories to f a c i l i t a t e  the 
movement o f p ilg r im s .

Where i t  is  not necessary to enclose the mosque w ith in  the 
boundaries o f w a l ls ,  there is  only a wall on the g ib !a 

axis and a mihrab, where the population o f the whole c i t y  

can assemble, p a ra l le l  to the q ib la  fo r  prayer. This type 
o f mosque provides the maximum exposure to the psychic 
f l u id .

For the same reason, the f i r s t  row o f the enclosed mosque 

is the most important one, and which creates the greatest 
d i f f i c u l t y  fo r  the a rch ite c t .

In order to cope w ith the problem, mosques were b u i l t  on a 
rectangular plan with the emphasis on the sanctuary area.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  4 Dome o f the Rock, Ground 
Plan and Section.



27

On entering the mosque, espec ia lly  the courtyard, one is  
drawn alongside the payer h a l l ,  along the width o f the 
courtyard. This is  often at r ig h t  angles to the true
metaphysical d ire c t io n  which is  ind icate by the q ibla and 
accentuated by the mihrab.

Normally, Is lamic bu ild ings , w ith the exception o f  domed 
bu ild ings do not have an inherent ax ia l aspect. 
Frequently, i f  i t  has a physical d ire c t io n ,  i t  is 
d i f fe re n t  from i t s  functional d ire c t io n . This f l u i d i t y  
gives the a rch ite c t  a ce rta in  amount o f  freedom fo r
imagination and a rch itec tu ra l v a r ia b i l i t y .

The size and shape o f the courtyard can be manipulated 
u n t i l  maximum e f fe c t  is  reached, the courtyard being the 
f i r s t  step in to  the mosque area, therefore i t s  ro le  is
important and should be emphasised.

Islamic a rch itec ts  employed various means and media in 
order to convey Islamic thought in a symbolic manner. For 
example, the pos it ion  o f the founta in , or the pool in  the 
courtyard o f  the mosque or the royal palace is  not 

accidenta l. The pool re f le c ts  the dome and a l l  other 

features and therefore i t  recreates the concept o f 
Paradise, which is  the m irro r image o f the world,
there fo re , everything which is  b e a u t i fu l ,  should appear 
upside down, in  order to appear the r ig h t  way up in 

Paradise.

The dome is  the cosmic symbol in  almost every re l ig io n .  
In Islam i t  represents the va u lt  o f the heaven and has the
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same s ign if icance  as the garden in C h r is t ia n i ty .  In the 
ea r ly  uncovered mosque i t  would have been a superfluous 
exercise to introduce a dome, because i t  was the va u lt  o f 
heaven, the open sky i t s e l f  to which the congregation 
turned and which represented the ve r t ic a l  axis.

The sky, when viewed from w ith in ,  gives the impression of 
being curved as a vau lt  or hemisphere. The dome is  the 

c losest and the most su itab le  shape which can recreate the 
i l lu s io n  o f the heavenly b o l t ,  the re fo re , i t  is  log ica l 
tha t i t  should be incorporated in to  covered mosques and to 
serve as a re l ig io u s  symbol.

E a r l ie r  i t  was proposed, tha t the dome was f i r s t  
incorporated in to  the mosque when there was not an 
adjacent palace w ith a domed throne room, which was the 
seat o f power. This proposition is  not in con trad ic t ion  
with the re l ig io u s  in te rp re ta t io n  o f the dome, because the 
two aspects are equal and inherent in the nature o f Islam. 

I t  is noteworthy and s ig n i f ic a n t ,  tha t in the early  domed 
mosques, the dome was not covering the area d i r e c t ly  in 
f ro n t  o f the mihrab and adjacent to the g ib !a .

Once the two functions, the aspect o f power and re l ig io n  
were reconciled, the dome became i t s  manifestation and 
took up i t s  place in f ro n t  o f the most important part o f 
the sanctuary, the area in f ro n t  o f the mihrab.

The dome, however, was not un ive rsa lly  and homogenously 
adapted in the Islamic world. Considerable amount o f
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d iv e rs i ty  existed in decorative s ty le ,  size and shape 
throughout h is to ry .

At the beginning o f the thesis two premises were set up on 
the basis o f which the theory o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mihrab is  developed. The f i r s t  premise, th a t the dome 
symbolised the power o f the ru le rs  was expounded in the 
f i r s t  part o f  Chapter one.

The second premise, tha t i t  also symbolises the re l ig io u s  
power and tha t in  Islam i t  is  the marriage o f  the two 

aspects which is  being represented by i t ,  is  the matter 
fo r  evaluation in the second h a l f  o f Chapter one.

I f  the second premise is  tru e , then the re l ig io u s  aspect 
o f the dome should have equal weight with the power aspect 
and should be the in te rp re te r  o f the re l ig io u s  imperatives 
o f Islam.

I t  was mentioned supra, tha t the s p ir i tu a l  aspect o f  Islam 
is concentrated on the v e r t ic a l  dimension. The s p ir i tu a l  
involves both in trospection  and the ex te rna lisa tion  o f the 
re su lt  o f th a t in trospec tion . Through in trospection  the 
way is  found to God which is  then externalised. The 
former is  a s ta t ic  s ta te , which leads to the 
transcendental s ta te . These two, seemingly contrad ic to ry  
aspects o f worship have to be resolved in an a rch itec tu ra l 

form, which is the mosque, where both states are practised 
and are achieved.
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The enclosed space, is  defined by the means o f  w a l ls ,  

arcades and vaults  which are v i ta l  aspects o f mosque 
a rch itec ture  and serve the s ta t ic  s ta te , y e t ,  equally 
important i t  is  to transcend and negate the enclosure and 
to create l im it lessness , in order to comply w ith  the 
demands o f the dynamic s ta te .

On the horizonta l le v e l ,  the mihrab niche symbolises the 
transcendental dimension towards the Ka'ba, while the dome 
does prec ise ly  the same, but towards God.

The l im i t in g  side walls ensure tha t t r a n q u i l l i t y  resides 
w ith in ,  which enables the worshipper to achieve s p ir i tu a l  
in trospection  which is  the true path to God.

*Abd a l-M a l ik 's  coin o f 66-86/685-705 displays a niche
w ith in  which there is  an arrow standing up r igh t,  as i f  i t

32were the l i t u r g ic a l  in d ic a to r ,  the po in ter to the path 
o f God.

The e a r l ie s t  domes were small, e x te rn a l ly  rather 

in s ig n i f ic a n t .  In te rn a l ly  they were more elaborate and in 
most cases provided some i l lu m in a t io n  fo r  the spot, where 
the imam stood.

I t  w i l l  t ransp ire  from the fo llow ing  chapters, tha t in 
d i f fe re n t  countr ies , at d i f fe re n t  times, the problem o f 

l ig h t in g  was solved d i f fe r e n t ly ,  w ithout destroying the 
inner solemnity.
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As c i t ie s  grew in s ize , the size o f the dome was also 

increased in order to tower over the f l a t  roofs o f the 
secular b u ild ings , to transcend over them towards heaven. 
The external shape was influenced by local t ra d i t io n s ,  fo r  
example the bulbous domes are more frequent in Ind ia , than 
in the West. An important external manifestation is  the 

H i l a l , which appears at the pinnacle o f the dome and in 
most cases the minaret. The H ila l  is  the symbol o f  the 
Islamic calendar, which is  based on the lunar month. The 
crescent expresses the emergence o f Islam which put an end 
to the dark ages o f re l ig io u s  ignorance and to polytheism:

"A.L.R. a book

Which we have revealed
Unto thee, in order tha t
Thou mightest lead mankind
Out o f the depths o f darkness
In to  l ig h t  - by the leave
Of th e i r  Lord - to the way
Of (Him) the Exalted in Power
Worthy o f a l l  Pra ise ." Holy Qur'an, Sura XVI,

In te rn a l ly ,  the dome provides l ig h t ,  p a r t ly  in  order to 
i l lum ina te  the imam, p a r t ly  to d isplay and play w ith the 
v e r s a t i l i t y  o f the nature o f l ig h t  and to create 
contrasting patterns.

The shape and decoration o f the dome was often influenced 
by themes taken from nature, but the most e f fe c t iv e  
in sp ira t io n  came from the Qur'an:

"God is  He who raised
the heavens w ithout any p i l la r s
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That ye can see: is  f i rm ly  established on the Throne
(o f e te rn ity )

He has subjected the Sun 
And the moon (to his Law);
Each one runs ( i t s  course)
For a term appointed
He doth regulate a l l  a f fa i r s
Explaining the signs in de ta il
That ye meeting with your Lord" Sura X I I I

"He created the heavens
Without p i l la r s  tha t ye can see" Sura XXX

Both Suras s ta r t  w ith the emphasis on the fa c t  tha t God 
created the heavens w ithout p i l l a r s .  I t  is  possible tha t 
the a rch itec ts  held these Suras in mind when the re l ig io u s  
dimension o f  the mosque came under consideration.

I f  i t  is  to be accepted, tha t the dome is  the symbol o f 
heaven, then the postu la te, tha t i t  should be supported 
w ithout p i l l a r s ,  as re ferred to in the Qur'an, could also 
be accepted.

I t  is  in fa c t  tru e , tha t in the early  mosques the dome is 

not supported by p i l l a r s .  Various other means, fa r  more 
complicated than p i l la r s  were introduced in to  the zone o f 
t ra n s i t io n  fo r  support, such as squinches, pendentives, 
drums and beams.

The la s t  l in e  o f Sura XXX may have provided ins p ira t io n  
fo r  some a rch itec tu ra l elements to be created in pa irs , 
such as double domes, coupled arches and minarets:

"On the earth every kind w 35
Of noble creature in  p a irs " .  Sura XXX
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There are several theories concerning the dome. According 
to  one o f these, the dome serves only one purpose, tha t
i s ,  to  mark the spot in  the mosque, where the Prophet
*  ̂ 36stood.

During the Greek, Roman and Byzantine era, the dome or 
cupola was used in order to confirm sanc tity  upon the 
person standing under i t .

Another theory fo r  the four-square geometry o f  the mosque
with a dome is  th a t both the nomadic and sedentary members
o f the Islamic community are represented. The four-square

geometry represents the foundation-constant amongst the
sedentary peoples, while the rad ia l and conical forms
predominate amongst the nomadic t r ib e s .  The square
provides the foundation, the hemisphere crowns i t  and the

37tr ia n g le  makes i t  possible to un ite  the two.

These in te rp re ta t io n s  con tr ibu te  to the whole t r u th ,  
however, s ing ly  not one o f them is  a real representative 
o f i t .  I t  must be taken in to  account, when considering 
the o r ig in  o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, tha t there 
is no d ire c t  mention o f the dome as such in the Qur'an or 

in  the HSdvths, and while C hris tian l i t e ra tu re  contains
9

numerous references to the symbolic value o f the dome, 
Arab and Persian theologians did not attach any symbolic 
in te rp re ta t io n  to i t .  I t  is  possible therefore th a t the 
dome in Islam assumed i t s  sacred character on ly , when i t  

was used to denote the sacredness o f the s truc tu re  i t  was 
to cover.
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From what has been said so fa r ,  the assumption th a t the 
dome had a pragmatic purpose in Islam before i t  assumed a 
symbolic purpose, is  not unreasonable.

One o f the p rac t ica l reasons fo r  the inc lus ion o f the dome 

may have been to provide extra height fo r  the maqsura and 
possib ly fo r  the minbar. I f  th is  were the sole purpose, 
however, then an ordinary raised roo f would have su ff iced .

A l l  considerations seem to po in t to the fa c t ,  tha t the 
dome must have had a combined symbolic meaning.

In order to understand th is  combined symbolism, or indeed 
the reason why there is  no overt d ire c t ive  fo r  the dome in 
the Qur'an, ce rta in  events during the time o f the
Caliphate in the early  years o f  Islam are proposed fo r  
c loser examination. Following th is ,  a t a la te r  stage in 
the h is to ry  o f Islam, the various philosophical schools 
tha t were occupied w ith deciphering the various a llu s ion s , 
the hidden meanings in the Qur'an, should also be taken 
in to  consideration.

Islam is  a complex establishment and in order to
understand a l l  aspects o f i t ,  each and every component
should be examined, however, in  th is  study there is  no 

scope fo r  th is  and therefore only those events and
elements which are d i r e c t ly  responsible fo r  the inc lus ion  
of the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab are being considered.

A fte r  the assassination of 'A l l  in 41/661, the centre of
38a c t iv i t y  o f  the Islamic world sh if ted  to Damascus.
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Islam was in the process o f developing a dual aspects 
which was to dominate i t s  subsequent h is to ry . There is 
the re l ig io u s  aspect on the one hand which has i t s  roots 
in  the prophetic mission o f Muhammad in Mecca, and on the 

other hand the p o l i t i c a l  fa c to r ,  which has i t s  roots in 
the reorganisation o f the Medinan society by Muhammad. By 
creating a p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y ,  the Islamic s ta te , p o l i t i c a l  
power became a t t ra c t iv e  fo r  such a heterogeneous socie ty.

In any soc ie ty , re l ig io u s  b e l ie f  and practice  w i l l  

ine v i ta b ly  influence and be influenced by the economic and 
p o l i t i c a l  s truc tu re  o f  tha t socie ty.

In Islam, the two are d e lib e ra te ly  combined under the same 
in s t i t u t io n ,  the re fo re , th is  d u a l i ty ,  with i t s  re su ltan t 
dichotomy must be taken in to  consideration in  i t s  
a rch itec tu ra l representation.

During the ru le  o f the Umayyad mosque/palace complexes 
were to become the product o f th is  inherent d u a l i ty  o f 
Islam. Greater emphasis was put on the p o l i t i c a l  than the 
re l ig io u s  aspect, which manifested i t s e l f  in  the 
a rch itec tu ra l approach also.

This was to change during the reign o f the 'Abbasids, when 
the re l ig io u s  and cu ltu ra l aspects o f Islam became as 
important as the p o l i t i c a l  one. The d if fe rence  was 
discernable in a rch itec tu re  also.
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The h is to r ic a l  d e ta i ls  o f the 'Abbasid period is  discussed 
in  chapter fo u r ,  here only the most essential elements 
deserve a b r ie f  mention,

Islamic c i v i l i s a t io n  under the 'Abbasids was a combination
of three elements: the ancient cu ltu re  o f Persia, the
philosophy and science o f the Greeks and the stimulus fo r
the c u l t iv a t io n  o f  both was provided by the s p i r i t  o f
Islam. Baghdad became the meeting place fo r  philosophers,
mathematicians, astronomers and other scholars. The
mosques and madrasas o f Baghdad, Cairo and Cordoba were
great centres o f scholarship in the 9th, 10th and 11th 

39cen tu r ies .

From the eighth century onwards, the Qur'an was studied 
with the aim to discover possible ways to in te rp re t  and 
re in te rp re t  those passages, which seemed to contain hidden 
messages.

A group o f the new school ca lled  the Mu^azi1i t e s ,
maintained tha t the descrip tions in the Qur'an should be
in te rpre ted  a l le g o r ic a l ly ,  such descriptions as the

beautifu l names o f God, one o f which is  the seventh
40a t t r ib u te ,  Speech or Word. The Word is equated w ith  the 

Qur'an i t s e l f .  This in te rp re ta t io n  may explain the 
extensive use o f the Qur'anic te x t  in ca l l ig ra p h ic  
decorative form in mosques and in holy shrines. 
Calligraphy, more often than not, appears at the base o f 
the dome, around the entrance porta l and in some cases on 

columns.
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Another doctrine o f the M u la z i l i te s  emphasises the ju s t ic e  
o f God; man's destiny depends upon his actions; God has 
shown man how to  l iv e  in  order to deserve Paradise. 
Therefore i t  is  man's duty to heed God's word. Here is  a 
d ire c t  re la t io n sh ip  between the execution o f  the 
imperatives as la id  down in the Word and i t s  necessary 
consequence, which is  Paradise. In visual terms, th is  

re la t io n sh ip  is  represented by means o f c a l l ig ra p h ic  
quotations from the Qur'an around the drum, which is  then 
crowned by the dome.

The Mu'tazilites were in great favour fo r  a considerable 
time w ith the 'Abbasid ru le rs  and probably th e i r  
a l le g o r ica l in te rp re ta t io n  o f the Qur'an served as 

in sp ira t io n  fo r  the Islamic a rch itec ts .

The theolog ical l i t e ra tu re  was in Arabic and i t  was spread 
by t ra v e l l in g  scholars a l l  over the Islamic world together 
w ith the d i f fe re n t  in te rp re ta t ion s  o f the te x ts .  In th is  
case, there are several d irec t ives  in the Qur'an 
concerning the design and decoration o f the mosque:

"God is  the L ight o f the heavens and the earth 
the likeness o f his L igh t is  as a niche 

wherein is  a lamp 
(a lamp in  a glass,
the glass as i t  were a g l i t t e r in g  star)

L igh t upon L igh t;
(God guides to His L igh t whom He w i l l ) .

in temples God has allowed to be raised up, 
and His Name to be commemorated the re in ;
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there in  g lo r i fy in g  Him, in  the mornings and the
evenings"

Sura XXIV41

There are a number o f key words in th is  quotation: 'the 
n iche1, the ' l i g h t  upon l i g h t ' ,  ‘ His Name to  be 
commemorated i n ' .

I t  is  reasonable to assume, tha t the niche re fe rred  to is  
the mihrab niche or a dome l ik e  s truc tu re , which provides 
the l ig h t  to where God leads His chosen.

The complete f i r s t  l in e  “ God is  the L ight o f heaven and 
earth" points to two interdependent dimensions: the
h o r iz o n ta l i ty  o f earth and the v e r t i c a l i t y  o f heaven.

The two dimensions can be reconciled a rc h i te c tu ra l ly  by 
employing features which are symbolic, such as the mihrSb 
fo r  horizonta l i t y ,  the po in te r to the Ka'ba and the dome 
fo r  v e r t i c a l i t y ,  the po in ter to the heavenly plane.

Other l ines  from the Qur'an give guidance as to the 

decorative elements, which were subsequently employed fo r  
the dome and the mihrab niche: "the glass as i t  were a 
g l i t t e r in g  s ta r " .  Glass mosaics were frequently  employed. 
Star shapes are abundant in decoration and so fa r  the 

rad ia ting  l in e s ,  which represent the rad ia ting  stars or 

ju s t  simply the emitted rays from a heavenly body.
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God's name is  commemorated by the a tte s ta t io n : "There is 
no God, but God", which forms a part o f the decorative 

elements.

Further on in the same Sura: " th a t God recompense them fo r  
th e i r  fa i r e s t  work" is  an imperative, to produce something 

th a t is beau tifu l and eve r las ting , which w i l l  be rewarded 
by God, By fo l low ing  the d irec t ives  as la id  down in the 
Qur'an and combining i t  w ith the technical expertise which 
was acquired from pre -ex is ten t cu ltu res , the Islamic 
a rch itec ts  produced such magnificent and impressive domes 
in the 9th, 10th and 11th centuries as those o f the Great 
Mosque o f Qayrawan and the Great Mosque o f Cordoba, to 

mention but two.

I t  was mentioned supra, tha t another v i ta l  component o f 
Islamic palace and mosque a rch itec tu re  was the water tank 
in  the courtyard. I t s  s ign if icance is  outl ined  in  the 
Qur'an:

"And as fo r  the unbelievers, 
t h e i r  works are as a mirage in a spacious p la in  
which the man at f i r s t  supposes to be water, 
t i l l ,  when he comes to i t ,  he finds i t  is  nothing; 
there indeed he finds God".

Reflection can be a mirage, and the pool or tank is 

positioned in such a way, tha t i t  re f le c ts  not only the 
b u ild ing , but the sky above a lso, thereby y ie ld in g  a 
perfect upside down p ic tu re , which is  ready fo r  Paradise. 
At the same time i t  gives an extra dimension to the
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ava ilab le  space, which is  always a p r io r i t y  fo r  the 
Islamic a rc h ite c t .

In conclusion o f the re l ig io u s  and symbolic in te rp re ta t io n  
o f the dome a quotation from the Pearl o f Al-KabTr w i l l  be 
discussed:

"Seven heavens God made;.......................
And each and every one
Sphere above sphere, the treasure over treasure,
The great decree o f  God made fo r  regard and pleasure.

Saith the perspicious Book: 'Look up to heaven! Look! 
Dost thou see fa u l t  or f low , in tha t vast v a u lt ,  
Spangled w ith s i lv e ry  lamps o f n igh t,
Or g ilded with glad l ig h t  
Of sunrise, or sunset, or warm noon?
Rounded He well the moon?

Eyesight is  drowned in yon abyss o f blue 
Ye see the g lo ry  but ye see not through".

The la s t  two l ines  may be important clues as to why there 
is such a lo t  o f blue used in Islamic decoration. "Sphere 
above sphere" could be describ ing the dome, i t s  shape, i t s  
decoration and i t s  ro le ,  in other words, i t  should be 
spherica l, high enough to  look up to ,  r ic h ly  decorated 
with lo ts  o f blue and i t  must not be transparent.

I f  i t  were to be accepted, tha t the inc lus ion o f the dome 

in to  the mosque was God insp ired , then i t  should also be 
accepted, tha t i t  is  also an ind ica tion  o f the u n ity  o f 
the Muslim community, the Ummah, o f fa i th  and the u n ity  o f 
mankind.
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Universal order can be achieved only on the basis o f a 
universal fa i th  and not on the basis o f commitment to gods 
o f race, colour or re l ig io n .

The ideal man's brotherhood seeks re a lisa t io n  in Islam, 
which incorporated the symbols o f previous cu ltures in 
order to un ite  them. In order to mark the place o f the 
ho ly, as alluded to a l le g o r ic a l ly  in the Qur'an, the dome 
was chosen. The dome also acts as a marker and visual 
guide to the Right Path, to the house o f the one God, in 
order to un ite  in prayer and submission to the one God.

Guiding to the 'R ight Path1 involves entering through the 

p o r ta l,  which is  in  several cases covered by a dome. 
Along the path to the mihrab which is the 'R ight Pa th ', on 
i t s  ax is , domes or vaults appear at c e i l in g  le v e l .  The 
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  God's guidance in i t s  f in a l  
form and is  preserved fo r  a l l  time and is  enshrined in the 

Holy Qur'an.

I t  is  also a burning to rch , which is  aided by the towering 
minarets to draw man's a tten tion  to the w i l l  o f  God, to 
strengthen man's commitment to God, through the s p ir i tu a l  
d is c ip l in e  he needs to l iv e  as God wishes and to enable 
him to reach Paradise.
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CHAPTER TWO 

SAUDI ARABIA, PALESTINE, SYRIA AND IRAQ

Introduction

I t  is  a well established fa c t ,  tha t Islam orig ina ted  in 
Saudi Arabia, perpetuated by Muhammad in the name o f 
A llah.

The Prophet prayed and gave audience in his own domicile , 

o f which the most important part was the courtyard, where 
p ra c t ic a l ly  a l l  social and re l ig io u s  a c t i v i t y  was carr ied 
out. With the spread o f the re l ig io n ,  the frequency o f 
audience increased, the area was extended, covered and a 
special throne l ik e  seat was in s ta l le d  which la te r  was to 
become the maqsura. The covering o f the 'audience 
chamber1 was simply palm leaves, which provided she lte r  
from the intense heat o f the sun and from heavy rain.'®'

During the l i fe t im e  o f the Prophet several mosques were 

b u i l t ,  however, there is  not much information ava ilab le  
concerning these. The study o f mosque a rch itec tu re  should 
commence with tha t o f the Medina Mosque which was b u i l t  on 
the s i te  o f the o r ig in a l Prophet's Mosque and was 
reconstructed under the Umayyads. The s ign if icance  o f 

th is  mosque cannot be stressed enough, as i t  was the one 
to set the precedent fo r  fu tu re  mosques.
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The Medina Mosque is  discussed in conjunction w ith  the 
Damascus Mosque and the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, because 
these are the e a r l ie s t  mosques possess domes. In 
conjunction with these, the mosque-palace complexes in 
th is  area w i l l  receive a tten t ion  a lso, together w ith the 
ground plans and th e i r  re la t ion sh ip  to the pos it ion  o f the 
dome.

The mosque-palace complex played a very important part in 
the development o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab as did 
the concept o f symmetry and the awareness o f space.

The re la t io nsh ip  o f  the dome to the ground-plan o f the 
mosque

When an analysis o f the re la t io nsh ip  between the dome and 
the ground plan is  attempted, the type o f mosque in
question must be taken in to  consideration, otherwise one 
might f a l l  v ic t im  to genera lisa tions. I t  is  important to 
d i f fe re n t ia te  between a Congregational or a Friday Mosque, 

Mosque Madrasa or ig dh a l; place o f prayer, Mosque 
Khanaqah, or Masjid .

The early  Congregational Mosques had e ith e r  no roo f ing , or 
very simple covering, purely fo r  u t i l i t a r i a n  reasons; to 
she lte r from the intense heat o f the sun or the heavy
ra in .  In the time of the Prophet, as mentioned supra, the
shape and size o f  the mosque did not present an
a rch itec tu ra l problem, i t  remained a simple construction . 
Under the Caliphates, the practice  was adopted, th a t the 
place, where the ru le r  sa t, was cordoned o f f  by high
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decorative fencing, mainly fo r  security  reasons. This is 
ca lled  the maqsura. The height and pos it ion  o f the 
maqsDra must have played a part in determining where the 

dome was to be included.

The Prophet's mosque was the basic model, on which la te r  
mosques were designed and developed, namely the

Congregational mosque. The courtyard was not covered a l l  
around, and th is  gave i t  a more informal character and 
th is  is  where re l ig io u s  and c iv ic  l i f e  were united.

In addit ion  to the Friday mosques there were several 
smaller mosques in  towns, mainly fo r  p r iva te  prayer, 
ra ther than fo r  public  gathering and d isp lay . The 

d iffe rence in  the various ro les is  one o f the determining 
factors fo r  choosing a p a r t ic u la r  ground plan, therefore 
no genera lisa tion  can be made concerning these. The 
c l im a t ic  fac to rs  are also in f lu e n t ia l  in mosque 
construction , uncovered courtyards are more su itab le  in 
warm c l im a t ic  conditions.

I f  the courtyard is  climate dependent, then, from th is  
fo l low s , tha t the in te rna l components o f the mosque w i l l  
have to o f fe r  replacement or complementary features in 
tu rn . In p rac t ica l terms th is  means tha t the shape and 
size o f the area in  the sanctuary in re la t io n  to the res t 
o f the mosque w i l l  in proportion be d i f fe re n t  and 
interdependent. This in turn w i l l  determine the size and 

pos it ion  o f the dome.
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Another fa c to r  also should be considered, th a t i s ,  the 
entrance to the holy area. In the case o f mosques with 
courtyards, the congregation enter from the unholy area, 
which should be marked in order to d i f fe re n t ia te  i t  from 
the holy sanctuary. In the case o f mosques w ithout 

courtyards the worshippers have d ire c t  access to the holy 
area. I t  is  pe rt inen t to assume, tha t the place o f  entry 
in both cases w i l l  be marked d i f fe re n t ly .  The distance 
from the po int o f entry to the g ib !a  in the sanctuary is  
also re levant to the pos it ion ing  of the dome, or domes, 
whichever is  applicable.

The f i r s t  mosque to be discussed in d e ta i l ,  is  the Medina 
Mosque and p a ra l le l  w ith i t  the Damascus Mosque. During 

the period when these were constructed, there were 
numerous others erected, but w ithout domes. I t  is 
pert inen t and a t the same time in e v ita b le ,  th a t the reason 
fo r  th is  should be examined. I t  is  a known fa c t  and well 
documented, tha t the o r ig in a l mosque o f the Prophet was 

not only a mosque but also a dwelling place and a place o f 

p o l i t i c a l  power. I f  the fa c t ,  th a t the Medina Mosque 
encompassed under the same roof a l l  the aspects o f Islam 
is  accepted, then, i t  is  log ica l to assume, th a t because 
i t  was the prototype, i t  must have set the precedent fo r  
a l l  fu tu re  mosques. At th is  po in t,  what th is  e n ta i ls  in 
terms o f construc tion , symbolism and loca t io n , warrants 

c loser examination. F i r s t l y ,  the question, who would be 
in a pos it ion  to occupy a mosque - cum dwelling place has 
to be asked. Secondly, where is such a complex located 
and th i r d ly ,  is  i t  required o f such a complex th a t i t  
should p ro jec t an external image.
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I l lu s t ra t io n  5 Medina Mosque, Ground Plan.
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I t  has been touched upon b r ie f ly ,  tha t during the early  
Caliphate the ro le  o f the re l ig io u s  leader and the ru le r  
was combined. By nature, most o f the ru le rs  were desert 
dwellers. The skirmishes fo r  the most part were d irected 
from the then cap ita l c i t ie s  o f Basra and Kufa 

respec t ive ly , where, the ru le rs  d irected th e i r  m i l i ta r y  
and other a c t i v i t ie s  from the converted episcopal palaces, 
which were in  most cases attached to the house o f prayer, 
on the g ib la  side. The palace adjo in ing the Kufa Mosque 
had a t r i p le  a is led  h a l l ,  which led to a domed chamber. 
I t  was b u i l t  by the Arab commander-in-chief, Saad ibn Abu 

Waqqas in 17/638.^ (See i l l u s t r a t io n  6 a, b, c) At the 
Palace o f Khirbat at-Minya, there is a t r i p le  a is led
mosque w ith a mihrab and also a domed entrance p o r ta l.

3This palace complex was b u i l t  in 94/712. These two 
examples from the early  Islamic period are very important, 
because, they were not conversions o f bu ild ings o f 
Chris tian or Roman o r ig in ,  but were structures in  th e i r  
own r ig h t ,  w ith domes which are s ituated where the palaces 
are ad jo in ing the mosques. Furthermore, they are 
conjoined on the g ib la  s ide, w ith the dome on the palace 

side, ye t in close proxim ity o f the g ib la . In a l l  cases, 
the palace is  la v is h ly  decorated and extra a tte n t io n  is  
given to  the a rch itec tu ra l composition, while the mosques 
are simple and inconspicuous.

Here we meet the d u a l i ty  o f  the puritanism o f the sa la t in 
the s im p l ic i ty  o f the mosque and the symbol o f power 
represented by the palace, divided only by a w a l l .  In the 
case o f the Khirbat al-Minya the mosque is  a c tu a lly  part 
o f the palace. The dome is s ituated at the entrance o f
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I l lu s t ra t io n  6a Kufa Great Mosque, O rig ina l 
Plan.
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I l lu s t ra t io n  6b Kufa, as re b u i l t  by Ziyad ibn Abihi.
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I l lu s t ra t io n  6c Kufa Dar al-Imara, Plan.
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the mosque, at the d iv id ing  l in e  between the holy and the 
unholy. Before proceeding fu r th e r ,  at th is  stage the 
ground-plan o f  the palace Mshatta has to be mentioned. 
(See i l l u s t r a t io n  7) The date o f the palace is  s t i l l  
being debated, but i t  is  possible tha t i t  was used by 
al-WalTd I I  to give audience, there fore , i t  was an 
in f lu e n t ia l  centre o f power. The dome chamber is  o f the 
tr ip le -apsed  b a s il ica  type with a mihrab in the rear w a l l .  
Mshatta may have served as an intermediate s truc tu re  in 
the development o f the mosque/palace complexes, occupying 
the temporal dimension between tha t o f the Kufa Mosque- 

palace and tha t o f Khirbat al-Minya complex. I t  is 
feas ib le  th a t attempts were made to f in d  a s a t is fa c to ry  
so lu t ion  fo r  a s ing le  u n it  where both mosque, the place o f 
worship and palace, the place o f power was equally 
represented. Due to the lack o f evidence concerning the 
exact date o f  the said b u ild in g , th is  hypothesis is  
offered purely as a speculation.

At th is  p o in t,  the generally accepted p ropos it ion , tha t
the Medina Mosque set the precedent fo r  the inc lus ion  o f
the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  evaluated. The mosque

was re b u i l t  by al-WalTd I on the s i te  o f the o r ig in a l  one
between the dates 87/705 and 92/710. According to a
s to r y te l le r ,  quoted by Sauvaget, the c e i l in g  o f the
magsura, s itua ted  a t the back o f the long itud ina l nave,
which corresponds to the bay in f ro n t  o f the mi hrab, was

4covered with a wooden cupola. From the examination o f 
the ground-plan, the fa c t  tha t the long itud ina l nave is



54

I l l u s t r a t io n  7 Mshatta, Ground Plan.
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not in the centre o f the mosque, consequently, nor is  the 
cupola in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  revealed. Furthermore, 

in the o r ig in a l  reconstructed mosque o f the Prophet, as 
well as the Umayyad mosque, central a is le  has a door where 
the Prophet and la te r  the Imam or the ru le r  entered. This 
fa c to r  influenced the res t o f the construction , in th a t ,  
the mihrab and therefore the cupola had to be displaced to 
the l e f t  o f centre.

This p e c u l ia r i ty  o f  the ground plan warrants a sequence o f 

assumptions to be made: I f  i t  were true tha t the Medina
Mosque set the precedent fo r  fu tu re  mosques in order to 
possess a dome, then i t  is  log ica l to assume, th a t th e i r  
plan would be s im ila r  also. This assumption is  fu r th e r  
ju s t i f ie d  by the claim, tha t the present mihrab marks the 
spot where the Prophet cast his ja v e l in  in order to mark 

T^e cpb la , The d ire c t io n  o f prayer and the cupola marks 
the spot where he stood. This does not prove to be the 
case, however, as can be seen in the Aqsa and the Damascus 
mosques. The al-Aqsa Mosque is  s im ila r  to the Great 
Mosque o f Damascus in th a t ,  the central a is le  is  wider 

than the others and terminates in a dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mihrab bay. Both mosques have three a is les p a ra l le l  to 
the g ib la , and the dome is s ituated over the second one 
which means tha t in order to remain consistent w ith the 
e a r l ie r  descrip tion  concerning the d e f in i t io n  o f the dome 
in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab, these shall be re ferred to as 

mihrab domes. The Great Mosque o f Damascus was b u i l t  on 
the C hris tian  church plan and th is  may explain the
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pos it ion  o f the dome. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  8 a, b, c) The
al-Aqsa Mosque on the other hand was modelled on the
Damascus Mosque, hence the pos it ion  o f i t s  dome. (See
i l l u s t r a t io n  9) The Prophet's Mosque on the other hand
has f iv e  naves pa ra l le l  to the g ib la , but the
perpendicular nave which is  marked by the cupola at the
ce i l in g  level is  equ id is tan t to the others. The "T" plan

is  made evident only by the mi hrab and cupola pos it ions .
*

Although the cupola is over the nave which is  d i r e c t ly  in 
f ro n t  o f  the g ib la , i t  is  not an in tegra l part o f the 
overall s tru c tu re , i t  is  re s tr ic te d  to the c e i l in g  level 
only and the path from the sahn to the mi hrab niche is 
marked at the same level by g i ld in g .  The sanctuary and

5
praying area surrounds the sahn w ithout d i f fe re n t ia t io n .

* *
The date o f the cupola is  not ce r ta in ,  there are 
c o n f l ic t in g  claims. According to some scholars, i t  was 
included only a f te r  the dome o f the Damascus Mosque wasg
constructed. This idea, however, was contested by 
Creswell and A. Lezine who consider such a step to be 

retrograde.^ On the basis o f the available  h is to r ic a l  and 
a rch itec tu ra l information the fo l low ing  hypothesis, which 
at the same time forms the central core o f th is  thesis is 
o ffered: The dome was incorporated especia lly  in f ro n t  of 
the mihriTb, because the la t t e r  was considered by the 
Umayyad ru le rs  to be the symbolic manifestation o f the 
D ar-a l- Is lam , the u n if ic a t io n  o f the seat o f power and the 

place o f worship under one roo f on the model o f  the 

palace/mosque precedent. I t  is  fo r  th is  reason, tha t the 
hypothesis, th a t the cupola in the Prophet's Mosque was
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I l l u s t r a t io n  8b Damascus Gt. Mosque, Section.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  8c Damascus Gt. Mosque, Section
through Courtyard.
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I l lu s t ra t io n  9 Jerusalem, Al-Aq§a Mosque,
Ground Plan.
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possibly an a fte rthough t, ra ther than as what Creswell 

suggested, is  here offered support. The posit ion  o f the
cupola was determined so le ly  by the pos it ion  o f the mihrgb 
and i t  served only as a decorative item. There is  an 
overlap o f  approximately f iv e  years in the period o f 
reconstruction o f the Prophet's Mosque and the bu ild ing  o f 
the Damascus Mosque, which was s u f f ic ie n t  fo r  
con trad ic to ry  evidence to  emerge.

Further support fo r  the hypothesis is derived from early  
precedents o f the pal ace-compl exes, such as the one at
Kufa, which was b u i l t  in 17/638. The next chronology is  
a t Merv, where the Dar-al-Imara w ith a mosque was b u i l t  in 
132-8/750-55 by AbTJ Muslim, who used to s i t  in the domed 
chamber. The next mosque palace is in Baghdad, b u i l t  fo r

a *  g

al-Mansur ten years a f te r  the e d if ice  at Merv. But even
before Merv, a t Mosul, Marwan I I  b u i l t  a mosque in

*►9126-30/744, which according to  Muqaddasi was covered with
10domes which rested on alabaster pieces. The palace at

Mshatta was mentioned e a r l ie r ,  during the excavations at
Samarra, a s im ila r  type o f throne room was found in two
palaces, namely the Jausaq al-Khaq*nT and Balkuwara,
dating from the mid-ninth century. The f i r s t  one has a
b as il ica  type plan and the la t t e r  a four Iwan plan, l ik e
tha t a t Merv and both have a central throne room, or domed 

11chamber. The next important complex is  the Ukhaydir 
Palace in Iraq , which dates from the eighth century, 
'Abbas id  period, (see i l l u s t r a t io n  10) The palace 

consists o f  a mosque, a court o f honour and audience
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Plan.
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h a lls .  The entrance hall leads in to  a square room with
f lu te d  dome, which is  the f i r s t  o f i t s  type in Iraq. In
Iran s im ila r  complexes appear, at a la te r  date, one o f
which is  the R ib a t- i-S h a ra f, discussed under the
appropriate heading. I t  has two mosques and two p a la t ia l
suites separated by a domed chamber, which re ca ll  the

12throne rooms o f e a r l ie r  palaces.

The most important bu ild ing  in the development o f the dome 
in  f ro n t  o f the mi hrab is  the Ribat at Susa, because i t  is 
in th is  construc tion , tha t fo r  the f i r s t  time the dome is 
a c tu a lly  in f ro n t  o f the mi hrab, as understood on the 

basis o f the d e f in i t io n  supra.

The Ribat set the precedent and the North A frican Mosques 
tha t were to fo l lo w  and i t  w i l l  be discussed in the next 
chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE 

NORTH AFRICA AND EGYPT

H is to r ica l In troduction

North A fr ica  was conquered during the period from the
middle o f the seventh to the end o f the eighth century.

The inhab itants o f the area were heterogenous, comprising
nomadic desert t r ib e s  and se tt led  c i t y  dwellers. The
invading Arab armies were stationed in coastal fo rtresses
and s im i la r ly  to the other countries under occupation, the
m i l i t a r y  personnel were iso la ted  from the re s t o f the 

1population.

The prevalent a rch itec tu ra l s ty le  o f the area was s im ila r  
to the one encountered in Syria , but on a much simpler 

scale.

The newly acquired t e r r i t o r ie s  were governed from the seat 
o f the Caliph, wherever i t  happened to be, through 
ind iv idua l governors. Before concentrating on the 
cha rac te r is t ics  o f the type o f a rch itec ture  which resulted 
from th is  early  p o l i t i c a l  arrangement, the relevance o f 
the Ribat a t Susa w i l l  be discussed in d e ta i l .w

The R ibat, a monastery fo r tre ss  with a mosque was 
* o

completed in 206/821, (See i l l u s t r a t io n  11) A
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comparison may be drawn between i t  and the mosque/palace 
complexes discussed supra, because the house o f worship 
and the place o f power is  under the same roo f. Moreover, 
th is  is  the f i r s t  e d i f ic e ,  where the dome occupies the 
place d i r e c t ly  in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, and sets precedent 
fo r  the North A fr ican mosques to fo l lo w . The Ribat 
occupies a square area w ith a central courtyard which is  
surrounded with tunnel vaulted rooms. The sanctuary is 
not on the ground f lo o r ,  i t  is  s ituated d i r e c t ly  above the 
entrance and the equivalent rooms on the ground f lo o r ,  the 
mi hrab bay is  marked by a dome. The dome is  s l ig h t l y  

raised and rests on a square drum with the squinches 
reminiscent o f the Sasanian types, being jo ined between 
the arches and very simple, (see i l l u s t r a t io n  12)

The squinches are reminiscent o f those found in Iran and 
they found th e i r  way to North A fr ica  probably v ia  Syria. 
The dome does not seem to be an organic part o f the prayer 

h a l l ,  ra the r, i t  is  s i t t i n g  on top o f i t .  Nevertheless, i t  
is  s t i l l  one o f the most important examples in the h is to ry  
o f development o f the North A fr ican domes and th e i r  
p o s it io n s .

The question must be posed whether the dome was intended 
fo r  the sanctuary only was i t  intended to serve a dual 
purpose: to signal the pos it ion  o f the mihrab and to  mark 
the d iv is io n  between the h o s t i le  external world and the 
place o f p ro tec t ion , the Dar-al-Imara.
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Another question arises at th is  po in t: were there attempts 
made to bu ild  fortresses s im ila r  to the Ribat at Susa 
e ith e r  e a r l ie r  or la te r .

Several palace complexes were b u i l t  e a r l ie r  a t Kufa and 

Basra in Syria and at Merv in Iran . The complexes o f  Kufa 
and Basra were modelled on Roman fo rtresses , but aside 
from tha t they had nothing in common with the Ribat at 
Susa. There was no dome over the entrance porta l or in 
the sanctuary o f the mosques, but there was one covering 
the throne room.

There is  no evidence concerning any in ten t ion  to use the 
dome or cupola in order to mark the d iv is io n  between the 
in te rna l and the external areas e ith e r  by the ru le rs  or 
th e i r  a rch itec ts  p r io r  to the Ribat a t Susa. The absence 
o f the dome or cupola over the entrance porta l could be 
construed as support fo r  one o f the central issues o f th is  

thes is , th a t the dome over the entrance o f mosques 

acquired symbolic s ign if icance since the Ribat o f Susa.

The fo llow ing  explanation is  offered as a possible reason 
fo r  the absence o f a porta l dome in desert palaces, tha t 
when viewed from a distance the dome over the throne room 

presented an unmistakable p ic tu re  o f the loca tion  o f the 
palace o f power. Had there been another dome, e ith e r  in 
the mosque or over the p o r ta l,  the observer would not have 
been able to id e n t i fy  the centre o f focus in the 
palace/complex.



I l l u s t r a t io n  12 Tunis ia , Susa Ribat, mihrab dome.
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There is  a gap o f around f i f t y  years between the
construction o f the Ribat at Susa and the f i r s t  group of
mosques to be discussed. These include the Great Mosque
of Susa and the Great Mosque o f Sfax, which were b u i l t  in
228/850, followed by the great Mosque o f Qayrawan.

Although b u i l t  p r io r  to these two, i t s  dome was included 
3

la te r  in 240/862 therefore i t  must be considered as a 
la te r  example in  the chronology. The second group 
comprises the Mosques o f Ibn Tulun and the Great Mosque of 
T u n is ,b u i l t  in  275/869 and 116/734 respec tive ly , however, 
the la t t e r  mosque was t o t a l l y  reconstructed in 

248-252/862-866, by Ziyadat A llah . An in s c r ip t io n  at the 
base o f the mihrab, however, gives the date o f completion 
as 250-1/864-65, thus making i t  a contemporary o f the 
Qayrawan dome.^

The dome to be discussed in the f i r s t  group is  tha t o f the 
Great Mosque o f Susa, followed by Sfax. The former one 
possesses two domes, one at each extremity o f the central 
nave. One o f the domes is  s ituated d i re c t ly  in f ro n t  o f 
the mihrab f u l f i l l i n g  the requirement fo r  i t  to be 
classed as such. The dome rests on an octagonal drum, 
1.46m high, w ith  s l ig h t l y  incurved faces and rests on a 

shallow substructure o f  1.02m in height. There are e ight 
co lonettes, carry ing four squinch arches. The in te r io r  of 
the dome is  hidden and i t  may be the oldest example o f a 
dome supported th is  way in Islam. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  13) 
The sanctuary i t s e l f  is  o f an area comprising th ir te e n  
a is les which are perpendicular and s ix  a is le s ,  which are



I l l u s t r a t io n  13 Tun is ia , Susa
mihrab dome.

. Mosque,
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p a ra l le l  to the g ib la . The d ispos it ion  o f the dominant 
naves are reminiscent o f the "T" plan, w ith the two domes 
a t the extrem it ies o f the central nave. The sahn is  
rectangular, enclosed on a l l  four sides and i t  is  
approximately the same size as the praying area, thereby 
providing a balanced appearance between the holy and the 
unholy areas. The dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, probably 
modelled on the dome of the R ibat, is  much more elaborate 
and a t t ra c t iv e .  The corner squinches are not only 
fu n c t io n a l,  but serve as an in tegra l part o f the 
decorative pattern . Kufic in s c r ip t io n  is  also included in 
the decoration and above i t  there are two brackets. The 
second dome is s itua ted  on the central axis as mentioned 
supra, covering the th i r d  bay o f the sanctuary, i t  rests 

d i re c t ly  on a square substructure.

The o r ig in a l  sanctuary could only have been entered from
/T

the sahn as the doors are la te r  additions. The second 
dome, however, is  not d i r e c t ly  in f ro n t  o f the entrance 
area, but fu r th e r  in and i t  is  followed by two more a is les  
towards the sahn side. Again th is  arrangement gives a 
balanced impression, because there are two a is les  between 

the dome in f ro n t  o f the mi hrab and two a is les a f te r  the 
second dome. However, there is  an impression of 
d i f fe re n t ia t io n  between the area in f ro n t  o f the second 
dome and the sahn in tha t the c e i l in g  is  covered with 
cross vau lts  in the f i r s t  instance and barrel vaults in 
the second.
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I t  is  impossible to ascerta in the motivation and reasons 
fo r  the implementation o f such an arrangement, 
a rc h i te c tu ra l ly  there is  no p a r t ic u la r  advantage in the 
inc lus ion o f two domes, but, i t  is  possible th a t the 
answer l ie s  in the symbolic meaning o f the dome:

I f  the mihrab is  the h o lie s t  component o f the mosque, then 
i t  is  log ica l to assume tha t the g ib la , which houses the 
mihrab, is  the next h o l ie s t .  The fu r th e r  the worshipper is 
from the h o l ie s t  area in the sanctuary, the less the 
sensation is  o f the holy emanation.

I t  was established e a r l ie r ,  tha t the dome in f ro n t  o f  the 
mihrab marks the h o l ie s t  area in the sanctuary. I t  is  not 
i l l o g ic a l  therefore to assume, tha t a second dome would 

mark the least ho ly, which is  in e v ita b ly  the d iv id ing  l in e  
between the external world and the in te rna l one. The two 
main aspects o f the mosque, which present a dichotomy are 
the l i t u r g ic a l  ax is , which has to provide adequate praying 
'su r fa ce 1 in the closest proxim ity o f the g ib la  and the 
a rch itec tu ra l ax is , which enables th is  to happen. 
Extending the sanctuary along the length o f the g ib la  wall 
complies w ith the reguirements o f the l i t u r g ic a l  ax is , but 
th is  is  not the only a rch itec tu ra l so lu t ion . I t  is  
possible to extend the l i t u r g ic a l  axis in the v e r t ic a l  
d ire c t io n  a lso, the inc lus ion o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mi hrab seems to be a reasonable so lu t ion  to th is  
a rch itec tu ra l dichotomy.
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The second North A frican mosque to be evaluated is  the 

Great Mosque o f Sfax. The o r ig in a l mosque was erected in 
236/850. The n in th century sanctuary contained nine 
naves, perpendicular to the g ib !a w a l l .^  There is  a 
cupola preceding the mihrab. S im ila r ly  to the mosque 
discussed above, there is  a second cupola at the entrance 

to  the sahn. There are a number o f a rch itec tu ra l
“K"

anomalies in  th is  mosque, one o f which is  the presence o f 
a mihrab, which is  hidden by a more recent one. At some 
stage, the mosque was reduced in  size and the mihrab was 
moved in to  a d i f fe re n t  p os it io n , where now i t  occupies a

g
centra l p os it ion . The present mosque is  well balanced 
with f iv e  perpendicular a is les  and six  transverse ones to 

g ib la . The second dome is positioned outside the 
sanctuary area, on the same axis as the dome in f ro n t  o f 

the mihrab, marking the entrance to the sanctuary. The 
pos it ion  of th is  dome is  d i f fe re n t  from tha t o f the Susa 
Mosque, the l a t t e r  being in the prayer area. One possible 
explanation fo r  th is  anomaly may be due to the fa c t  tha t 
the o r ig in a l mosque was considerably reduced in size and 
the a rch ite c t  paid more a tten t ion  to the transverse or 
a rch itec tu ra l ra ther than the l i t u r g ic a l  ax is , thereby 
a t ta in ing  a symmetry between the sahn and the sanctuary, 
which is  an area approximately the same in s ize. The dome 
in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  also more s t r ik in g  than the Susa 

dome, which may be an in d ica t io n , tha t a more conscious 
a tten tion  was paid to the creation o f a las t in g  visual 
impression, than previously.
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The next mosque in th is  group is  the Great Mosque o f Tunis
(Zaytuna). The o r ig in a l mosque was b u i l t  on the s i te  o f
an old C hris tian  church in 116/734, which was completely 
reconstructed by Ziyadat A llah in 248-52/862-66.9

The plan reveals a dissymmetry in tha t the naves are not 
orientated exactly  a t r ig h t  angles to the q ib la  w a l l .  
This may be due to the fa c t ,  tha t the dome had to be set 
on a square base, while the ground plan was not. The 
central a is le  leads to the mihrab, which is  preceded by 
the dome which is  supported on the square base formed by
the main arches o f the axia l nave and the q ib la  w a l l .  The
mihrab arch and the two coupled arches are perpendicular 

to the q ib la  w a l l ,  but are not an extension o f the arches 

o f the axia l nave. The sanctuary consists o f f i f t e e n
a is les  which are perpendicular to the q ib la . There are 
seven p a ra l le l  bays in the sanctuary area, one o f which is 
covered on the courtyard side o f the mosque. The central 
a is le  o f th is  section is  covered by one dome on the mihrab 
dome ax is , the same way, tha t is  to say, not in the prayer 
area, but outside i t ,  as in  the case o f the Great Mosque 
o f Sfax.

The dome rests on shell-shaped squinches set on four
corners. I t  is  surmounted by an octagonal drum, which is

pierced by arched windows. The dome, which rests on the
10drum is  ribbed and is  surmounted by a H i l a l . (See

i l l u s t r a t io n  14) The appearance o f the H ila l  in  North 
A fr ica  is  a very in te re s t in g  in d ica to r .  I t  fu r th e r



I l lu s t ra t io n  14 Tunis ia , Tunis, Zaytuna Mosque, 
mihrab dome.
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supports the hypothesis tha t the symbolic ideology behind
the North A fr ican mosques is  d i f fe re n t  from those o f Iran
and Syria. The dome is  much more impressive than those

discussed previously in  th is  group, with a special
emphasis on the external appearance. Externa lly  the dome
is  gadrooned and i t  is  supported by a c y l in d r ic a l  drum,
which is  strengthened by pi 11 asters with cap ita ls  and is

11pierced with c laus tra . Unlike the f i r s t  two domes, th is  
one is  not only more impressive in i t s  a rch itec tu ra l 
elements, but also in the decorative elements. S im ila r ly  
to the Great Mosque o f Sfax, the visual aspect takes on an 

important ro le ,  however, in th is  mosque i t  is  manifested 
both e x te rn a l ly  and in te rn a l ly .

The importance o f the visual element in Islam is  one o f 
the imperatives la id  down in the Qur'an and the fa c t  tha t 
th is  is  the th i r d  instance in which Kufic ca ll ig raphy  
appears as an in tegra l part o f the decorative element, 

besides the twenty rad ia t ing  l in e s ,  which rad ia te  around 
the centre. The s h e l l - l ik e  squinches are also in d ica t ive  
o f the emphasis s h i f t  towards the development in the 
d ire c t io n  o f aesthetic appeal.

Undoubtedly the most impressive o f th is  group is  the Great
Mosque o f Qayrawan. I t  was b u i l t  in 224/838, but the dome
in f ro n t  o f the mihrab was added in 248/862 by Ziyadat 

12 *A llah . (see i l l u s t r a t io n  15) The o r ig ina l mosque was 
b u i l t  in 55/674-5 and i t  had a Dar-al-Imara attached on 
i t s  q ib la  s ide. There is  not enough information about the
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I l l u s t r a t io n  15a Tunis ia , Qayrawan Gt. Mosque,
mihrab dome. Plan & Section.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  15b Tun is ia , Qayrawan Gt. Mosque,

mihrab dome in te r io r .
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o r ig in a l b u i ld in g , but on the basis o f previous precedents 
i t  can be assumed, tha t the throne room was domed, as i t  
was in the case o f  the Kufa mosque/palace. The sanctuary 
is  in the c h a ra c te r is t ic  "T" formation. There are 
seventeen perpendicular a is le s ,  the centre one in f ro n t  o f 
the mihrab is  wider than the others. There are e ight 
naves which are p a ra l le l  to the q ib la  followed by a dome 
which covers the p o r t ico , which, however, was b u i l t  la te r  
than the o r ig in a l  dome o f the sanctuary.

There is  a rectangular courtyard which is enclosed on a l l  

sides, with the shorter side p a ra l le l  to the q ib la . The 
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  the epitome o f Aghlabid 
dome construction and decoration. In the square chamber 
there are squinch hoods which are scalloped in to  sh e lls ,  

they give the impression o f rad ia t ing  sunrays from a
central n a v e .^  (see i l l u s t r a t io n  16)

I t  has to be noted at th is  po in t tha t the shell m o t i f  was 
implemented before in the cupola o f the Prophet's Mosque 
in Medina. I t  was in evidence also in the case o f the

KhassakT mihrab in Baghdad. I t  may have acted as an 
in sp ira t io n  fo r  la te r  domes.

The shell type squinch occurs fo r  the f i r s t  time in the
two Tunisian mosques discussed e a r l ie r .  The Qayrawan dome 
squinch d i f fe r s  from the other two in tha t the shell shape 

completely hides the functional aspect o f the squinch and 
presents a purely decorative p ic tu re . The wall spaces o f



81

I l l u s t r a t io n  16 Tun is ia , Qayrawan Gt. Mosque,
Ground Plan.
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the t ra n s i t io n  zone are panelled rep licas o f the shell 
o u t l in e ,  which assumes a m ult i f o i l  pa ttern. The c i rc u la r  
drum on which the dome rests is  pierced by hexafo il
windows, above which the 'sca l lo ps ' o f the dome converge
at the z e n i t h . ^  E x te rna lly , th is  dome is  not 
p a r t ic u la r ly  d i f fe re n t  from the dome o f the Zaytuna
Mosque, i t  is  ribbed and i t s  s i lhoue tte  is  extremely 
impressive over the rooftops o f the c i t y .

With the Qayrawan Mosque, the chronology o f early  Aghlabid 
mosques has been completed. Without doubt, these have had 
fa r  reaching influences over the development o f  the 
Morroccan domes, however, these can only be mentioned very 
b r ie f ly .  The emphasis must be on those mosques, which set 

the precedent fo r  the la te r  ones and which are the 

representatives o f the d iv e rs i ty  w ith in  the Islamic
empire.

S t r i c t l y  speaking, the next mosque fo r  discussion does not 
belong to th is  group by d e f in i t io n ,  however, in h is to r ic a l  
and s t y l i s t i c  terms i t  must be discussed here, because i t  
caused some controversy amongst some eminent scholars and 
important developmental ro le  fo r  the inc lus ion  o f the dome 
in f ro n t  o f the mihrab has been attached to i t .  The 
mosque alluded to is  the mosque o f Ibn Tulun in Egypt.

The Mosque o f Ibn Tulun was b u i l t  in 2 6 3 / 8 7 6 . (see 
i l l u s t r a t io n  17) There is  a certa in  amount o f controversy 
attached to whether or not th is  mosque o r ig in a l ly  had a
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I l l u s t r a t io n  17 Egypt, Cairo, Mosque o f Ibn
Tulun, Ground Plan.
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dome in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab. Owing to the lack o f 
ava ilab le  evidence about the in te r im  stage o f th is  mosque 
i t  is  impossible to s ta te tha t e ith e r  one or the other was 
the case. I t  is  ce r ta in ,  however, tha t there was a palace 
adjo in ing the mosque; the Dar-al-Imara and i t  is therefore 
qu ite  feas ib le  tha t the mosque/palace concept was 
implemented as in the case o f the Kufa and possib ly the 
Basra Mosque, where the seat o f power was represented in 
the palace, consequently the dome was incorporated in tha t 
part o f the complex, while the place o f worship remained 
simple and unassuming.

On the basis o f th is  assumption, i t  is  h igh ly l i k e ly  tha t 
there was no dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab in the o r ig in a l 
mosque and the present dome was introduced la te r .

The o r ig in a l mosque had a sanctuary with f iv e  naves, which 
were p a ra l le l  to the q ib la . The enclosed square shaped 
courtyard is  considerably la rger than the sanctuary area, 
which is  rectangular. The longer wall is  p a ra l le l to the 
q ib la . The area in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  marked by the
dome, which was erected in 696/1296 and is  a ttr ib u te d  to
...... 16La jin .

The mosque is surrounded by ziyadas, probably in order to
shie ld the sanctuary from the surrounding secular

17build ings o f the town.

The re la t io n sh ip  o f the secular bu ild ings to the mosque is
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very s im ila r  to the e a r l ie r  examples in Islam, the royal 
palace was s itua ted  on the q ib la  side o f  the mosque and
the secular bu ild ings converged on the other three

. . 18 s ides.

The layout o f  the mosque i t s e l f  is  very s im ila r  to th a t o f 
the Great Mosque o f Samarra (see i l l u s t r a t io n  18), which 
may p a r t ia l l y  be due to  the fa c t  th a t Ajimad Ibn Tulun was 
educated in Samarra. I t  is  worth noting, tha t while the 
Umayyads and the Aghlabids b u i l t  elaborate and outstanding 
mosques in the same area, Ibn Tulun chose the s im p l ic i ty  
o f the e a r l ie r  mosques, such as those o f Samarra, Kufa and 
Basra. The Iraq i in fluence can be detected, where more 
a tten t ion  is  paid to the l i t u r g ic a l  ax is , than to the 

transverse, or a rch itec tu ra l ax is , than in the mosques
discussed e a r l ie r .

Creswell denies tha t the Great Mosque o f Samarra had any 
influence on a rch itec tu ra l layout o f  the Mosque o f Ibn
Tulun, but l ikens i t  to the plans o f Kufa, Basra, Wasit

19 ' *and Baghdad Mosaues. The plan may be somewhat d i f fe re n t
from the Samarra Mosque, but i t  cannot be denied th a t the 
emphasis is  on the l i t u r g ic a l  dimension; the sanctuary is  
wide, along the q ibla side instead o f being deep on the 
transverse axis.

I f  Creswell's in te rp re ta t io n  is accepted, tha t the Mosque 
o f Ibn Tulun should be included in the Basra and Kufa type 
group, then th is  mosque fu r th e r  supports the hypothesis, 
tha t the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab was introduced in to
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I l lu s t ra t io n  18 Great Mosque of Samarra, Ground Plan.
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the mosque as the d ire c t  consequence o f the nature o f the 

mosque/palace complex. According to Creswell, in 170/786, 
Harun al-Rashtd incorporated the Dar-al-Imara in to  the 
Great Mosque o f Basra. Furthermore, i t  can be argued tha t 
i t  was through the mediation o f the cap ita l c i t ie s  of 

Basra and Kufa th a t eastern influence was to f in d  i t s  way 
in to  North A fr ican dome a rch itec tu re , namely the mugarnas 
pendentive, whose o r ig in  was possibly in Central Asia, in 
Tim, in the tomb o f Arab Ata. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  18a) For 
the types o f mugarnas see i l l u s t r a t io n  19 a, b)

Egyptian mosques from the 'Abbasid period did not possess 
domes and i t  was not u n t i l  the Fatimids came to power tha t 
i t  became the accepted p rac tice , but nothing new in s ty le  
was o ffered u n t i l  the Mamluk period.

During the Fatimid period pendentives were used in order9
to support the dome. The pendentive was already in
evidence, however, p r io r  to th e i r  inc lus ion as dome
supports in the Cairean mosques. For th is  reason a c loser
examination o f the early  pendentives is warranted and fo r
th is  purpose only those build ings w i l l  be c i te d , th a t seem
not to conform to the trend. One o f these is  the Jami*
Ikhwat Sayedna Yusuf, which was dated 480/1087 on the
basis o f i t s  pendentives. The main dome rests on
squinches, however, there is another one, which rests on

continuous sphere pendentives. This type o f dome se tt in g
appears to have been imported from Syria, fo r  which there
is  a precedent in the Golden Gate to Jerusalem,

20constructed during the reign o f Jus tin ian .
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I l l u s t r a t io n  18a Tim, Tomb o f Arab Ata



I l l u s t r a t io n  19 Muqarnas as squinch o f a cupola.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  19a Muqarnas - niche.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  19b R ec t i l inea r and C urv il inear

Muqarnas.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  19c Muqarnas forming a passage

from square to c i r c le .



I l l u s t r a t io n  19d Muqarnas forming a passage
from square to octagon.
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This type o f  se tt in g  is  not found in  the Mosque o f

al-GuyushT, however, i t  must be an antecedent o f  the
Mausoleum o f Sayyida Ruqayya, whose dome rests on

pendentives, which are one stage removed in i t s
development from the simple squinch, i t  consists o f three
niches crowned by one. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  20) This
arrangement should be viewed as a possible f i r s t  step in
the evo lu tion  o f the s ta la c t i te  pendentive, which replaced
the ones employed in the mosques o f al-Hakim and
al-GuyffshT. The development o f th is  element was a marked

21feature o f  the Mamluk period. The dome has 24 r ib s ,
which meet in  a small c i r c le .  The r ibs  are h igh ligh ted
with v iv id  co lours, which are repeated re g u la r ly .
Externa lly  i t  has 24 f lu te s  and the apex is  crowned by a
bronze f i n ia l  o f three ba lls  diminishing in size and

22surmounted by a r in g . The ribbed dome appeared in Egypt 

fo r  the f i r s t  time in the 6th/12th c. and i t  manifests 
eastern influences.

Before the other mosques o f the Mamluk period are 
introduced, a mention must be made o f the Mosque o f Sultan 
Baybars, dated 665-67/1267-69. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  21) The 
dome is  huge, i t  covers nine bays and is  the rep lica  o f 
the dome o f Malikshah in the M asjid-i Jamic at Isfahan,
which was b u i l t  in  473/1080 w ith iden t ica l diameter o f

22 -  15m. The plan resembles those o f Ibn Tulun, al-Hakim
and al-Azhar, (see i l lu s t r a t io n s  22 and 23) however, there

is  a c ruc ia l d if fe rence in th a t ,  the area in f ro n t  o f the
mihrab, the central d iv is io n  resembles tha t o f the Great
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Il lu s tra t io n  20 Cairo, Mosque of al-GuyushT, dome.
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I l lu s tra t io n  21 Cairo, Mosque of Sultan Bavbars.
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I l lu s tra t io n  22 Cairo, Mosque of al-Hakim,
Ground Plan.
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I l lu s tra t io n  23 Cairo, Mosque of Al-Azhar,
Ground Plan.
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Mosque o f Damascus. I t  is  s t i l l  a hypostyle mosque w ith  a 
huge dome, which served as symbolic ind ica to r o f  the might 
and power o f the newly established ru l in g  class. The idea 
was obviously imported from Iran and incorporated in to  the 
local t ra d i t io n a l  elements.

The domes which were constructed during the various stages 
o f the Mamluk period manifest the properties which are 
ch a ra c te r is t ic  o f the Timurid domes o f the East. These 
generally re s t on high drums and ex te rna lly  they are 
covered w ith decorative brickwork.

Another practice  which was developed during the Mamluk 
period in Egypt, but which orig inated  from the East, was 
the combination o f  the mosque and mausoleum (khSnaqSh) 
combination, (see i l l u s t r a t io n  24)

Cairo enjoyed an important cu ltu ra l and power ro le  during 
the reign o f  the Mamluk ru le r  a l-N as ir ,  which is  best 
described by the words o f the Moroccan t ra v e l le r  Ibn 
B a t tu ta . ^  "At Old Cairo is  al-Qarafa, a place o f vast 
repute fo r  blessed power, whose special v i r tu e  is  
mentioned in a t r a d i t io n  re la ted by a l-Q urtubT.. .  people 
bu ild  th e i r  beau tifu l domed chapels and surround them by 

w a lls , and they construct chambers in them... Some bu ild  
a re l ig io u s  house or a madrasa by the side o f  the 
mausoleum."

The o r ig in  o f the madrasa can be found in Iran and i t s  
adoption in to  Egyptian mosque arch itec tu re  is  a fu r th e r  
ind ica tion  o f the fa c t ,  tha t the t ra d i t io n s ,  which were



100

I l l u s t r a t io n  24 Cairo, Khanaqah and Mausoleum o f
Barquq.
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established during the 'Abbasid period and which had strong 

Persian cu ltu ra l f lavour were u t i l i s e d  in Egypt side by 
side with the Arab or hypostyle mosque a rch itec ture .

There is  another reason fo r  the adoption o f the four Twan 
s ty le ,  the nature and layout o f the c i t y  o f Cairo. I t s  
s tree ts  are narrow and already la id  out during the 
preceding periods. O rien ta tion  presented a problem in 
tha t the s tre e t entrance axis did not always coincide with 
the prayer axis and the a rch itec ts  had to employ th e i r  
ingenuity to harmonise the two aspects.

The re l ig io u s  build ings had to be conceived with three

c o n f l ic t in g  needs in mind: to be impressive, to face Mecca
and to face the s tre e t.  The f i r s t  was solved by the
monumental dimensions o f the dome, the porta l and the
minaret. The second requirement, tha t o f o r ie n ta t io n , was
solved by a lign ing  the g ib la  wall w ith the d ire c t io n  o f
Mecca. As a re s u l t ,  the g ib la  and the entrance were no
longer p a ra l le l  to each other and as a consequence the
portal was not on the mihrab ax is . A perfect example can

be seen in the case o f the al-Aqmar Mosque. The shape o f
the minaret, which previously had been square, was
modified, the square being no more than a t ra n s i t io n  phase
between the bu ild ing  and the receding octagonal storeys,
which are surmounted by slender colonettes and a bulbous 

24stone f i n i a l .  The monumental porta ls  are reminiscent 
o f those o f  Iran , sometimes surmounted by a portal dome. 

In te rn a l ly  the domes are la v is h ly  decorated, some with 
stucco, others w ith  polychrome t i l i n g .
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The dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab o f the al-Azhar Mosque,
a ttr ib u te d  to Sultan al-Ghauri who reigned during
906-22/1501-16 does not re s t on a drum, but d i r e c t ly  on
the zone o f t ra n s i t io n  made up three rows o f small
pendentives and which is  pierced by windows and resemble
the more ancient pendentives in Cairo. The dome is

25decorated w ith  stucco ornament. Many o f the Cairean 
domes were modelled on the al-Azhar one.

The pendentive in Egypt developed rap id ly  in the 12th 
century. In the khanakah o f Baybars I I  the zone o f 
t ra n s i t io n  was solved by one large pendentive, which is 
superseded by two small ones. In other bu ild ings , such as 
the SayyTda 'A t t ik a  and Ruqayya, the angle o f indentation 

o f the niche is more v is ib le  than in the previous era. 
The niche is  flanked by two other niches whose base is  the 
f l a t  wall

There are several experimental stages in the development 
of the s ta la c t i te  pendentive in Egypt, (see i l l u s t r a t io n  
25) the a rch itec ts  o f Cairo solved the problem by 
combining two systems; the matching pendentives and the 
corbelled vau lts . This method seemed to the most su itab le  
when bricks were introduced and the diameter o f the dome 
was increased. The domes had to be increased in size in 
order to dominate in  the overcrowded c i t y  and tha t 
necessitated the increase o f the size o f the supports and 

the height o f the pendentives, however, the technical 
s k i l l  was not always ava ilab le  fo r  the la t t e r ,  there fore ,



I l l u s t r a t io n  25 Muqarnas forming S ta la c t i te s .
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the pendentives were b u i l t  up in  stages. The central
pos it ion  was occupied by an arch or vau lt on cu l-d e - fou r ,
then a sem i-vault, the coving these vaults and the wall

27were jo ined by niches and co rb e ll ing .

The domes, as mentioned above, were o f d i f fe re n t  s ty le s ,
but the new type, which was most l i k e ly  imported from
Armenia, was the high cy l inde r type. From the beginning

28o f the Mamluk period the ribbed domes became popular. 
For the external patterns see i l lu s t r a t io n s  26 b, c and d.

In the other countries o f North A fr ic a ,  Morocco and
Algeria the early  mosques tended to be without dome, but
la te r  in the tw e lf th  and th ir te e n th  centuries, magnificent

domes in f ro n t  o f the mihrab were b u i l t  one o f which is in
the Great Mosque o f Tlemcen, b u i l t  during the Almoravid

29period, with th ir te e n th  century additions.

There is  a very in te res t in g  example fo r  the mosque
palace/complex in A lge r ia , tha t is  the Qal'A Banu Hammad,

30which was b u i l t  in  the eleventh century. The palace 
complex has a domed throne room which was decorated with 
amongst o thers, muqarnas pendentives, which fu r th e r  
supports the e a r l ie r  assumption, tha t many o f the 
decorative features were imported from the east and tha t 
the idea o f the power/re lig ion concept also orig inated  
from there. This aspect is  discussed under the 
appropriate heading.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  26b Types o f Dome decoration.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  26c Types o f Dome decoration.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  26d Types o f Dome decoration.
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LIBYA

The s ign if icance  o f Libya l ie s  in  the fa c t  th a t i t
provides a h is to r ic a l  and a rch itec tu ra l bridge between
Tunisia and Egypt. This bridge was established when at
the beginning o f the tenth century the Fatimids came to
power in the Eastern Maghrib and when they subsequently

31conquered Egypt in 359/969.

F o r t i f ie d  palaces were b u i l t  along the shores o f Libya and 
these fo r tress  complexes served the same purpose as the
Ribat at Susa. One such palace complex was constructed in 
Mahdiyya, but w ith a d if fe rence : the mosque was not
included in the complex i t s e l f ,  but b u i l t  separately a t a 
distance from the palace s i te .

One o f the most important o f the Tunisian mosques was not 
included in the discussion e a r l ie r ,  on purpose. I t s  
relevance is  more appropriate here, where the influence o f 
the Fatimids is  being considered.

I t  was stated before, tha t i t  was in the Tunisian mosques, 
where the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab was incorporated
in to  mosque a rch itec tu re , in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab as 
defined at the beginning o f the thes is . Those domes were 
b u i l t  under the ru le  o f the Aghlabids and they assumed

th e i r  symbolic meaning during tha t period. I t  was not
u n t i l  the advent o f the Fatimids, however, tha t
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the f u l l  re a l is a t io n  o f th is  was to happen in the res t o f 
North A fr ic a ,  but more s p e c i f ic a l ly  in Egypt, v ia  Libya.

The mosque being referred to is  the Great Mosque at 

Mahdiyya, b u i l t  at the beginning o f the tenth century. I t  
possess a dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab which was b u i l t  in 
the tenth century o r ig in a l ly ,  but had been re b u i l t  several 
times since. The early  g ib la  wall collapsed and together 
w ith i t  the dome. The appearance o f the o r ig in a l dome is 
not known, only i t s  pos it ion  could be established. The 
present dome supports belong to a la te r  date, i t  is  
possib le, however, tha t they were constructed on the model 
o f the o r ig in a l s truc tu re .

The support o f  the dome is  a Fatimid innovation, 
comprising a number o f  polyobed arches. This type o f dome 
support is  not e n t i re ly  w ithout precedent and the idea 
behind i t ,  but w ith some d if fe rence , was implemented in 

the Great Mosque o f Cordoba by the arch itec ts  o f the 
Umayyad ca liph  al-Rahman I I .

The Libyan town which is  worth considering is  Ajdabiya. 
During the Fajimid period and la te r ,  i t  was an important 

trad ing po in t between the Maghrib and Egypt and as 

expected o f such a major centre, i t  has a Friday Mosque. 
The remains o f the tenth century pa lace/fortress reveal a 
rectangular plan w ith corner towers. At the back, the 
throne-room o f the palace possesses a niche covered by a 
semi-dome which is supported on shell-squinches. This
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room is preceded by a vaulted Twain, The combination o f 

Twan, throne room with niche is  reminiscent o f the 
pre-Is lam ic royal palaces o f Persia.

In these two instances the mosque is  separate from the 

palace complex. Whether or not the Ajdabiya Mosque had a 
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  a matter o f conjecture. 
The Mahdiyya Mosque was b u i l t  f r a c t io n a l ly  e a r l ie r  than 
the Ajdabiya Mosque and i t  may have served as a model fo r  
the la t t e r ,  in  which case, i t  is  h igh ly  l i k e ly  tha t there 

was a dome in the sanctuary chamber.

The la s t  but not least Fatimid stronghold in Libya which 
was excavated re la t iv e ly  recently  was a Medinat Sultan. 
I ts  plan revealed a s im ila r  layout to tha t o f Ajdabiya but 
thusfar not enough information is  ava ilable  fo r  more 
deta iled  discussion. The ru ins o f  the Friday Mosque 
revealed decorations around the mihrab which were s im ila r  
to those o f the Friday Mosque o f Ajdabiya.

The presence o f the dome in the Libyan mosques can be 
considered as evidence fo r  the theory tha t the Fatimids 
adapted i t  as a rch itec tu ra l as well as symbolic concept 
in to  th e i r  mosque and palace a rch itec ture .

Fatimid a rch itec tu ra l elements which were present in 

Libya, subsequently found th e i r  way in to  the mosque 
arch itec tu re  o f  Fatimid Egypt. Some o f these elements 
o rig inated in Syria, others in Iran , many o f which were
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employed during the previous century in  Tunisian mosques. 
The most notable o f these elements is  the she ll-squ inch , 
the o r ig in  o f which was discussed in the previous chapter.

The la s t  mosque to be considered in th is  chapter, although 
s t r i c t l y  speaking i t  is  not in North A fr ic a ,  is  the Great 
Mosque o f Cordoba.

The Great Mosque is  o f  great in te re s t  fo r  several reasons. 
F i rs t  o f a l l  because i t  is  on European s o i l ,  secondly, 

because several a rch itec tu ra l s ty les seem to have found a 
synthesis in th is  mosque. The splendour o f East and West 
meet in the same bu ild in g , where C h r is t ia n ity  and Islam 
were practised under the same roo f.

The Great Mosque was b u i l t  by the Umayyad prince *Abd 
al-Rahman who f le d  to Spain a f te r  the *Abbasid onslaught. 
During the f i r s t  phase o f bu i ld in g , there was no dome 
included in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab. The whole bu ild ing  is  

doubtless a continuation o f the Umayyad t r a d i t io n ,  
combined with Iranian and Byzantine influence.

The decorative elements are much more elaborate than 
contemporary examples elsewhere, although the Umayyad 
palaces were renowned fo r  th e i r  extravagant use o f mosaic 
and marble. The contrast between the and white
s t r ip in g  o f the horseshoe arches against the beautifu l 
gold and coloured mosaics o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mihrab evokes a fe e l in g  o f awe. (see i l l u s t r a t io n  27)
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The black and white was widely used in the Byzantine
empire3 while gold arid mosaic was customary in  the
Christian t r a d i t io n  and p r io r  to th a t ,  the Romans. The
idea o f the r ibs  in the dome decoration may have been
derived from the arches. The arches tha t contain
the c le res to ry  windows are pointed s im i la r ly  to the Gothic
arches. Spain was occupied by the Visigoths at tha t time,
therefore i t  is  a p o s s ib i l i t y ,  tha t the idea orig inated

from them. On the other hand, pointed arches can be found
in the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. These arches also
go in  pairs to form a sem i-c irc le , thereby forming an
octagon, which supports the dome. There is  another theory
concerning the possible o r ig ins  o f these r ib s ,  tha t i s ,
tha t wooden roo f construction has a f f i n i t i e s  w ith  the
bu ild ing  o f timber hu lls  and i t  may be s ig n i f ic a n t ,  th a t
at the time when the ribbed vaults f i r s t  appeared, there

32was a renewed spate o f sh ipbu ild ing in Spain. This 
p o s s ib i l i t y  is  worth pu tting  forward fo r  consideration, 
however, i t  is  more reasonable to assume, tha t an already 
extant a rch itec tu ra l feature would have served as the 
model and which was subsequently incorporated in to  the 
dome support design. I t  is  noteworthy, th a t the 

a rch itec ts  were very v e rs a t i le  and tha t they came to Spain 

from d i f fe re n t  countr ies , such as Syria, Iran and 
Byzantinium no doubt bring ing w ith them not only the 
technical s k i l l s ,  but also the a r t i s t i c  trends.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  27 Cordoba, Gt. Mosque, Arches in 
f ro n t  o f the mihrab.
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The dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab was completed in 354/965
during the reign o f al-Hakim and i t  is  flanked by two
other equally magnificent cupolas (see i l lu s t r a t io n s  28

a, b). The domes have complex rib-systems, which may be
33likened to those o f Armenia and Iran. The dome in f ro n t

of the mihrab is  shaped l ik e  a shell and i t  is  possib le,
tha t i t  was inspired by the cupola in the Medina Mosque.
This assumption is  supported by the fa c t tha t the court
poet o f Caliph ^Abd al-Rahman I I I ,  Ibn^Abd Rabbi hi re ferred
to the Mosque o f the Prophet in c. 287/900 as having a

g i l t  ga lle ry  adjacent to the mihrab "a roof in the shape
34of a huge concave sh ie ld , l ik e  a mother-of-pearl s h e l l " .  

The gold and glass mosaics o f  the central dome reca ll  
e a r l ie r  Umayyad mosaics in Syria, which were a lleged ly  
introduced to Spain from Constantinople.

The dome o f the Great Mosque o f Cordoba served as a model 
fo r  some o f the Moroccan mosques, especia lly  the r ibb ing  
or palm or the u t i l i s a t io n  o f the muqarnas to the maximum 
e f fe c t .

The most beau tifu l o f  the Moroccan domes can be seen in
the Qarawfyyfn Mosque a t Fez. The dome was erected in  the
tw e lf th  century. I t  rests on a drum, which is  adorned

with Kufic in s c r ip t io n s .  The pendentives are arranged
in to  a honeycomb form o r , to  describe i t  d i f fe r e n t ly ,  by
superposition o f the small pendentives or s ta la c t i te s  in to

35what could be described as semi-herring-bone vau lts .
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I l lu s tra t io n  28 Cordoba, Ground Plan.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  28a Cordoba, Gt. Mosque, dome in

fro n t  o f the mihrab, Section.
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I l lu s tra t io n  28b Cordoba, Gt. Mosque, dome in 

f ro n t  o f  the mihrab, Plan.
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36The Great Mosque o f Taza also possesses a dome in f ro n t  
o f the mihrab which u t i l i s e s  the r ibs  to maximum e f fe c t ,  

crossing over each other and culminating in a c i r c le  at 
the summit. The square base is  transformed in to  an 
octagon by the means o f muqarnas pendentives, which are 
surrounded by f lo r a l  decoration, which may be considered 
to be a nosta lg ic  re turn  to the more ancient forms o f the 
Almoravid period and in p a r t ic u la r ,  to the Great Mosque o f 
Tlemcen.

With the Great Mosque o f Taza, the discussion o f the North
African domes in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is concluded. This

* — —

does not mean, however, tha t there are no others worth 

speaking o f ,  but the se lection  must be terminated a t a 

stage where no innovation is  evident and where development 
means re turn ing to previous forms and the u t i l i s a t io n  o f 
the re fined version o f elements which were discussed 
previously.

To conclude th is  chapter, a summary is  o ffe red , which 
should encompass a l l  the important sa l ie n t p ivo ta l 
features o f  the dome in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab in North 

A fr ic a ,  on which the theory o f th is  thesis res ts .
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Summary

In th is  chapter an attempt has been made to estab lish  the
fa c t ,  tha t the f i r s t  instance o f the inc lus ion o f the dome
in f ro n t  o f the mihrab as defined at the outset o f the
thesis occurred in the Ribat a t Susa. Moreover, the dome

» *
f u l f i l l e d  a dual purpose, tha t is  to say, i t  marked the 
entrance from the ex te rna l, or unholy area in to  the 
in te rn a l ,  or holy area, on a visual level and at the same 
time i t  s igna lled  to the external world, the importance o f 
the area in f ro n t  o f the mihrab. Because o f the nature o f 
the bu ild ing  i t s e l f ,  the power/re lig ion d u a l i ty  came under 
one ro o f,  the ro le  o f which was s ignalled to the outside 
world by the dome.

The other mosques in Tunis ia , the Zaytuna, Qayrawan and
Sfax were the f i r s t  ones to incorporate the dome in f ro n t
of the mihrab as understood by the e a r l ie r  d e f in i t io n ,
with the Ribat a t Susa as i t s  antecedent.

•

Apart from the mosque o f Ibn Tulun, the Egyptian mosques 
were catering fo r  d i f fe re n t  needs with d i f fe re n t  extant 
parameters, w ith which the Egyptian a rch itec ts  coped with 
great ingenuity. Eastern influence becomes evident w ith 
the r ise  o f the Mamluks and these eastern elements were 
re fined u n t i l  a unique Egyptian and Maghribian s ty le  
emerged.

East and West found i t s  culmination and i t s  synthesis on 
the Spanish mainland in the Great Mosque o f Cordoba. The 
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab here unites the excellence o f
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the cu ltures tha t Islam gathered under i t s  f la g .  The 
shell-shape, which may have been inspired by the cupola in 
the Prophet's Mosque at Medina, decorated with Byzantinian 
mosaics and in te r laced arches, which may have orig inated  
in the East, or equally may have been adopted from the 
resident V is igoths. I t  may well be, tha t i t  was the 
amalgam of the two, which was refined in to  a coherent new, 
where the o r ig ins  became b lurred.

The Great Mosque o f Cordoba acted as a model fo r  some o f 
the Moroccan mosques, where the ex is t ing  Islamic 
a rch itec tu ra l elements were fu r th e r  re fined u n t i l  the 
po int was reached, where the past had to return in order 
to provide the novelty.

The importance o f North A fr ica  cannot be stressed enough 
when the question o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab 
a r ises, because tha t was where real meaning and symbolic 
meaning became u n if ied  and where the ground was set fo r  

fu r th e r  development. Once th is  was achieved, the shape, 
size and f in a l  pos it ion ing  o f the dome could be subjected 
to  a lte ra t io n  and re in te rp re ta t io n .
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CHAPTER FOUR

IRAN AND CENTRAL ASIA

In the previous chapter, the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab 
in the mosques o f  North A fr ica  and the Maghrib was 
discussed. The evidence pointed to the fa c t  th a t the 
inc lus ion  o f the mihrab dome was a gradual process, which 
was influenced by h is to r ic a l  events and the changing 

a tt i tu de s  o f the d i f fe re n t  ru l in g  dynasties.

C limatic fac to rs  were taken in to  consideration as possible 
facto rs  which may have contributed to the development o f 
certa in  a rch itec tu ra l features, including the dome. In 
the case o f North A fr ica  we postulated, th a t  c l im a t ic  

factors  were not d i re c t ly  involved, and the s ign if icance  
o f the dome was p o l i t i c a l ,  ra ther than u t i l i t a r i a n  or 
fu nc t io na l.  The a v a i la b i l i t y  o f  bu ild ing  material was 
also considered.

This is  not the case, however in the eastern part o f the 
Islamic empire, where the c l im a t ic  conditions are much 
harsher, so tha t a rch itec ts  had to make allowances fo r  
them in the mosque design, bearing in mind the importance

i
o f the courtyard in i t s  functional and social aspect.

The primary reason fo r  the dome, however, is  the same as 

in the case o f the North A frican mosques, but i t s  design 
and size might be climate dependent. I t  was also stressed 
in the previous chapter tha t any development, 
a rch itec tu ra l or re l ig io u s ,  must be analysed in the r ig h t
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context, w ith in  the h is to r ic a l  and geographical se tt ing  o f 
the p a r t ic u la r  country in  question.

In North A fr ic a ,  apart from Egypt, the cu ltu ra l background 

a t the time o f the a r r iv a l  o f Islam, could be compared to 
the v i rg in  so i l  about to be worked, receptive and 
adaptable.

This was not so in the case o f Iran or Ind ia. Both these 
countries could boast a formidable h is to ry  and a well 
established cu ltu ra l heritage. Immediately p r io r  to the
reception o f  Islam to Persia, the Sasanian dynasty was in 
power and preceding i t  the Parthians who ruled the whole 
Persian empire.

During the reign o f these two dynasties, a rch itec tu re  in 
Iran f lo u r ish e d , palaces were b u i l t  on a grand scale, 
which, as we shall see, played a very important part o f 

the development o f Islamic a rch itec ture  a f te r  the east was 
conquered. Another dominant fea tu re , which was to

determine the sp e c if ic  development o f Islam in Persia, was 
i t s  re l ig io n ;  Zoroastrianism. The consequence o f the
oppressive po lic ies  o f  the ru le rs  and harshness o f  the 

re l ig io n  were tha t conversions to the new fa i th  was not 
widespread. This may explain why there is p ra c t ic a l ly  no 
a rch itec tu ra l evidence tha t bears witness to the re l ig io u s  
a tt i tu d e  o f the population during the f i r s t  years a f te r  
the conquest o f Iran.

The conquest o f Iran was in i t ia te d  mainly from the 
garrison c i t ie s  o f Basra and Kufa. The f in a l  defeat was
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achieved between the years 18-22/639-43. A f te r  the
conquest there was an in f lu x  o f Arab m i l i t a r y ,  and the
adm in istra tion  o f law, order and taxation was carr ied  out 
under Arab supervision.

A strong Arab garrison was established in Merv in
?

approximately 54/674. Merv w i l l  be discussed more f u l l y  
la te r  in the thesis when the mosque/palace complex and i t s  
a rch itec tu ra l and p o l i t i c a l  s ign if icance is considered. 
I t  is  not su rp ris ing  tha t there was such a complex at 
Merv, the idea was probably imported by the s e t t l in g
Arabs. Conversion to the new fa i th  was higher in  Khurasan 
than elsewhere, probably because o f the more concentrated 
population o f the Arab s e t t le rs .  Besides Khurasan there 
were large Arab garrisons stationed in a l-J ib a l  and 
Transoxania. The residual strength o f the old re l ig io n  
was shown by the fa c t  tha t even in the 5 th /11th century, 
there was a sudden increase in the number o f conversions, 
something which was catalysed by the spread o f the 
charismatic Sufi movement.

Chris tian  bishoprics were also in evidence, espec ia lly  in 

Fars and Merv, which may have contributed to the d iv e rs i ty  
o f these two c i t ie s .

The newly converted Muslims did not hesitate to use the 
Zoroastrian Fire Temples fo r  worship, as function  had 
p r io r i t y  over everything else. The same occurred in Syria 
and other areas o f the western empire, where extant 

non-Islamic re l ig io n s  bu ild ings , notably Chris tian  
churches were used as mosques.
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Secular and re l ig io u s  bu ild ing  occurred only in  those 
areas, which o ffered nothing from the previous 
c i v i l i s a t io n .  In some areas such as Syria , Chris tian 
churches were converted in to  mosques and in Iran palaces 
were requ is it ioned  fo r  re l ig io u s  practices.

Linder the Umayyad ru le rs  f lo u r ish in g  a rch itec tu ra l 
a c t i v i t y  was confined to the western part o f the empire. 
Build ing a c t i v i t y  was a t a v i r tu a l  s ta n d s t i l l  in Iran , 
where there was widespread discontent concerning the 
behaviour o f the Umayyad princes and th e i r  o f f ic e rs .

I t  was not u n t i l  the 'Abbasids came to power th a t Islam 
was more or less consolidated in the country. This was to 
be a new chapter in the h is to ry  o f Iran and the population 
converted to Islam w ith the exception o f one or two 
loca lised  regions, which were ruled by the a r is toc racy , 
and remained in the hands o f the Zoroastrian c lergy.

The Sasanian concept o f the universal empire was g rea t ly  
strengthened under the 'Abbasids. The Caliph came to be 
regarded the Shadow o f God upon earth. This aspect w i l l  
be discussed in d e ta il  in re la t io n  to i t s  manifestation in 
Persian re l ig io u s  a rch itec tu re . In the course o f the 
time, th is  a t t r ib u te  was conferred upon the temporal 

ru le rs ,  something which became detrimental to the freedom 
and d ig n i ty  o f th e i r  subjects.

Other Sasanian concepts, such as the id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f the 
state w ith the social order or the h ierarch ica l nature of 
society also became increasing ly  accepted.
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I t  is  noteworthy th a t in ea r ly  Islam matters o f s ta te  and 

social ju s t ic e  were c lose ly  re la ted to the function o f  the 
mosque, so tha t i t  is  log ica l to assume th a t Sasanian 
social and p o l i t i c a l  ideas and concepts exerted 
considerable influence on Iranian mosque a rch itec tu re .

The Sasanian and Islamic palace plan, which is  probably 

re la ted to the h is to r ic a l  development o f the dome w i l l  be 
discussed in d e ta i l  la te r .

Under Sasanian ru le  the Zoroastrian c lergy was very 
powerful and oppressive. I t  is not surpris ing the re fo re , 
tha t the oppressed saw the a r r iv a l  o f Islam as a form o f 

l ib e ra t io n .  Conversion to the new fa i th  was not, however, 
un iversa l. Those who clung to the old fa i th  were at the 
same time members o f the ru l in g  class and in order to 
defend th e i r  heritage put up considerable resistance to 
the proselytism e f fo r ts  o f the Arabs.

I t  was not u n t i l  the r ise  o f the 'Abbasids tha t Iran could 

be claimed fo r  Islam. Under the 'Abbasids the fam il ies  o f  
the old ru l in g  e l i t e  gained new autonomy and w ith i t  a new 
national self-awareness. This tendency was beginning to 
r e f le c t  in  a r t i s t i c  and a rch itec tu ra l development. Old 
Sasanian models were gradually integrated in to  
contemporary mosque a rch itec tu re . The Arab s ty le  mosque 
with a wide but shallow sanctuary and pen courtyard 
surrounded by covered c lo is te rs  on the other three sides 
was adopted in Iran and then adapted to s u i t  local 
l i t u r g ic a l  needs.
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When the cap ita l o f the Islamic empire moved from Damascus 

to Baghdad, Iran gained d ire c t  access to other s ty les  o f 
mosque a rch itec tu re  which were f lo u r is h in g  in the western 
te r r i t o r ie s .  D if fus ion  operated both ways. The ancient 
Persian practice  in dome support, the squinch, was adopted 
by North A fr ican  and Egyptian a rch itec ts . (see 
i l l u s t r a t io n  29) The Twain and la te r  the monumental 
porta ls  were implemented also.

In Iran , the ra p id ly  increasing size o f the congregation 
found the old converted Fire Temples, palaces and compact 

small mosques inadequate in s ty le  and introduced western 
models in order to solve th is  p a r t ic u la r  problem.

The fa c t  th a t the Iranians preferred to practise  worship 

in  the open, in the courtyard, facing the g ib !a , while  the 
covered areas were ra re ly  used, except in case o f bad 
weather, is a s ig n i f ic a n t  po in t o f reference and should be 
kept in mind during the analysis o f the Iranian mosque 
plan and the subsequent ro le  o f the dome in the mosque.

There is  strong emphasis on the monumental i t y  and 

decoration o f the p o r ta ls ,  which is  probably a d ire c t  
consequence o f the praying habits o f the worshippers.

Mosque a rch itec tu re  arch itec ture  in general and the 
a rch itec tu re  o f the Friday Mosque in p a r t ic u la r  is  often 
re fe rred  to as an in te r io r  or court a rch itec tu re . I t s  

main ch a ra c te r is t ic  is  the enclosed space which surrounds 
the worshipper. This fo llows an ancient t r a d i t io n  o f 
monumental a rch itec ture  o f the Ancient East and the
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I l l u s t r a t io n  29 Sasanian corner squinch
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3
domestic p ractice  o f  Iran . Closely re la ted to th is  
p a r t ic u la r  development o f the Iranian mosque is  the fa c t  
th a t at the time o f the conquest, palaces were turned in to  
mosques. I t  is  not unreasonable to postu la te , the re fo re , 

tha t the Iranian mosque is  a true successor o f  the great 
palaces. But the palaces such as Ctesiphon and Persepolis 
in  Sasanian times, which were the seats o f d iv ine as well 
as sovereign power, together with the colossal s tructures 
which were symbols o f power, s te a d ily  declined under
T i  4Islam.

At the beginning, however the mosques served the same 

purpose as the palaces, though in a more democratic 
fashion and in th is  sense they were important p o l i t i c a l  
in s t i t u t io n s .  Here the monarchs proclaimed th e i r  
a u th o r i ty ,  councils o f  war were held and m i l i t a r y  and 
p o l i t i c a l  appointments were announced in the mosque. I t  
is  evident, the re fo re , tha t the re l ig io u s  aspect o f the 
mosque must have come under th rea t from time to time. In 
Iran , the re l ig io u s  consciousness o f the population 
developed and responded in an unusual manner; during the 
ru le  o f  two Iran ian dynasties, the Samanids and the 
Buyids, pre-Is lam ic Persian t ra d i t io n s  revived. The 
Samanids ruled in eastern Iran , which is now considered a 

part o f Central Asia. Monuments o r ig in a t in g  in th is  era, 
th a t is ,  between 262/875 and the end o f the tenth century 
have great s ign if icance  fo r  the study o f the development 
in Persian Islam ic a rch itec tu re . During the ru le  o f the 
Samanids, Bukhara and Samarqand became the centres fo r  
learning and fo r  a r t .
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In the tenth century, with the emergence o f the Buyids, a 
new national awareness brought w ith i t  new ideas in 
a rch itec tu re . The ten th , eleventh and tw e lf th  century 
Iranian mosques had a domed chamber in f ro n t  o f the mihrab 
with an Twan leading to the central courtyard. In the 
case o f the Friday Mosque o f Ardistan, there is  a second 
dome chamber. I t  is  worth mentioning, tha t there is  a 
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, i t  is  inva r iab ly  a dome 
chamber and not ju s t  a dome tha t marks the centra l a is le  
in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab. The appearance o f the dome 
chamber is  s ig n i f ic a n t  fo r  two reasons. I t  an tic ipa tes 
the construction o f the single-chamber mosques which w i l l  
be rea lised  u lt im a te ly  by the Ottoman a rch ite c ts .  

Secondly, i t  ind icates a tendency on behalf o f  the 
a rch itec ts  to revive the memory o f the Fire Temple in 
order to b u i l t  a bridge between past and fu tu re .

Possibly, the size o f the dome was d ire c t ly  re la ted to the 
requirements o f the worshippers due to c l im a t ic  fa c to rs , 
as previously suggested. Probably the harsher weather 
conditions o f  Northern-Iran and Anatolia forced the 
congregation to r e t i r e  to w ith in  the walls o f  the covered 
area, which thus substitu ted fo r  the courtyard. I t  is  not 
unexpected, the re fo re , th a t th is  area had to  assume 
d i f fe re n t  dimensional ch a rac te r is t ic s ,  such as the 
increased size o f the dome, in  order to create space in 
the ve r t ic a l  dimension. C erta in ly , th is  was the d r iv ing  
force behind the creation o f the huge domes o f the Turkish 
mosques.
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One o f the most important bu ild ings in Iran is  the Davazda 
Imam, b u i l t  in  419/1028 and i t  antedates the Seljuq 
conquest by twelve years. The squinch o f the dome is  one 
o f the o ldest o f i t s  kind except fo r  the one in the 
Mausoleum o f Arab Ata at Tim. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  19) I t  

comprises three lobed arches. The p ro f i le s  o f  the 
si de-lobes, revo lv ing through a quarter c i r c le  in to  two 
p a ra l le l  planes define the essentia l element, the quarter 
plane. This Mausoleum w i l l  be fu r th e r  discussed below.

The quarter dome is  a purely Persian device and most 

in f lu e n t ia l .  I t  was fu r th e r  re fined during the reign o f 
the Seljuqs, because more a tten t io n  was paid to aesthetics 
in decoration and construction.

S p e c if ic a l ly  from the fourteenth century onwards the 
squinch gradually  disappeared. From the squinch developed 

an espec ia lly  pleasing form o f i t ,  the s ta la c t i te  or 
muqarnas. In Egypt, the pendentive was introduced a t the 
end o f the eleventh or early  tw e lf th  century, but i t  is  
h igh ly l i k e l y ,  th a t Iran exerted some influence on i t s  
development. The squinches o f the Davazda Imam at Yazd

5
were mentioned supra. I t  is  known, tha t these squinches 
are e a r l ie r  than those o f Malik Shah in the Great Mosque 
o f Isfahan. The whole combination is  set in  an outer 
frame, which is  never found in Egypt and can be a t t r ib u te d  
only to the Sasanian t ra d i t io n  o f the squinch.

In the Great Mosque o f Isfahan, with an arched recess 

forming panels, the whole o f the lower re g is te r  is  set on
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an outer arch. The octagon thus obtained is  converted to 
a f ig u re  o f s ixteen sides by e igh t shallow squinches.

A major change occurred a t Gulpaygan in the Great Mosque 

which was b u i l t  in 498-512/1104-18. The arched panels 
disappeared, to be replaced by fo u r - t ie re d  niches.

There are no contemporary examples in Persia, tha t 
resemble the early  Egyptian s ta la c t i te  pendentives, and 
when they do occur in b r ic k ,  th e i r  composition and se tt ing  
is  e n t i re ly  d i f fe re n t  from those found in Egypt.

On the ava ilab le  evidence, as fa r  as the squinch dome is 

concerned, the Islamic world can be a rc h i te c tu ra l ly  
d ivided in to  tow main areas. East and West. I t  must be 
remembered, however, th a t the squinch, which converts the 
square in to  an octagon, o r ig ina ted  in Central Asia and

subsequently i t  was adopted by the western part o f the
empire. I t s  implementation was achieved w ith the help o f 
C hris tian  and Byzantine a rch ite c ts .

In the in troduc tion  i t  was b r ie f ly  mentioned th a t ,  early  
on in Islam, there was no symbolism of any kind in Iran. 

I t  fo llows the re fo re , th a t nothing was created, which 
required symbolic representation. There are a few 

examples in Iran , espec ia lly  on coins, where the ru le  o f
the re l ig io n  is  symbolised; on the one side o f  the old
Sasanian coins a f i r e  temple was engraved, while on the 
other side there was the shahada, or the a t te s ta t io n  o f 
the f a i t h .  ^
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There was, in a rch ite c tu re ,  the equivalent a t Merv w ith  a 
mosque/palace complex, which in i t s e l f  was a symbol o f 

power and re l ig io n .  The converted palaces o f Ctesiphon 
and Firuzabad are also v is ib le  evidence o f the ru l in g  
re l ig io n .  I t  is  noteworthy, tha t there was a precedent 
fo r  the temple/palace combination in the Parthian and 

la te r  the Sasanian period, such as the palace a t Hatra, 
which is  now Iraq. ^ (See i l l u s t r a t io n  30)

The temple is  b u i l t  on a square plan, the antecedent o f 
the square dome chamber, which was to become a v i t a l  

aspect o f Persian Islamic a rch itec tu re . The Friday Mosque 
o f Is takhr was o r ig in a l ly  a Sasanian palace, then used as 
a Fire Temple, before i t  f i n a l l y  became a mosque. The 
palace a t Firuzabad was constructed by the Sasanians on 
the four Twan plan w ith  three squared dome chambers. (See 
i l l u s t r a t io n  31) These are the o ldest known domes in 
Iran.

The Sasanian a rch ite c tu ra l s ty le  was also accepted by the 
Christians and used in the so ca lled  cross in the square 
churches. While the F ire  Temple plan exerted i t s  
influence over the Armenian churches and the Balkans.

This method o f dome construction was adopted by the 

Christians and subsequently by Islam. Sasanian s tru c tu re ,  
however, re l ie d  heavily  on in e r t  masses fo r  s t a b i l i t y ,  and 
i t  was Islamic Persia tha t re fined these forms. Persian 
mosque design had i t s  own in d iv id u a l is t ic  development, 
which was based on the Persian cu ltu ra l  heritage, as
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I l l u s t r a t io n  31 Palace Complexes o f Firuzabad 
and Sarvistan.
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against the Syrian designs and Mesopotamian s ty le s , which 
employed C hris tian  elements.

Once the dome had become an in tegra l part o f the mosque 
and the teeth ing problems had been overcome both in the 
p rac tica l and in symbolic terms, inherited  cha rac te r is t ics  
from other re l ig io u s  ed if ices  could now be re fined to s u i t  
the requirements o f the House o f God and the congregation 
in close re la t io n sh ip .  In sp ira t io n  fo r  s ty le  and
decoration was found in the Qur'an. Mathematical
knowledge, inc lud ing geometry, inherited  from the Greeks 
and the Romans served as a su itab le  vehicle w ith which 
r e a l i t y  could be transcended in order to experience the 

abstract. The world o f abstract ideas become r e a l i t y  
through abstract patterns, which were widely applied as 

decorative motifs  both ex te rn a l ly  and in te rn a l ly  to the 
mihrab dome.

Because God belongs to the world o f the Abstract, wherein
He is  R ea li ty ,  the only way He can be brought in to  the
world o f r e a l i t y  is  through the abstract. Abstract 
patterns are s t i l l  u t i l i s e d  in mosque arch itec ture  and
considerable harmony has been achieved between the
abstract and non-abstract representations.

During the reign o f  two Iranian dynasties, the Samanids
and the Buyids, the pre-Is lam ic t ra d i t io n s  became national 

t ra d i t io n s .  The most important bu ild ing  from th is  era is 
the tomb o f the Samanid Ism a 'i l  in  Bukhara. The exact 
date o f  i t s  construction is  not known, but i t  can be 
ascribed to the ea r ly  tenth century. I t  is  a square
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b u ild ing , resembling a pa v il ion  w ith a l l  four sides open. 
There is  no trace o f  any provis ion fo r  doors.

Such structures were fa m i l ia r  to the people o f the area, 
resembling the F ire  Temple p a v i l io n ,  where the sacred f i r e  

used to be displayed to the people. The dome o f the tomb 
is  supported by squinches. The decoration is mainly of 
b r ic k ,  consisting  o f angular and c i r c u la r  patterns, with 
the inc lus ion  o f  the occasional d iscreet carved 
te r ra co tta .  Baked b r ick  had been used previously as a 
decorative item fo r  the Baghdad Gate o f Raqqa and la te r  in 

the Great Mosque o f Samarra, but such richness in 
decoration as in the tomb o f Ism a 'i l  the Samanid has not 
been recorded as ea r ly  as th is  elsewhere. I t  was probably

o
the work o f b r ick  masons from Transoxania. I t  is  well 
known tha t b r ick  is a v e rs a t i le  bu ild ing  material and i t  
seems to have dominated only in the eastern part o f the 
empire, namely in Iran . This might explain the dome 
construction techniques employed in Ira n , contrasted with 

those employed in Roman and Byzantine a rch itec tu re . 
B r ick , however, became dominant in  bu ild ing  only a f te r  the 
Islamic conquest. Most o f the Sasanian build ings were 
constructed e n t i re ly  from stone, except fo r  the

Taq-i-K isra  and the Qasr-i-ShirTn and a small palace at
-  9Damghan.

I t  was un fired  b r ick  th a t dominated in previous 
a rch itec tu ra l t ra d i t io n s  in  Iran and dome bu ild ing  evolved 
from these. In decoration, i t  was used to provide the 
elementary components o f design, the v e r t ic a l ,  the 

horizonta l and the l ines  o f the pointed arch. Iranian
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design, decorative and a rch itec tu ra l may be re la ted to the 
ava ilab le  bu ild ing  m a te r ia l.  Brick is  a meagre medium 
and, the re fo re , i t  is  possible th a t the complexity o f 
decoration is  there to  compensate fo r  i t s  appearance, 
being wholly o f abstract design and not mechanically 
integrated in to  the s truc tu re . A d e f in i te  Iranian 
innovation was the Mosque Madrasa or the "College", which 
was la te r  to f in d  i t s  way in to  Egypt and other parts o f 

the empire. As ou tl ined  in  the previous chapter, the 
importance o f the re la t io n sh ip  between the function  and 
plan o f the mosque was stressed, in th is  way, in tha t 
mosque/palace served a p a r t ic u la r  purpose, as d id the 
Friday Mosque and the Madrasa, hence th e i r  p a r t ic u la r  
layout. I t  i s ,  however, above a l l ,  the Sasanian plan, the 

Twan and the domed square room in communication which 

became important to eastern Islam ic a rch itec tu re , the 
domed room being the haram o f the mosque.

Before we embark on the discussion o f  the decorative 

components o f the Iranian mosque, we have to examine i t s  

layout in  i t s  h is to r ic a l  context.

One o f the e a r l ie s t  mosques in Iran , the Tarik-Khana at 
DamghSn, is  what is  ca lled  a columnar mosque. (See 
i l l u s t r a t io n  32.) Columnar mosques were qu ite  widespread 

in the f i r s t  centuries o f  Islam. There were a number o f 
columnar h a lls  in  the form o f naves on the g ib !a  side o f 

the cou rt, facing Mecca.

The columnar ha ll type mosque might have been H e l le n is t ic  
in  o r ig in ,  but Persian a rch itec tu re  was also columnar in
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the Achaemenid times, a t ra d i t io n  which was carr ied  over

in to  the Sasanian period. I t  is  noteworthy tha t the Basra
and the Kufa mosques, r e b u i l t  by Ziyad ibn AbTTii, are also
columnar mosques. The a rch ite c t who worked on these two

10mosques was reputed to have worked fo r  Khusraw I I .

Vau lt ing , which can be found also in the Tarik-Khfna o f 
Damghan was widely used in Sasanian palaces, an example o f 

which is  the palace at Firuzabad. Vaulting o rig inated in
Asia, and represented power. Barrel vaults and domes on
squinches are the two basic forms. The dome, the
culmination o f va u lt  design, probably developed n a tu ra l ly  
and qu ite  autonomously in Iran w ithout any fore ign

in f luence, although the e a r l ie s t  examples are no longer in 

existence to prove th is  conclusive ly.

Iranian palaces from the Sasanian era comprised a domed 
throne chamber communicating w ith a t least one Twan, but 
usually  more than one. This combination was retained in 
la te r  re l ig io u s  a rch itec tu re . The Twan is  a roofed space,
enclosed on three sides on ly , w ith a ce rta in  depth. I t  is
well adapted to the o r ien ta l climate and i t  was used as 
early  as the Achaemenid period. I t  used to have f l a t
roo f ing , while during the Sasanian times parabolic
vau lt ing  developed which, in  Islamic times, turned in to  
pointed vau lt ing . The monumental version o f the Twan is  

the expression, the a rch itec tu ra l ex te rna lisa t ion  o f 
roya l, or o f d iv ine might. At the back o f the Twan stood 
the royal throne, exerting  i t s  a u th o r i ty ,  somewhat 
s im i la r ly  to the mihrab at the back o f  the mosque Twan.
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A very important bu ild ing  should be mentioned at th is  
stage, which is  probably the product o f the in te ra c t io n  o f 
eastern and western c u ltu ra l  heritage; v iz ;  the Palace 

complex o f Khirbat a l-M a fja r .  (See i l lu s t r a t io n s  33a and 
33b.) The palace was b u i l t  in the Umayyad period under 
Caliph Hisham, in 106/724-743.^ During th is  period, the 
Arabs had access to the a r t i s t i c  representations o f both
west and east through th e i r  conquests. Workmen were
employed from a l l  over the empire and i t  was ine v itab le  

tha t the various s ty les  they brought with them were fused 
in to  a new one. Sasanian fea tures, such as the throne 
room and i t s  dome and a niche at the back o f the throne

room, one example these may have been the forerunner of
the concept o f the mihrab and i t s  dome.

A curious looking ob ject was found in one o f the niches -
12a cone-shaped pendant, hanging on a th ick  chain. The

pendant was positioned in such a way, tha t i t  caught the

eye o f whoever walked through the entrance. The central

nave, which leads to the niche containing the pendant, has
a dome in i t s  centre, the highest po in t o f e levation o f
the s truc tu re . There is  another dome on the in t e r io r  o f

13the entrance ha ll to the nave.

The height and pos it ion  o f the central dome indicates tha t 
the area i t  is  marking, is  the most important one in the 
whole b u ild ing .

The object hanging in the niche was likened to the 

"hanging crown o f the Sasanian kings at Ctesiphon". 
Apparently, the crown worn by the kings were so heavy,
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tha t i t  had to be suspended from the c e i l in g ,  above the
14head o f the ru le r .

Another reference gives the descrip tion  o f the roo f o f the

Ctesiphon palace: "The throne vau lt  was so superbly b u i l t ,
tha t no one has seen anything l ik e  i t  elsewhere. In i t
his crown was suspended, and he sat there, when he gave

1 R
audience to the people. (Khusraw I I ) " .

16According to Firdawsi, the crown is said to have been
suspended fo r  the ru l in g  king, not only in the permanent 
throne ha ll o f  the cap ita l c i t y ,  but also wherever he 
resided, even fo r  a short period during his t ra ve ls .

The hanging crown was also a part o f the Byzantine court 
ceremonial. I t  is  possib le, th a t the concept o f the 
hanging crown was adopted by the Umayyad ru le rs .  I t  is 

known tha t i t  was th e i r  ambition to equal and surpass the 
splendours o f  the ru l in g  Sasanian dynasties and th is  
became te ch n ica l ly  possible a f te r  the conquest o f Iran.

The dome was introduced in to  Islamic a rch itec tu re  during 
the Umayyads and i t  was accepted as an in tegra l part o f 
mosque - a rch itec tu re  during the ‘ Abbasids, who, as we know, 

came to power w ith Iranian assistance. I t  was during 
th e i r  ru le  th a t the influence o f Iran grew.

On the ra ther scanty evidence concerning the evo lu tion o f 

the early  dome, one can only put forward the hypotheses 
best supported by the evidence tha t a c tu a lly  ex is ts .
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I t  was established in the previous chapter, tha t the dome 
was a symbol o f power in p ra c t ic a l ly  a l l  previous 

c iv i l i z a t io n s ;  th a t the evidence points to the fa c t ,  tha t 

the Umayyads also adopted i t  as such; and th a t they 
integrated i t  in to  a s ty le  o f Islamic a rch itec tu re , which 
was to acquire a s p e c i f ic a l ly  Islamic character in  the 
fo l low ing  centuries.

The cone, or dome shape, as a representative symbol goes 
back even fu r th e r  in h is to ry .

The excavations o f the Royal cemetery at Ur y ie lded some 
very in te res t in g  and probably h igh ly s ig n i f ic a n t  clues to 
the nature o f  the dome. There are a number o f  blocks o f 
stone in  the B r i t is h  Museum, comprising w r i t te n  and 
p ic to r ia l  depic tions. The engravings i l l u s t r a te  a number 
o f bu ild ings with f l a t  and domed roo fing . There seems to 

be a procession in f ro n t  o f the bu ild ings , headed by a 

f ig u re ,  who could conceivably be a p r ie s t ,  or a king. The 
cone shaped dome o f the bu ild ings appear to be ribbed.

The Royal Cemetery dates back to the th i rd  millennium,

the re fo re , and must be considered, as possibly the f i r s t
item o f evidence in the h is to ry  o f the dome. The ancient
Iranians may have adopted the a rch itec ture  o f the
Sumerians, and used the same square bu ild ing  w ith a dome,

17fo r  th e i r  temples.

There are other in te re s t in g  excavation materia ls  in  the 
B r i t is h  Museum, such as the g ian t tab le ts  found in  Assyria 

and la te r ,  Mesopotamia. Some o f the tab le ts  depict



147

f ig u re s , which could be representations o f e ith e r  p r ie s ts ,  

or astro logers. Their heads are covered with cone shaped 
hats, and they are po in ting  to the symbolic 
representations o f the elements. One o f these is  the 
symbol o f the Earth, which is  cone shaped and ribbed.

I f  we accept tha t the cone shape was a universal symbol 
fo r  the heavens and the earth from the beginning o f 
h is to ry ,  then i t  is  lo g ic a l ,  tha t i t  should also become an 
in tegra l part o f re l ig io u s  arch itec tu re  in times to come.

Given i t s  o r ig in  in the Middle-East, i t  is not su rp ris ing  
tha t one should f in d  a co n t in u ity  there. Whether i t  
represented Power, or the Universe, the cone shape found 
i t s  way in to  Islamic re l ig io u s  a rch itec tu re , espec ia lly  in 
f ro n t  o f the mihrab niche, most probably through the 
Persians.

The 'Abbasid insistence on transforming Sasanian models o f 
ru le  in to  th e i r  own proved most s ig n i f ic a n t ,  as was also 
th e i r  dependence on Persian advisers, who were converted 

to Islam, but o f Sasanian descent. The Persians 
endeavoured to construct an ideology, which would enhance 
the prestige o f  th e i r  own t ra d i t io n s  by casting Islam in 
the ro le  o f successor to the Sasanian struggle against the 
world hegemony o f Rome. In the new c o n s tr ic t iv e  myth 
which they developed, Mesopotamia, ra ther than 

Constantinople became the centre o f the world.

Just as the Roman myth acquired c r e d ib i l i t y  because o f i t s  
c i t y 's  splendour, the Mesopotamian version o f the Islamic
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myth was nourished by Baghdad's wealth, population and 

a rch itec tu ra l adornment.

The a rch itec tu ra l development o f Islamic Iran is  inherent, 
the re fo re , in  i t s  h is to r ic a l  development. I t  is  ev ident, 
tha t the model on which Iranian place o f worship was 
b u i l t ,  depended on d i f fe re n t  c r i t e r ia  from the Syrian and 
North A fr ican ones.

I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to speculate on the extent to which the 
various visual symbols included in the mosque a rch itec tu re  

d if fe re d  from those o f the res t o f the empire, not least 
since the early  examples have been la rg e ly  destroyed.

I f ,  however, the e x is t in g  evidence is  assessed, there is  a 

strong case fo r  reasserting e a r l ie r  claims tha t the 
meaning and o r ig in  o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is 
considerably d i f fe re n t  in  Iran from tha t o f the western 
part o f  the Islamic empire.

The cu ltu re  o f long term sedentary peoples must, o f 

necessity, produce d i f fe re n t  a rch itec tu ra l s ty les  from 
those produced by people o f nomadic o r ig in .  The desert 
experience is ,  by i t s  own sp e c if ic  character, conducive to 
the formation o f d i f fe re n t  concepts, from tha t o f  the c i t y  
experience, and th is  is  one o f the underlying causes o f 
the d iv e rs i ty  found in Is lamic a rch itec tu re .

In the fo l low ing  paragraphs, i t  w i l l  be argued th a t the 
s ize , pos it ion  and the decoration o f the dome in  f ro n t  o f 
the mihrab developed independently in Iran , Anato lia  and
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Turkey and w ith  a d i f fe re n t  ideo log ica l d r iv in g  force as 
the explanation.

In order to do th is ,  the f i r s t  question which has to be 
asked is :  why did the dome appear in the western part o f  

the empire so much e a r l ie r  than in Islamic Iran . A part 
o f the answer to the question l ie s  in the h is to r ic a l  
development o f  the two parts o f the empire.

During the reign o f the Pious Caliphs, the purpose was
purely to conquer in  the name o f Islam, Islam meaning a
re l ig io u s  and not ye t a p o l i t i c a l  e n t i ty  . The f i r s t  
Caliphs forbade th e i r  conquering armies to s e t t le  in the 
c i t ie s  which came under th e i r  power. They e i th e r  pitched 

tents outside the c i t i e s ,  or b u i l t  enclosures, where the 

so ld ie rs  and th e i r  fam il ies  stayed. Mingling w ith  the 
local population was not encouraged, and the Arabs were
treated almost as p r iv i leg ed  members o f Islam. I t  is 
re levan t, th a t at the same time, there was considerable 
in te rna l s t r i f e  amongst Muslims. I t  is  not su rp r is in g ,

there fo re , tha t th e i r  a tte n t io n  was occupied w ith graver 
issues than the pragmatic implementation o f  visual 
representation o f the re l ig io n .  In the west, the princes, 
who were la te r  to become known as the Umayyads, were
mostly occupied w ith  amassing wealth fo r  themselves and
th e i r  v iz ie rs .  They took advantage o f possessing such
wealth by investing i t  in  the bu ild ing  o f extravagant

palaces and mosques. In the eastern part o f the empire, 
the Companions o f the Prophet and th e i r  fo l low ers  were 
preoccupied w ith  spreading the fa i th  and managing the 
everyday adm in is tra tion  o f  the newly converted provinces.
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I t  was the aim o f the Umayyads to estab lish  an overa ll 
hegemony fo r  themselves, fo r  which they did not shrink 

from committing s ing le  or large scale a t ro c i t ie s .  When 
they f i n a l l y  became the sole ru le rs  o f the empire, th e i r  
job was more d i f f i c u l t  in  Iran , than anywhere else.

I t  was mentioned e a r l ie r ,  tha t government was carr ied  out 
from Kufa or Basra, so th a t the influence was not as

strong in  the east, as in the west. There was much
opposition to the Umayyads, who, in  fa c t ,  showed some
contempt fo r  the re l ig io u s  aspect o f  Islam.

At the beginning o f Islam, the Prophet was the c h ie f  o f 
the Muslims both in the temporal and s p ir i tu a l  aspects. 

When he named one o f his fo llowers commander o f  a 
province, he committed both forms o f sovereignty to them. 
This, however, was to change f a i r l y  rap id ly  and the two 
posit ions became dependent on each o ther, but not
un ive rsa lly  implemented. The Caliphate, however, remained 

a combination o f s p i r i tu a l  and temporal o f f ic e .

The connection between government and re l ig io n  in  Islam is  
d i f fe re n t  from the connection between the two in 
C h r is t ia n i ty .  In the l a t t e r ,  re l ig io n  spread among the 
people before reaching the governing c lass, whereas in 

Islam i t  f i r s t  spread among the governing c lass, and from 
there to the people. When Islam acquired s trength , the 
ch ie f ta ins  were anxious fo r  w orld ly  power, the existence 
o f the Caliphate was one o f the major causes o f th e i r  
success, owing to the influence o f re l ig io n  over man's
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mind at the time. I t  was only a re lig iou s  banner tha t
could make them u n ite , espec ia lly  in the east.

Having established tha t there was a d i f fe re n t  trend in the
east from tha t o f the west concerning the ro le  o f the

ca liphs, even a f te r  the t i t l e  was conferred on the Umayyad
princes, i t s  e f fe c t  upon the visual manifestation o f 
re l ig io n  should now be assessed.

Mosque development in Iran and other eastern te r r i t o r ie s
w i l l  be evaluated from the time the Dome o f the Rock was

b u i l t ,  in  86/687, by ^\bd a l-M a lik .  Some of the decorative

elements o f the Dome o f the Rock are o f Sasanian o r ig in
and, i t  is  believed by some scholars, they symbolise

18Islam's v ic to ry  over the Persian empire. The decorative
elements comprise representations o f crowns, necklaces and
pendants. Some of the crowns are combined with crescents
or winged m o t i fs ,  which are associated with Sasanian 

19ro ya lty .  This is  fu r th e r  evidence fo r  the theory tha t 
the decoration and the symbolic meaning o f the dome 
orig inated  in Iran.

Although domes have been incorporated in to  re l ig io u s  and 
secular a rch itec tu re  fo r  cen tu r ies , the most re levant 

feature  to th is  stage o f th is  study is  the adoption o f the 
dome on square base. The square base was transformed in to  

an octagon by means o f corner squinches. This technique 
is  s ig n i f ic a n t ly  d i f fe re n t  from th a t employed by the 
Romans and the C hris t ians , who erected domes on a c i r c u la r  
base by reducing the diameter o f  the c i r c le .  (see 
I l l u s t r a t io n  34) The Romans used b r ick  together with
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concrete fo r  construction  o f domes, while the Persians 

used only b r ic k .  In order to convert the square in to  an 
octagon, sophis tica ted knowledge o f a rch ite c tu ra l 
techniques was necessary, and there is  evidence fo r  th is  
a t Ctesiphon, Persepolis and Sarvistan.

The squinch is  e ith e r  an arch, or arches o f  ra d i i  o f
increasing length p ro jec ting  one in f ro n t  o f the other or
o f horizonta l arches p ro jec ting  in the same manner. The
dome w i l l  have the diameter o f the length o f one side o f

the square. Simple squinches were in  use at FiruzSbad and
20Sarvistan in  the fourth  century.

In the Roman-Hellenistic square bu ild ings which were to be
covered w ith  a dome corner niches were superimposed on the
corners o f the square, which converted the square to an

octagonal shape; however, these niches had no re la t io n sh ip

to the squinches employed in Persia, which evolved from
the simple squinch v a u lt .  During the period p r io r  to the
advent o f the Byzantine s ty le ,  the truss squinch dome was

21confined to Persia and adjacent countries.

I t  was from about the fourteenth century, th a t the

spherical dome on a drum, res ting  on a square base was
22introduced and cu lt iv a te d  in Persia. A e s th e t ica l ly

th is  arrangement was more appealing espec ia lly  on 
rendering the e x te r io r  o f the dome. Before the fourteenth 

century, the squinch dome was manipulated, d isguised, 
decorated, in  order to sh ie ld  i t s  inherent clumsiness. 

For example, the in troduc tion  o f a smooth niche, which
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overrides the corner, was probably the re su lt  o f carefu l
23study o f the Byzantinian so lu t ion  to the problem.

The Seljuqs used an a t t r a c t iv e ,  but p la in  squinch, w ith  a
sharp g ro in , running from the corner o f the walls  in a

24
smooth curve to the crown o f the squinch. Aesthetic 
and p ra c t ica l consideration led to other innovations to 
the t ra n s i t io n  zone, which resulted in  the c i r c u la r  ra ther 

than the polygonal form. The t r ia n g le  was constructed to 
resemble s ta la c t i te s ,  which are in  themselves su itab le  
components fo r  decoration.

In a dd it ion , there were other types o f squinches possibly 
more widespread than the one ju s t  described.

One o f these types include on the f i r s t  layer e igh t

la te ra l  squinches, which were b u i l t  on a higher level than
the main squinches, over which a uniform arched panel was
placed to give re g u la r i ty  to the sixteen sided polygon on

25which the dome was placed.

Later, the main and la te ra l  squinches were b u i l t  w ith 

th e i r  crowns on the same le v e l.  The elements, which were 
incorporated in to  the s truc tu re  to produce an 
extraord inary form, ca lled  the squinch-net or groined 
pendentive were: the la te ra l  squinch; the low-crowned
squinch, curren t in the east, and in te r la c in g  arches and 

half-arches. The squinch-net was used extensive ly during 
the Safavid era. Two o f the mosques in  which they can be 
found are the M asjid - i Shah and the M asjid - i L u tf  A llah  
both at Isfahan. ^
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Later on, a p a r t ic u la r ly  a t t ra c t iv e  form o f dome developed 

from the squinch-net, the star-shaped cupola, which had
i t s  precursor in  the tw e lf th  century vaults  o f the

* *  £ 27Masjid-i-Jami a t Isfahan. (see i l l u s t r a t io n  35)

B as ica l ly ,  the domes o f Iran could be divided in to  three 
categories: 1) Single domes; these are the d ire c t
descendants o f the Sasanian domes. There are extant 
examples fo r  these in the Seljuq period. 2) True double 
domes, whose prototypes may be found in the tomb o f Sultan 
Sanjar a t Merv in ca 552/1157. 3) The domes which possess
an inner dome, concealed by a polyhedral ten t dome, or 
conical ro o f,  such as the Gunbad-i-^bus o f 398/1007. ^

The dome, which belongs to category 1) appears in s ix  
monuments. The base is  e ith e r  octagonal or square. At 
Su ltaniya, the Mausoleum o f O l je i tu  is  covered w ith  a 
massive dome o f 24.5m span, and i t  is  over one metre th ick  
a t i t s  base.

I t  has an void section, and the inner base rests on t ie r s
of continuous corbels, which convert the hexagon in to  a
c i r c le .  The thickness o f the she ll increases from the
base to the apex by means o f a series o f steps, however, a

29smooth and regular exposed p ro f i le  was obtained.

The same type o f p ro f i le  can be seen in the dome o f the 

M asjid - i-Jam i1' at Veramin; i t  d i f fe r s  only in th a t there 
are no traces to ind ica te  th a t an a u x i l ia ry  shell was used 
to regu la r ise  the p ro f i le .



156

I l l u s t r a t io n  35 Persian Vault.
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Category 2) domes, the true double domes, appear in ten 

monuments, covering e ith e r  a square or an octagonal 
chamber, (see i l l u s t r a t io n  36)

The only ea r ly  example o f th is  type o f dome can be found

at Merv, in 552/1157 in the tomb o f Sultan Sanjar.
*

The double dome did not seem to appear in the eastern part 
o f Iran . This may possib ly ind ica te  tha t i t  was imported 
from the western part o f  the Islamic empire.

The double domes, or cupolas, which were b u i l t  e n t i r e ly
from wood, were c h a ra c te r is t ic  o f the early  C hris tian  and
early  Muslim monuments at Jerusalem, Basra and Damascus.
There were impressive wooden domes in Baghdad and at

31Nishapur in the Seljuq period.

There is  a p o s s ib i l i t y  tha t the wooden domes were used to

cover the b r ick  domes, which were replaced w ith other
b r ick  domes. This explanation or hypothesis is  not very
strong on grounds o f lo g ic ,  however, seeing tha t there was
a shortage o f  wood in Persia - hence the use o f b r ick  from

32ancient times. I t  has also been suggested th a t the
double dome was insp ired by the vau lt  and lantern system
of Armenian churches, which covered the crossing o f the

a is le  and the transepts. The stupas o f India and Central

Asia were also covered with double domes. E ither o f  these
33two areas could have been the o r ig in  o f the double dome.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  36 Double Dome.
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In the 11 khanid period, the system o f the double dome
appeared f u l l y  developed. Examples o f double domes can be

found a t Kharraqan in Iran.

The th i r d  category dome, the te n t dome, appears on twelve
monuments. The " te n t"  is  placed over an inner
hemispherical dome, which may be covering square,

34c i r c u la r ,  octagonal, decagonal and duodecagonal plans.
Some o f these examples resemble the royal tents o f the

nomadic peoples and one may speculate tha t there was a
measure o f nosta lg ia  involved in th e i r  use. The octagon
is  established by means o f squinch arches which span the
corners o f the dome chamber, (see i l l u s t r a t io n  37) In
some cases a secondary zone o f t ra n s i t io n  was also

established, a sixteen sided f igu re  was created by a
number o f wall arches. This f ig u re  provided the base fo r
the dome. This method was employed in the Masjid-i-Jami

35at Veramin and Ashtarjan.

During the Seljuq ru le ,  which lasted u n t i l  the tw e lf th

century, decoration became an extremely important element 
o f mosque a rch itec tu re . The a r t is t s  and a rch itec ts  o f the 
Seljuq period appreciated, understood and transformed the 
already e x is t in g  decorative schemes o f th e i r  predecessors 
and by combining these two important fa c to rs ,  they
produced a magnificent decorative s ty le .

Geometric patterns were executed in b r ic k ,  te r ra co tta  and 
stucco. In sc r ip t ion s  were also favoured as decoration, 
executed in  a handsome s c r ip t .  Colour in a rch itec tu re  
appeared fo r  the f i r s t  time under the Seljuqs, but i t s  use
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was perfected only during the fo llow ing  eras. The 

emphasis was mainly on s tru c tu re ,  which tended to be 
rather massive, w ith great dome chambers being prevalent 
under the Seljuqs. These were replaced la te r  by more 

slender s truc tu res . The dome chamber became higher and 
l ig h te r ,  while the in te rna l walls  became almost f l im sy  and 
pierced w ith wider openings. The concept o f space and the 
importance o f l i g h t  became the primary concern, colours 
became more v iv id  and the stucco became much r ic h e r .  

Coloured t i l e s  found th e i r  way in to  mosque decoration and 
the u t i l i s a t io n  o f  lap is  la z u l i ,  turquoise and gold 
enhanced the richness o f the decoration. By the end of 
the Mongol period, the use o f colour became the perfec t 

medium fo r  Persian expression.

This was not new, however, in  the Iranian t r a d i t io n .  The 
Persians always had a t r a d i t io n  fo r  conveying visual 
beauty even in  ancient times. Symbolic plants and natural 
forms in p re -h is to r ic  times expressed f e r t i l i t y  and 

abundance, and these found a synthesis with the geometric 
and ca l l ig ra p h ic  compositions in the Islamic period. In 
Iran , ca ll ig rap hy  is  a major and, indeed, an elemental 
component in  a r t .  I t  was developed by the Persians in to  a 

va r ie ty  o f beau tifu l forms, and incorporated in to  every 
part o f the mosques, tu rn ing them in to  the e a r th ly  
manifestation o f  the word o f God. The t ra n s i t io n  zones o f 

the domes in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab o f the Iranian mosques 

are always decorated w ith  ca ll ig ra ph y , which fu r th e r  
emphasises th e i r  importance.
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Stucco and b r ick  is  abundant in mosque decoration and

co lou rfu l polychrome t i l e s  and faiance are incorporated, 
sometimes in  conjunction w ith  the former, to achieve 
maximum e f fe c t .  Stucco was not new to the Muslim 
a rc h ite c t .  I t  was an organic part o f Sasanian decorative
a r t .

In Safavid times, Persian mosque a rch itec tu re , as well as 
a l l  other a r t  forms f lou r ished . Experimentation in
decoration was evident, espec ia lly  in Isfahan, where

extravagantly painted stucco was combined w ith  b r i l l i a n t l y  
coloured t i le w o rk  in order to enhance the appearance o f 
the dome in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab. Safavid decoration

' ' i *

resembles the co lou rfu l semantic expressions o f the 

contemporary poets, w ithout ever reaching the po in t o f 

sa tu ra t ion , stopping short o f losing the meaning fo r  the 
words.

During the Seljuq period, however, stucco a r t  lo s t  i t s
primary pos it ion  to the more austere, sober b r ic k .

In t r ic a te  geometric patterns were perfected to such an
exten t, th a t they have never since been r iv a l le d .  A
perfec t example fo r  demonstrating th is  po int is  the- dome

cof the Masjid-i-Jami a t Isfahan.

Brick was combined with polychrome t i l e s  to produce an 

impression w ith in  an expression e f fe c t .  Delicate f l o r a l ,  
arabesque and geometric forms are inserted in to  the 
soberly ou tl ined b r ick  framework, which is composed o f 
angles, squares and t r ia n g le s .  The colours and shapes are 
chosen in  such a way th a t an i l lu s io n  o f a lte rna t in g
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l ig h t  and dark is  created w ithout ac tua lly  resort ing  to 
the use o f l ig h t .

The concept o f l ig h t  and dark has been the in tegra l part 
o f every manifestation o f Persian cu ltu re  since 
Zoroastrian times, where i t  is  o rgan ica lly  interwoven in to  
the re lig io u s  philosophy. I t  could not be excluded la te r  
from the equally r ich  imagery o f Islamic re l ig io u s  
thought, i t  was unconsciously or consciously incorporated 

in to  Islamic philosophy, and in to  the visual expression o f 
tha t philosophy.

I t  is  in te re s t in g  to note the contrast that seems to e x is t  
between the decorative elements o f mosque a rch itec tu re  and 
those of the minor a r ts .  Although the s k i l l  o f execution 
is iden tica l and the app lica t ion  o f  colour is  equally 
imaginative and varied, there is  a crucia l d if fe rence in 
the themes chosen. Whereas in mosque decorative design 
every item is  d e lica te ,  in t r ic a te ,  almost c e le s t ia l ,  
creating a fee l ing  o f complete peace and beauty, popular 
themes fo r  the minor a r ts ,  especia lly  fo r  metal work, seem 
to be representations o f v io lence, the struggle between 
good and e v i l ,  and a general restlessness and movement.

This is  not to say, however, th a t de lica te  'Paradise' 
motifs are not to be found in the minor a r ts ;  in  fa c t ,  
they are frequently  found, but i t  is  so s t r ik in g  to f in d  
violence in a r t  at a l l ,  a f te r  experiencing the serenity  in 
the decorations o f the mosques. Perhaps i t  is  th is  
d u a l i ty  o f  the s p ir i tu a l  makeup o f Muslim a r t is ts  tha t is 
the dynamic force behind the a b i l i t y  to produce such
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awe-inspiring beauty as the Great Mosque o f Isfahan or the 
Blue Mosque at Tabriz.

I t  was mentioned at the beginning o f th is  chapter, tha t 
the praying habits o f the Persian congregation was
d if fe re n t  from tha t o f the North African or Syrian
congregation, in  tha t prayers were offered in the open, 

whenever possible. With the onset o f harsher weather
conditions, however, the space w ith in  the walls o f the
mosque was used fo r  worship, hence space, and the i l lu s io n  
of space had to be created. This was p a r t ly  achieved by 

the increased size o f the mihrab dome. The Great Mosque 
of Isfahan, which is  the e a r l ie s t  o f the Iranian mosques 
with a dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, has a huge dome, 
measuring 49 ft  in  diameter. This, however, is  not the 
o r ig in a l dome, which was destroyed e a r l ie r .  The Seljuq 
Sultan Malik Shah had i t  restored and started roofing the 
walls o f the courtyard. The rows o f ce l ls  as dwelling 
places had no longer any p rac tica l s ign if icance and they 
became an a rch itec tu ra l feature, (see i l l u s t r a t io n  38) 
Friday service was held in th is  mosque, which subsequently 
became the prototype fo r  Friday Mosques in Iran and 
Turkestan. ^

Another dome chamber was set in to  the arcades facing the 

mihrab dome, and both were fronted with deep iwans. The 
dome chamber also contributes to the fee l ing  o f 
spaciousness.

The mihrab dome bears an in s c r ip t io n ,  w ith a date, 
481/1088-9, and i t s  zone o f t ra n s i t io n  rests upon



I l l u s t r a t io n  38 M asjid - i-Jam i\ Isfahan,
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plastered arcades. No dome has been noted in Persia which
rests upon a r ing  o f sixteen arches e a r l ie r  than th is  one.
On the e x te r io r ,  the zone o f t ra n s i t io n  was masked by an
octagonal prism o f masonry u n t i l  the eleventh century.
The e a r l ie s t  example o f  the exposed octagon is  in th is

37monument, which is  the e a r l ie s t  o f the Seljuq domes.

Two tombtowers have been discovered in Kharraqan in 1963 
dating from the eleventh century.

Two mosques from the Seljuq era, one which was discussed
by R. Hillenbrand in a paper published in 1972 and both o f

38them in 1976, warrant fu r th e r  consideration. One o f the 
mosques is s itua ted a t Qorva near Qazvin, while the other 

one is  at Sojas, near Sultaniya. The domes o f these two 

monuments are small compared to the other domes in the 
area measuring 5.5m and 9.2m respective ly .

The zone o f t ra n s i t io n  comprises t r i lo b e d  squinches, which 
are to be found in the other mosques o f the Isfahan area.

The small mosque a t Qorva serves as evidence fo r  the
existence o f the 'p a v i l io n '  mosque p r io r  to the Seljuq
era, thereby d isp e l l in g  the b e l ie f  tha t i t  was a Seljuq 

39innovation. The 'p a v i l io n '  was to be integrated in to  
the mosque s truc tu re  by the Seljuq which probably led to 
the evolution o f mosques with s ing le  dome-chambers 
re ferred to supra. Another innovation, the t r i - lo b e d  
squinch which was a t t r ib u te d  to the Seljuqs is  also found 
in th is  mosque.
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The Great Mosque o f Ardistan was b u i l t  at the end o f the 
tenth century. In contrast to the r ich  in te r io r  dome 
s truc tu re , which had reached complete m aturity  in  Isfahan, 
the e x te r io r  consists o f massive cubiform surfaces o f 
compact brickwork. The dome, which rests on an octagonal 
t ra n s i t io n  zone and a cubiform base, tapers s l ig h t ly .  I t  
stands as a symbol fo r  the s o l id i t y  and strength o f the 
Seljuq domes. ^

For the f i r s t  time, the Seljuqs created an o r ig in a l type
of mosque arch itec ture  in Iran , and in so doing, they
u t i l is e d  the innovations introduced by the Kharakhanids
and the Ghaznavids. The dome was to become the

41predominant feature o f the e x te r io r .  The decoration is 
very f in e  with p a r t ic u la r ly  well balanced t r i lo b e  
squinches, dating from the same period as those in the 
Friday Mosque a t Isfahan.

The next mosque in the chronology, b u i l t  by Abu Shuja*
Muhammad in 498-511/1104-1117 is  the Great Mosque o f

Gulpaygan. (See i l l u s t r a t io n  39) The dome is
f ra c t io n a l ly  smaller than the Isfahan dome, measuring 12m
in diameter. There are s ta la c t i te s  which f i l l  the arches
on which the dome res ts . They may be nothing more than a
more complicated varian t o f the Isfahan squinch, ye t the
m u lt ip l ic a t io n  and consequent diminution o f the
ingredients bring the whole f i l l i n g  o f the squinch almost
in to  a s ingle curved plane. The squinches are not v is ib le
from the outside. Compared to the Isfahan dome, th is  can

42almost be ca lled Baroque.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  39 Gulpaygan Great Mosque,

Ground Plan and Dome.
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The construction o f such diverse monuments w ith in  a period
o f less than t h i r t y  years indicates the number o f ways in
which the t r a d i t io n  o f bu ild ing  developed. The huge dome

43is decorated w ith jagged geometric designs.

The Friday Mosque o f Zavareh has a much smaller dome than 

those o f the Isfahan and GulpaygSn Mosques, measuring 
7.45m in diameter and the dome has f i n a l l y  taken up i t s  
posit ion  as an in tegra l part o f the whole plan. This dome 
was modelled on the Ardistan dome and they are iden t ica l 
in s ize. The e x te r io r  o f the dome epitomises the majestic 
s im p l ic i ty  o f the great Seljuq domes. The dome rests
squarely on i t s  base, supported by the f irm  l in e  o f the

...........................  44
ex te r io r ised  squinches.

In the la te  eleventh, early  tw e lf th  centuries the 'mosque
kiosque' was incorporated in to  a madrasa, the Great Mosque
o f Qazvin, which was b u i l t  in e ith e r  507/1113 or 509/1116.
The dome has simple jo ined squinches and wall arches which

45remain true to native character.

The next mosque, the Great Mosque of Veramin, o rig inates 
from the Mongol period, 733/1332-6. The Veramin Mosque is  
d i f fe re n t  from other Iranian mosques in that the p o r ta l ,  
which is usually qu ite  subs tan t ia l,  is here comparatively 
low, and as a re s u lt ,  the great dome of the sanctuary

A C

chamber dominates the whole bu ild ing . (See
i l lu s t r a t io n  40) There is ,  however, a harmony between the 
sp lendid ly proportioned dome and the p o rta l.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  40 Veramin Great Mosque,
Ground Plan.
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The in te r io r  o f the chamber fo r  the f i r s t  time since the 

e a r l ie r  cen tu r ies , gives the d is t in c t  fee l ing  of 
v e r t i c a l i t y ,  an emphasis on the re l ig io u s  as against the 
l i t u r g ic a l  dimension. The main th rus ts  o f the dome are 
concentrated a t p a r t ic u la r  po in ts , so tha t the side walls 
may be pierced with openings, g iv ing an increased sense o f 
l igh tness , both from the s tru c tu ra l aspect and in 

i l lu m in a t in g  the in te r io r .

The concept o f  the dome chamber reverts to the old Iranian
idea o f h o r iz o n ta l i ty  and consists o f three well marked

superposed zones. The squinches are o f the old simple

arched type, broadly framed. There is  an e x p l i c i t ,  almost
a rcha is t ic  re tu rn  to the h o r iz o n ta l i ty  and abruptness o f

47such Seljuq domes as tha t o f the Great Mosque o f Qazvin.

The dating o f  the next mosque presented something o f a 

problem to scholars by reason o f i t s  s ty le  and the 

execution o f  construction. Were i t  not fo r  the 
in s c r ip t io n ,  g iv ing the date 777/1375, the Masjid-i-Oami* 
o f Yazd would have been assigned to the f i f te e n th  century. 
The contour o f the dome lacks d is t in c t io n .  The squinch is  
masked on the inside but the high octagon with the squinch 
shell is  s t i l l  conspicuous on the e x te r io r .  The dome has 

lo s t  the merits o f the high crowned type, and did not 
a t ta in  the solemn d ig n i ty  o f the low-crowned dome. The 
squinches are pierced fo r  i l lu m in a t io n ,  which is  the 
rev iva l o f an old p rac tice . Such i l lu m in a t io n  is 
d is t ra c t in g ,  d is tu rb ing  to the worshipper, and i t  
introduces a fe e l in g  o f emptiness. I t  seems, tha t th is  is 
a c r i t i c a l  stage in dome construction.
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The domed chamber o f the mihrab has a s ing le  iwan in f ro n t
o f i t  and i t  is  flanked by ora to r ies  which create a t r i p le

48iwan type layout, s im ila r  to the Sasanian palaces.

The next mosque under discussion is  probably one o f the
most beautifu l in the h is to ry  o f mosque bu ild ing  in Iran -
the Blue Mosque o f Tabriz. I t  was b u i l t  during the

49Turkmen period, in 870/1465. There is  a domed
sanctuary, which measures 16m across, and is covered by a
dome o f the same diameter. The sanctuary resembles a Fire
Temple and the dome is  supported by e ight open arches.
The chamber is  m agnif icently  decorated in r ich  dark blue,

50hence i t s  name, and is  s te n c i l le d  with gold patterns. 
This mosque has no courtyard at a l l ;  the central area in 
f ro n t  o f  the sanctuary is  covered by a huge dome. 
Altogether there are nine domes, which suggests a 
re la t ion sh ip  to Byzantine models. The Byzantine model was 
used in Anatolian mosques which w i l l  be the subject-matter 
o f the next chapter. The Anatolian influence on the 
Iranian mosques was most l i k e ly  transmitted by the 
Turkmen. However, there can be no doubt concerning the 
o r ig ins  o f the superb decoration, which is unquestionably 
Persian.

The penultimate mosque under discussion is  the Royal 
Mosque a t Isfahan. I t  was b u i l t  in the Safavid period, 
between 1021-47/1612-37. ^  (see i l l u s t r a t io n  41) The 
four iwan mosque form is  brought here to a peak o f 
pe rfec tion , w ith the Twans and the great dome being 
re flec ted  in a central pool.



I l l u s t r a t io n  41 M as jid - i Shah, Isfahan, Dome.
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The pool is  another device, employed by a rch itec ts  to
create an extra dimension in space, doubling the size of
the image in i t s  re f le c t io n .  The dome here is one o f the
la rges t,  ye t one o f the most gracious in contour. The
ce i l in g  w ith in  the dome has a splendid decorative theme, a

52great sunburst medallion.

The Safavid period was renowned fo r  i t s  sophisticated 
s ty le  o f bu ild ing  and decoration. Colour became extremely 
important in decoration, both fo r  creating an external 
e f fe c t ,  and a the same time fo r  ex te rna lis ing  the inner, 

re l ig io u s  emotions, which, as has been seen, had an 
accepted vocabulary in the various colours used.

The la s t  mosque to be discussed was also constructed 
during the Safavid era, in 1027/1617, v iz ,  the Mosque o f 
Shaykh L u tf-A l lah  in Isfahan. The dome is subs tan t ia l,  i t  
measures 12.8m in diameter. Mechanically i t  is  a major 

achievement, and i t  is  one o f the few single shell domes 
of th is  period.

The sun ligh t f i l t e r s  through a series o f double g r i l l e s  in
the drum o f the dome, which rests on squinches, r is in g
d ire c t ly  from the f lo o r .  Each o f the e ight pointed arches
supporting the dome is  outlined by a turquoise tw isted
moulding, framing a number o f in lays . The in te r io r  o f  the
shallow dome is  patterned with lozenges, which decrease in

53size as they ascend to the centre.

The character o f  the domes o f a l l  Iranian mosques thus fa r  
discussed give support to the assertion , tha t they were
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b as ica l ly  d i f fe re n t  in purpose and appearance from the 
domes o f the western part o f the Islamic empire or o f 
North A fr ica . They are sub s tan t ia l ly  la rger and more 
la v ish ly  decorated; the use o f in te rna l space is  more 
essential and, there fore , the a rch itec tu ra l vehic le fo r  

a t ta in ing  th is  goal likewise d i f fe rs  from the res t o f  the 
empire. V e r t ic a l i t y  becomes more important and w ith i t ,  
l ig h t .  The members o f the congregation, on the other 
hand, must be able to in te rn a l is e ,  nothing should d is t ra c t  
them from worship. I t  is  therefore extremely important to 
i l lum ina te  the in te r io r  in such a way, tha t the in te rna l 
se ren ity , which is achieved through a rch itec tu ra l features 
and decorative motifs  is  not disturbed by inappropriate 
l ig h t in g  devices. With a few exceptions, Iranian 
arch itec ts  were able to achieve maximum co-ord ination o f 
the various fa c to rs ,  in order to ensure tha t the sanctuary 
area with i t s  dome became the most conductive path to 
communicate with God.

Before concluding the chapter on Iran , a mention should be
made o f the ro le  o f the Caravanserai. There were only a
few examples o f the f r o n t ie r  f o r t ,  as the Romans ca lled
the equivalent o f the Caravanserai, the most important o f
which is  the R iba t- i-S h a ra f, b u i l t  during the Seljuq

* 54period, in 508/1114. I t  is  divided in to  two unequal, 
four Iwan courtyards. I t  has two p a la t ia l  su ites , which 
are separated by a domed chamber. The whole complex is 
reminiscent o f the early  Iranian palaces, which also had a 
central throne room. In the complex, there are two 
mosques, ne ithe r o f which possessed a dome. The Robat can 
be included therefore amongst the mosque/palace complexes.
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The other important Caravanserai is  in Lashkari Bazar,
b u i l t  in the early  eleventh century. The whole complex is
three to four miles long, and has a Friday Mosque, which

is  two a is les deep. There is  a large dome in f ro n t  o f the
mihrab. Lashkari Bazar is important fo r  another reason:
the dome, which spans the whole width o f two a is les  in
fro n t  o f  the mihrSfb occurs here, before i t  is  found in the

55f i r s t  Great Seljuq mosques in Persia. (see
i l l u s t r a t io n  42) The palace su ite  has a domed throne 
chamber and the in sp ira t io n  fo r  i t s  design and decoration 
probably came from the 'Abbasid palaces o f Baghdad and 
Samarra. ^

The layout o f  the two complexes and the combination o f  the 
mosque/palace is  fu r th e r  evidence fo r  the theory th a t 
early  on in Islam, the p o l i t i c a l  s ign if icance o f the dome 
was of primary importance and tha t i t  assumed a re l ig io u s  
s ign if icance only when the place o f power and the place of 
worship became separated. The Lashkari Bazar has both, 
the Great Mosque being b u i l t  against the southern wall of 
the Great Palace. The domed throne room is  not attached 
to  these two bu ild ings , hence there is  no competition 
between the two domes.

The R iba t- i-Shara f is r e la t iv e ly  small, serving p r im a r i ly  
as the residence o f the ru le r ,  and fo r  th is  reason the 
dome is  s itua ted over the area which was to be s ig n i f ie d  
to the outside world.

In the previous chapter the hypothesis was proposed, tha t 
the precursor o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab was in
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the Ribat at Susa, where i t  served the purpose o f
s ign a l l in g  to the outside world, tha t i t  was a place o f

power and worship and tha t th is  complex could be entered
through the p o r ta l.  The Lashkari Bazar and the
R iba t- i-Shara f are almost three centuries la te r  than the
Ribat a t Susa; nevertheless, th e i r  domes, or dome,
whichever is the case, s ignalled th is  exact in ten t to the 

57outside world.

From the h is to r ic a l  evidence i t  can be concluded, tha t the 
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab in the western part o f the

t

empire and in North A fr ica  p r im a r i ly  s ignalled power and 
then re l ig io n ,  while in  Iran , i t  was the other way around 
- re l ig io n  came f i r s t  and power only la te r .

The amount o f  the h is to r ic a l  evidence c ited  in th is  
chapter is  considerably greater than the a rch itec tu ra l 

evidence. The reason fo r  th is  is  twofold: 1) There are 
only a few extant examples o f early  mosque a rch itec ture  in 
Iran, and in consequence i t  was necessary to obtain 
information concerning the a rch itec tu ra l and re l ig io u s  
development from h is to r ic a l  sources. I f  i t  is  accepted 

tha t a rch itec ton ic  forms and structures are d i r e c t ly  
re lated to the h is to r ic a l  developments o f a soc ie ty , then, 
in the absence o f the visual manifestation, h is to r ic a l  
evidence su ff ices fo r  the purpose o f the hypothesis. 2) 
The a rch itec tu ra l evidence is  so sparse tha t i t  would not 
be s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s ig n i f ic a n t  fo r  the purpose o f 
in te rp re ta t io n .
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Later examples o f the mihrab dome, together with the early  

h is to ry  o f Iran , present a comprehensive p ic tu re , on the 
basis o f  which, i t  can be asserted, tha t apart from minor 
western in f luences, the Iran ian dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mihrab developed independently from the res t o f  the 
Islamic empire and th a t i t s  meaning, decoration and 
pos it ion  is  purely Persian.

The influence o f Iran on the Eastern part o f the empire, 
Turkey and Anato lia  is  the subject-matter o f the next 
chapter; in the remainder o f th is  chapter, however, the 
domes o f India and Pakistan and Central Asia w i l l  receive 
a b r ie f  mention.
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INDIA AND PAKISTAN 

H is to r ica l Background

The pre-Is lam ic temple a rch itec ture  o f India and Pakistan
catered mainly fo r  the dominant re l ig io ns  o f Hinduism and
Buddhism. Buddhist temples were usually carved in to  rock
faces and they were known as cave temples, or they were

58stupas, with hemispherical roofs. Islamic a rch itec tu re  
as such entered India from Afghanistan in the 12th century 
during the Ghurid dynasty. Hindu and Buddhist temples, 

l ik e  everywhere else were converted in to  mosques.

I t  is  in te re s t in g  to note, tha t i t  was not the Iranian
four iwan plan which exerted influence over Indian mosque
design, but the more open Arab hypostyle plan. This may
be due to the fa c t tha t a f te r  the conquest o f Bhampore,
early  in the eighth century, which may correspond to the
ancient s i te  o f  Daybul, a mosque was b u i l t  on the model o f
the Kufa Mosque. This mosque does not possess a mihrab,

59 •consequently, no mihrab dome.

One o f the e a r l ie s t  Indian mosques which possesses a dome
is the Ajmer Mosque, where the mihrab is dated 596/1199.
Over the sanctuary there are f iv e  domes, each covering an
area which is  equivalent to nine bays. The domes are

60carried on columns, which form an octagon. This way o f

supporting the dome is  unusual and in s ty le  more l ik e  a
r  1

kiosk than anything e lse. According to  R. Nath these
are not re a l ly  domes, but f i l l e d  in ex te r io rs  o f the 
corbelled c e i l in g  on a mandape plan. C erta in ly , i t  does



181

not conform to the 'idea l dome', which is  supported 
w ithout p i l l a r s .  The domes are s ituated in such a way 

tha t they are not v is ib le  from the outside. This is  in 
d ire c t  con trast to  the North A frican and the Iranian 
domes, where the external emphasis is very important.

The squinch did not appear u n t i l  the Tomb of I l tu tm ish  in
Delhi was b u i l t  in 633/1235. ^

The squinch was not the only s tru c tu ra l change tha t took
place and which orig inated  in Iran. Just over a century
la te r ,  ca. 744/1342 the pylon appeared. I t  took over the 
dominant ro le  from the dome, in most cases even hiding i t .  
The pylon may have been modelled on the monumental iwans 
of Iran , which did not overshadow the dome, but i t  did 
compete w ith i t .

In the Friday Mosque at Gulbarga, b u i l t  during the Delhi 
Sultanate in 789/1367, the problem o f roofing was solved 
by the in troduction  o f numerous domes and a main dome, 
which can be l i f t e d  fo r  v e n t i la t io n .  The dome is  huge; i t  
covers nine bays in f ro n t  o f the mihrab.

Although the basic model o f the mosque a rch itec ture  o f the 
Delhi Sultanate o r ig inated  from Iran, there are 
considerable d ifferences between the Iranian and the 
Indian dome, in  tha t local bu ild ing  t ra d i t io n s  were 
incorporated, which resulted in the creation o f 
s p e c i f ic a l ly  Indian type domes.



182

In th is  p a r t ic u la r  mosque, the dome is  almost devoid o f 

ornamentation, which is  unique in Ind ia. Another 

in te res t in g  feature o f  th is  mosque is  th a t i t  has no 
courtyard and the sanctuary area is  large enough to 
accomodate approximately 5000 people.

Bulbous domes on high drums characterise the f i f te e n th  
century mosques, which have th e i r  o r ig in s  in Central Asia 

and which found th e i r  way to India v ia Iran.

During the Mughal period, cu r iou s ly , tomb a rch itec tu re
became more favoured, most o f the monuments were adorned

64with bulbous domes.

The plan o f a typ ica l Mughal mosque is  very s im ila r  to 
both the Buddhist Vihara and the Arab s ty le  mosque, as 

established at Kufa. (see i l l u s t r a t io n )  The build ings in 
both cases possess a courtyard which is  surrounded by 
covered 'c l o i s t e r s ' ,  but in the case o f  the Buddhist 
V ihara, there is  a stupa in the courtyard.

The mihrab dome o f the sanctuary is s ituated p ra c t ic a l ly  

in the same pos it ion  as the stupa, in f ro n t  o f the niche 
o f the V ihara. Furthermore, the entrance is  positioned on 
the stupa or dome ax is , w ith a dome or minaret as the case 
may be, on the same ax is . ^

S im ila r ly  to the early  years o f Islam elsewhere, the early  

mosques o f India w ith  few exceptions did not possess domes 
e ith e r .  The dome was not in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, but i t
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covered the in te rsec t io n  o f the axia l and transverse bays 
o f the prayer chamber.

The vaults eventually  evolved in to  domes such as in the 
case o f the Pather Masjid and the Akhund Mull a Masjid at 
Maner (B ihar). These were rectangular vaulted domes and 
were used even in Mughal times.

The domes o f the mosques o f the Deccan in the fourteenth 

century are very s im ila r  to those b u i l t  in Delhi. There 
is a tendency fo r  them to be f l a t  and they stand on 
octagonal p l in th s .

By the la te  sixteenth century the TTmurid dome appeared 

with i t s  fa m i l ia r  constr ic ted  neck which creates the 
impression o f a bulb or onion.

An important innovation in the Deccan which la te r  

influenced other mosques and tombs is  found in the tomb of 
Ibrahim Rawza. For the f i r s t  time the t a l l  dome is  used 
only as an external ornament and i t  is  independent o f the 
in te r io r .  The bulbous double dome spread to Iran , but in 
India i t  was ra re ly  used before the Mughal s. M u lt ip le  
doming was common in the 14th century around Gulbarga and 

may have occurred in th is  part o f India e a r l ie r  than in 
the North.

There are three mosques which are to be mentioned in th is  

period, in Pakistan, namely, the WazTr Khan and the 
Badsham Mosques in Lahore and the Friday Mosque at Tatta. 
They were b u i l t  w ith in  fo r ty  years o f each o ther, though



184

under d i f fe re n t  influences. The dome in f ro n t  o f the 

mihrab in the f i r s t  mosque was influenced by Safavid Iran. 
The dome is  flanked by another two on e ith e r  side, onion 
shaped and s l ig h t l y  pointed at the top. The e levation o f 
the second mosque was modelled on the Friday Mosque a t
Delhi w ith three sanctuaries each covered by bulbous
domes; however, the central one possesses a la rger and

£7
higher one than the other two.

The Friday Mosque o f Tatta is the most unusual o f the
three. I t  has a domed Twan. The question o f  in te rna l
l ig h t in g  is solved in an extremely unusual way. At f lo o r  
level in  the q ib la  wall there are screened openings, which 
admit l ig h t .  The dome is  supported on in te rsec t ing  

arches, which form a squinch-net. The dome has a central 
medallion around which revolve concentric rings o f s te l la r  
patterns, which in  turn has i t s  own conste lla t ion  o f 
stars .

With the Friday Mosque at Tatta , the discussion o f the 
domes o f India and Pakistan is  concluded.

In summary i t  could be sa id , tha t generally speaking the 
domes o f th is  area, as in Iran , are la rge ly  dominated by 
local t ra d i t io n a l  elements, which are combined with 
outside in fluences, mainly from Iran.

During the early  period the domes were supported on sets 
o f p i l l a r s ,  which was la te r  replaced by the squinch and in 
the case o f the Friday Mosque o f Tatta , the squinch-net, 
which orig inated from Iran.
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CENTRAL ASIA

Before Anato lia  and Turkey, the area denoted by the t i t l e  
should be b r ie f ly  considered. The b rev ity  o f the section, 
however, is  not a re f le c t io n  o f the importance o f the 
area. Throughout h is to ry  i t  served as the trade route 
between the Far-East and the Middle-East. Wedged in 

between the two ancient c iv i l i s a t io n s  o f  China and Persia 
on the one hand and the nomadic and barbarian peoples of 
what is  now known as Mongolia and Siberia on the o ther, 
cu ltu ra l developments were exposed to these two opposing 
forces. In e v i ta b ly ,  th is  c o n f l ic t  was re f lec ted  in the 

a rch itec tu ra l forms, which i t  produced. In the towns, the 
influence o f the c iv i l i s e d  cu ltures prevailed , while in 
the ru ra l areas the cu ltu re  o f  the steppes proved 
pre-eminent.

P r io r  to the a r r iv a l  o f Islam, the dominant re l ig io n  of

the area was Zoroastrianism. I t  is  reasonable to assume,
therefore tha t the temples at lea s t ,  would resemble the 
old Iran ian Fire Temples,a bu ild ing  w ith a square plan, 
covered by a s ing le  dome, supported by squinches. This 
assumption, however, cannot be substantiated by extant

examples, as there are no surv iv ing bu ild ings from the 
f i r s t  centuries o f Islam. A surv iv ing e d if ic e  from the 
tenth century is v i ta l  evidence o f the kind o f re l ig io u s  

bu ild ings tha t probably existed at the time and i t  is  one 
o f  the two examples which are presented here. Other
re l ig io u s  ed if ice s  comprise a square plan, an Twan and a 
dome. B rick was a natural form o f roo fing , the dome being 
raised on a drum in  order to obtain a larger area.
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Before the two most famous monuments are discussed, namely

the Tomb o f the Samanids in Bukhara and the Bib! Khanum

Mosque in Samarqand, another monument must be mentioned,
the Mausoleum o f Arab Ata in Tim, which was b u i l t  in 

69367/977-8. The s ign if icance o f th is  monument l ie s  in 
the p a r t ic u la r i t y  o f i t s  t ra n s i t io n  zone. There are, what 

may be described as exaggerated t r i lo b e d  squinches, which 
may have been the forerunner o f the s ta la c t i te  squinches, 
which were to be found in Iran i n i t i a l l y  and la te r  in 
North A fr ica  and Spain.

The two monuments, the Tomb o f the Samanids at Bukhara and

the Bibi Khanum Mosque in Samarqand were very important
indeed in the development o f the dome. The Tomb of the
Samanids in Bukhara was b u i l t  a t the beginning o f the 

70tenth century, a r e la t iv e ly  small construction , w ith a 
baked b r ick  cupola measuring over 7m in diameter. I t  
rests on e ight corner arches, which had not been attempted 

before. The plan resembles the old Fire Temples, except 
fo r  the size o f  the iwans. Baked b r ick  was used in the 
decoration which was a s ig n i f ic a n t  innovation. The 
decorative motifs are a hybrid o f geometric design based 
on exact mathematics and o f  f lo r a l  compositions from 
d ire c t  observation o f nature.

The Mongol invasion o f the area in 617/1220 put an end to 
the a rch itec tu ra l a c t i v i t y  and only a very few bu ild ings 
survived the onslaught. Until  the Mongol invasion, i t  was 
Persia th a t exerted the strongest influence in  Central 
Asia and th is  is  evident in the Tomb of the Samanids. 
A fte r the invasion, a j o i n t  Mongol-Turkish f la vo u r can be
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detected in the a r t i s t i c  endeavours, espec ia lly  during and 
a f te r  the reign o f Timur, The second monument, the Bibi 
Khanum Mosque, o r ig inates from th is  period, having been 
b u i l t  between 802/1399 and 807/1404. ^  The mosque is  

characterised by a colossal p o r ta l ,  which is  ne ithe r 
Mongol nor Turkish in o r ig in ,  but Persian. The whole plan 
o f the bu ild ing  is  based on the Iranian four Twan concept. 
The courtyard is  integrated in to  the s truc tu re  o f  the 
mosque, and i t  leads to the q ib la  Iwan, beyond which is 
the dome chamber. There are e ight t a l l  minarets, the 
whole s truc tu re  creating a powerful, massive image. I t  is 

possib le, th a t th is  mosque provided the in sp ira t io n  fo r  
the inc lus ion  o f the e ight minarets in to  the composition 
of the Ahmediye Mosque in Ottoman Turkey. The appearance 
o f the domes o f the period is  d i f fe re n t  from the Iranian 
as well as from the Anatolian-Turkish domes. They are 
often ribbed and decorated e x te rn a l ly .  They s i t  awkwardly 
on a high c i r c u la r  drum, sharing the external dominant 
feature with the main iwan. Later Central Asian mosques 
adopted the co lourfu l decorative elements o f the Iranian 
domes and combined them with the unusual shape, to provide 
them with a d is t in c t iv e  in d iv id u a l i t y .
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ANATOLIA AND TURKEY 

H is to r ica l background

The Turks made th e i r  mark re la t iv e ly  early  on in  Islam, 
when during the 'Abbasid Caliphate, a small t r ib e  
ventured westwards to jo in  the household guards o f the 
ru le r .

Unlike in the other areas o f the Islamic empire, the
Turkic steppe nomads converted to Islam v o lu n ta r i ly .  
Islam became th e i r  accepted re l ig io n  early  in the tenth 
century. The Turks, under the leadership o f the
Karakhanids pursued an expansionist p o l ic y ,  capturing 
Bukhara and thereby pu tt ing  an end to the f lo u r is h in g  
cu ltu re  o f the Samanids.

Subsequently i t  was not only in the near v i c in i t y  o f what 
was to become the Turkic area o f  Anatolia  th a t they
exerted th e i r  in fluence. Through the reign o f Ibn Tulun, 
who was o r ig in a l ly  a Turkish slave, then m i l i ta r y  

governor, Egypt also accepted some o f the a r t i s t i c  ideas 
o f the Turks, which were conducive to the development o f 
the North A fr ican s ty le .

The ru le rs  who emerged from the midst o f the Turks, such 

as the Buwayhids and then the Seljuqs, were theoc ra t ic .  
The a t t ra c t io n  o f  power, however, never ceased. The
Seljuqs demanded the t i t l e  o f Sultan, the secular
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representative o f the Caliph, which they achieved through 
marriage to the daughter o f the Caliph,

C learly , by the eleventh century, there was a marked 
d iffe rence between the two o f f ic e s ,  which would have
necessitated two d i f fe re n t  types o f bu ild ing  programmes.

The mosque plans o f Anatolia  and Turkey d i f f e r  
considerably from the other mosque plans, resembling the 
ground plans o f the Caravanserais. The large dome over 
the mihrab probably had i t s  precursor in  the dome o f the 

Friday Mosque o f the Lashkari Bazar. The Lashkari Bazar 
was b u i l t  under the Ghaznavids, who although defeated in 
432/1040, ca rr ied  on ru l in g  in Afghanistan. The
influence o f th is  mosque determined the plans o f 

subsequent mosques to be b u i l t  by the Artuqids in 
Anatolia and by the Turkish Mamluks in Egypt. (see 
i l l u s t r a t io n  43)^

The Turks were by no means united in terms o f p o l i t i c a l  
organisation and aim during the h is to ry  o f Islam, u n t i l  
the Ottomans, and as a re s u l t ,  there were greater and 
lesser in te rna l and external squabbles, which led 
u lt im a te ly  to the downfall o f some of the most famous 
ru l in g  fa m i l ie s ,  such as the Great Seljuqs and the 
Ghaznavids. Both o f these ru l in g  fam ilies  could pride 

themselves in the fa c t  tha t during th e i r  ru le ,  a r t  and 
a rch itec tu re  f lou r ished .

The Mongol invasion brought large scale destruction  in
the f i r s t  quarter o f the th ir te e n th  century covering the
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I l l u s t r a t io n  43a Lashkari Bazar, Plan o f the

South Palace.
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I l lu s tra t io n  43b Lashkari Bazar, Plan o f the
Mosque.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  43c Lashkari Bazar, Plan o f the 

p r inc ipa l monuments.
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whole empire from east to west. Many o f the early  

monuments disappeared during th is  period, thereby leaving 
a vacuum tha t could never be f i l l e d .  C u ltu ra l,  
a rch itec tu ra l and a r t i s t i c  a c t i v i t y  was advanced under 
the reign o f the son o f Timur in the f i f te e n th  century.

During the f i r s t  few centuries o f Islam Anato lia  was 

ruled by emirs, but th e i r  te r r i t o r ie s  were gradually 
absorbed in to  the sultanate. The cap ita l became Konya. 
The influence o f  Byzantium, which bordered Anato lia  
should not be underestimated. The population o f  th is  
area was extremely mixed and in some cases, Christians 
outnumbered Muslims. During the Mongol invasion Turkmen 
tr ib e s  found th e i r  refuge in th is  area, and by the 
beginning o f the fourteenth century, most o f Anato lia  
became Turkmen.

The f i r s t  great a rch itec tu ra l monuments were created in
the Turkmen sta tes , namely a t Kayseri, Sivas and Malatya
and in the states o f  the Artuqids (Mardin, Harput and
D iyarbek ir) .  These a rch itec tu ra l monuments are the
products o f Turkish a r t is t s  and a rch itec ts . The
Anatolian dome which was to become a magnificent
manifestation in  mosque a rch itec tu re , atta ined perfection
gradua lly , through Ghaznavids and the Seljuqs and f i n a l l y  

2
the Ottomans.

I t  was during the th ir te e n th  century tha t Seljuq cu ltu re  
f lou r ished  in Anato lia . Although Seljuq a r t  was c lose ly  
re la ted to th a t o f  Seljuq Iran , i t  developed qu ite  
independently from i t .  Much o f the early  a rch itec tu re  in
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Anatolia survived, due to the nature o f the bu ild ing  
materia l employed, mainly stone. The forms o f the 
mosques, madrasas and the Caravanserais were also 
d i f fe re n t .  The d iffe rence between the two a rch itec tu ra l 
and a r t i s t i c  s ty les stems from the d i f fe re n t  c u ltu ra l 
backgrounds o f the two areas.

While the four Twan mosque plan was the accepted one in 
Iran , i t  was not favoured in Anato lia . Most o f the 

mosques have no co u rt,o r  a central focal po in t,  usually  
there is  more than one dome in from of the g ib la  and the
domed area is  not closed o f f  from the rest o f the mosque,

but forms an in tegra l part o f the design. This type o f 
mosque plan developed independently from the Iranian 
mosques, p a r t ly  fo r  c u ltu ra l reasons, and p a r t ly  fo r  
c l im a t ic  reasons. The climate o f Anatolia is  much 
harsher than tha t o f Iran , so tha t the courtyard could 
not be u t i l is e d  the same way as in other parts o f the 

empire. There was some experimentation with mosques w ith 
a courtyard, but i t  was probably abandoned fo r  th is  
p a r t ic u la r  reason.

The other type o f a rch itec tu re  favoured in Anatolia  and a 
great number o f which survived is tha t o f  the tomb or 

tu rb e . Some o f these were modelled on the Iranian
examples. The base is  square, polygonal or round, almost 
always covered by a shallow dome, which is  in turn 
covered by a te n t dome on the outside. There is  an
Anatolian va r ia t io n  a lso, which consists o f an open Twan 
h a l l .  I t  has been suggested tha t the ten t dome is  a 
nomadic element and i t  seemed to have been favoured in
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the extreme areas o f the Islamic empire, on the Great 
Mosque o f Cordoba in Spain and on the turbes o f Anato lia . 
The emphasis on the porta l o f  mosques, madrasas and 
Caravanserais is  obvious, probably an Iranian in f luence.

Thirteenth century Anatolian Caravanserais are very 

important and are in  Islamic a rch itec ture  unique. The 
rectangular court is  reached through a monumental p o r ta l,  
opposite a huge h a l l ,  which resembles medieval European 
cathedral a rch itec tu re . I t  is divided in to  several 
a is le s ,  which are covered, except fo r  the centra l a is le ,  

which is  raised and open to the sky in the middle. The 

complexes manifest an e c le c t ic  mixture o f d i f fe re n t  
a rch itec tu ra l fea tures, both re l ig io u s  and secular. The 
fa c t ,  tha t the man-made dome is  absent and instead there 
is  a natural one, - the sky - has obvious re l ig io u s  
connotations. There are a llus ions to the "sky being the 

perfec t dome" in the Qur'an and i t  seems, see supra th a t 
in Anato lia  the concept was put in to  p ractice .

The Great Mosque o f D iyarbekir is  the f i r s t  o f the 
Turkish Anatolian mosques. I t  was b u i l t  during the 
Seljuq period, 484/1091-2 by Malik Shah. The Seljuq 
ru le r  was renowned fo r  h is asp ira tions to copy the 
extravagance o f the Umayyads, using th e i r  monuments as 
models fo r  his own constructions. The Mosque at 
D iyarbekir was modelled on the Great Mosque at Damascus. 
There is  a wide central nave in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab, 
though there is  no dome. There is ,  on the other hand an 
i r re g u la r  rectangular courtyard along the whole width o f 
the mosque. I t  is  surrounded by covered arcades on the
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other three sides. I t  is  noteworthy, tha t there is  no 
dome on th is  mosque, which by th is  time was widely 
accepted as one o f the great symbols o f Islam. I t  is 
possib le, tha t i t s  re l ig io u s  s ign if icance was not ye t an 
imperative.

In the fo llow ing  mosques, the mihrab dome was a v i ta l  
element in th e i r  plan.

The f i r s t  one o f these mosques to be discussed is the
Great Mosque a t S i i r t .  The date given fo r  i t s

3
construction is  523/1129. The Great Mosque has an 
in te res t in g  ground plan, ba s ica l ly  i t  can be divided in to  

two d is t in c t  areas. The rectangular sanctuary comprises 
three square areas, each with a mihrab, two o f which are 
iden t ica l in s ize , and the th i rd  one, which is  a la te r  
add it ion , smaller. A l l  three are covered w ith domes,
spanning the whole width o f the areas. The squinches are 
supported by four massive b r ick  p ie rs . The other
section, perpendicular to the domed areas, is  d ivided 
in to  two vaulted parts by a central Twan. The Great 
Mosque o f S i i r t  is  d i f fe re n t  in s ty le  from those o f Iran. 
The whole mosque is  covered, there is no courtyard, but 
is  fronted w ith a monumental Twan, which leads to the

central dome chamber. Here, the iwan takes over the ro le  
of the courtyard, hence i t s  enormous size. The centra l 
Twan and the three domed areas form a 'T 1 shape. The 
Twan and the square area in f ro n t  o f the mihrab bay have 
one side almost equal in length, but not in w idth. With 
th is  proportional re la t io n sh ip ,  a be tte r balance is
achieved between the holy and the unholy areas.
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The Great Mosque at B i t ! i s  was b u i l t  in 455/1150. ^ This 
mosque, l ik e  the one a t S i i r t ,  has no courtyard. The
dome covers a square area in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab, and

there are a ltogether three a is les  running pa ra l le l  to the 
g ib !a . The dome is  covered w ith a conical roo f on the 
outside. The disappearance o f the courtyard raised a 
problem fo r  the a rch ite c ts ,  as to how to enlarge the 
mosque and how to determine the re la t ionsh ip  between the 
dome and the res t o f  the mosque. These early  mosques 
give an impression o f being imcomplete, o f th e i r  builders 
s t i l l  searching fo r  a f in a l  or more improved form. The 
a is les are o f  the same width and length, ye t the dome 
occupies a central pos it ion  only in the f i r s t  a is le ,  
d i r e c t ly  in f ro n t  o f the mihrab. I t  seems th a t only the 
l i t u r g ic a l  axis was taken in to  account when th is  mosque 
was designed, and obviously i t  was the beginning o f a new 

trend in mosque construc tion , where the mihrab dome is  a 
part o f a symmetrical plan.

The Great Mosque at MayyafariqTn (S ilvan) was b u i l t
between 547/1152 and 552/1157. ^ On the outside i t s
appearance is very inconspicuous - a rectangular bu ild ing  
with a te n t dome. The mihrab dome measures 13.5m in 

diameter, rests on s ta la c t i te  squinches and dominates the 
whole b u ild in g . The dome is  the re s u lt  o f  the 
combination o f  the dome o f the Friday Mosque o f the 
Lashkari Bazar and the concept u t i l i s e d  in the 
construction o f the dome of the Great Mosque a t Isfahan. 
The s ta la c t i te  squinches resemble those in the Gulpaygan 
Mosque. The overa ll e f fe c t  is  more appealing than in the 
previous examples o f S i i r t  and B i t ! i s ,  in sp ite  o f the
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overa ll dimensions o f the prayer h a l l .  The emphasis on 
h o r iz o n ta l i ty  is  balanced out by a greater emphasis on 
v e r t i c a l i t y  in the centre o f the mosque. This is  due to 

the fa c t  tha t the dome is  very la rge , occupies a centra l 
pos it ion  in both width and depth, thus g iv ing  an 
impression o f  spaciousness and a ir iness . Subsequent 

mosques were designed with space in mind, e i th e r  on the 
v e r t ic a l  or transverse axis to balance the w id th , e ith e r  
w ith height or depth or both.

The Great Mosque at Urfa was b u i l t  in 550/1155-6. ^ The 

dome over the mihrab is  a modest one. I t  rests on 
squinches and i t  is  positioned s l ig h t l y  o f f  centre. The 
mosque resembles the Great Mosque at Aleppo, which was 
b u i l t  by the Zengids. The mosque is  rather depressing on 
the ins ide , nevertheless i t  is  important in the h is to ry  
o f mosque development in A na to lia , because o f the po rt ico  
tha t leads to the courtyard through fourteen pointed 
arches. This is  the f i r s t  time tha t th is  a rch itec tu ra l 
feature is  found in Anato lia .

The next mosque to be discussed is  the Great Mosque a t 
Harput, b u i l t  in 551/1156-7. The ground plan o f  th is  
mosque is  espec ia lly  in te re s t in g ,  in sp ite  o f  i t s  
resembling the Great Mosque o f Zavareh. The sanctuary 
area is  three bays deep, w ith a dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mihrab, measuring 8m in diameter.^

The second bay in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab is  also covered, 
w ith  vau lts .  The other area is  p ra c t ic a l ly  square shaped 
and i t  can be reached from the inside o f the mosque



203

through the pointed arches. This area is  perpendicular 

to the sanctuary area and has a rectangular courtyard in 

i t s  centre. There is  also a pool in the courtyard which 
re f le c ts  the whole s truc tu re .

At th is  stage, the Mosque o f 'Ala al~Dln in Konya, which
is  one o f the great SeljOq mosques, is to be assessed.
Although i t  was b u i l t  in  550/1155, i t  was modified so
often , th a t i t s  overa ll s ty le  is  not definable. I t s  dome
probably belongs to the old mosque, but th is  is  disputed

8by several scholars. There is  an Twan, north o f the 
mihrab dome and th is  combination may be an ind ica t ion  o f 
i t s  Persian o r ig in .

I t  was mentioned supra tha t a f te r  the Great Mosque a t 
MayyctfariqTn (S i lva n ) ,  greater emphasis was la id  on 

achieving space, by balancing out the horizonta l 
dimensions, on the v e r t ic a l  or the transverse ax is . This 
can be seen in the Great Mosque at Erzurum, which was 
b u i l t  in the Saltuk id  period, in 575/1179, ® I t  used to 
possess a large dome on pendentives, which rested on 

slender pointed arches with stepped mouldings. The dome 
was destroyed and in i t s  place now there is  a wooden dome 
in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab. The whole mosque is  ra ther 
simple and i t  has no courtyard. Instead, there is  a 
lantern in the centre, which provides l ig h t .  The other 
mosque in his group is  the Mosque o f 'Ala al-DTn a t 
Nigfde, which was b u i l t  in 620/1223. The mosque is 

rectangular and has an open lantern in the centre. There 
are three domes covering the areas in f ro n t  o f the g ib !a , 
the one in f ro n t  o f the mihrab rests on stone squinches
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10with s ta la c t i te  inse ts . The lantern in the middle 
breaks up the otherwise heavy in te r io r ,  providing l ig h t  
to the space beneath.

At th is  stage, i t  is  s t i l l  not easy to decide, which of 
the sty les is  t y p ic a l ly  Anatolian and which is  Turkish.

There were 're trograde ' steps in ground plan development,

such as in the case o f the Great Mosque o f Dunaysir 
11(K iz i l te p e ) .  Although i t  is  undeniably a masterpiece, 

i t s  sanctuary returns to horizonta l i t y ,  in th a t the 
a is le s ,  namely three, run p a ra l le l  along the length o f 
the q ib la  wall w ith a dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab. The 
dome covers a square, which is  two bays deep and i t  rests 
on squinches, which are a l l  d i f fe re n t  from each other. 
The dome measures 9.75m in diameter. There is  a large 
rectangular courtyard, which runs along the width o f  the 
wall o f the mosque.

Anatolian mosque a rch itec tu re  began i t s  development 

la te r ,  a f te r  the foundations had been la id  down by the 
A rtu^ ids . The inc lus ion  o f  the courtyard in to  the mosque 
created one a rch itec tu ra l problem - inc lus ion  in  the 
sense, th a t i t s  function had to be revised, from the 
angle o f space and meaning. The spatia l dimension was 
achieved by increasing the depth o f the mosque. The 
q ib la  was emphasized e ith e r  by the inc lus ion  o f more 
mihrabs and consequently, domes, or by one large mihrab 
dome and several decorative ce il ings  in  f ro n t  o f the 
q ib la , along the whole o f i t s  length.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  44 Great Mosque Dunaysir, 
Ground Plan.

J
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The Great Mosque o f Malatya was b u i l t  in  621/1224. ^  
This is  the only mosque in Anato lia  which was b u i l t  under 
Persian in f luence. I t s  bu ild e r  orig inated from Persia 
therefore i t  was natural fo r  him to include Persian 
a rch itec tu ra l elements in th is  mosque. I t  is  an 
i r re g u la r  shaped mosque, but tha t is  due to the various 
additions over several periods. The sanctuary is  e ight 
a is les deep. The dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is 
constructed out o f b r ick  and i t  is  supported on an 
octagonal drum with t r i p a r t i t e  squinches. Inside the 

dome the bricks are arranged in the form o f a s p ira l .  
There is  a s ix -po in ted  in te r la c in g  s ta r  in the centre and 
the sixteen sided drum is decorated with Nashki 
in s c r ip t io n s .  There is  a small integrated courtyard, 

which is connected to the sanctuary by means o f an Twan 
and i t  is  surrounded by vaulted bays, which run p a ra l le l  
to the q ib la . The combination o f the mihrab dome, the 
Twan and the small courtyard creates the central axis of 
the mosque. In the mosques b u i l t  a t a la te r  date, more 
emphasis is  la id  on the central ax is , w ith the re s u l t  
tha t symmetry becomes more essentia l.  Therefore, th is  
mosque can be considered to be another cruc ia l step in 
the development o f mosque a rch itec tu re  in Ana to lia . The 
pool in the courtyard occupies a large portion  and i t  
seems, tha t w ith the decreasing size o f the courtyard, 
water is  given the ro le  o f  creating the i l lu s io n  o f an 
extension o f space, thus the size o f the pool is 
increased. The la te r  addition  also has a mihrab, which 

has two domes in f ro n t  o f i t .  This area is  at the other 
end o f the courtyard and i t  is  four bays deep. The
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minaret is  also incorporated in th is  section, level with 
the second dome. The Malatya Mosque can be considered to 
be the la s t  remaining s tru c tu re , which provides a d ire c t  

l in k  w ith the great Seljuq mosques o f Iran. Eventually 
the tr ia n g u la r  dome supports which were implemented 
whenever s truc tu ra l need arose, were replaced. The more 
simple looking but very elegant Byzantine pendentive took 
th e i r  places. There is  an exce llen t example fo r  i t  in 
the Kajratay Medrese a t Konya.

This type o f pendentive could be a ltered to lend i t s e l f  
to d i f fe re n t  decorative e f fe c ts ;  fo r  example the 
e qu ila te ra l and isosceles and t r ia n g u la r  forms.

Squinches were not used frequently  and i t  seems tha t the 
Turkish a rch itec ts  used th e i r  i n i t i a t i v e  in the 
u t i l i s a t io n  o f already fa m i l ia r  a rch itec tu ra l dome 
supports but they used them with d i f fe re n t  aims 
concerning the overa ll e f fe c t .

In the Great Mosque o f Van, dated 792-803/1389-1400 and
destroyed during World War I ,  the mihrab dome measured 9m
in diameter and occupied a large square in f ro n t  o f the
mihrab. I t  was supported on a zone o f s ta la c t i te

13squinches, each w ith d i f fe re n t  s ty le  o f decoration.
The mosque was almost square and the c e i l in g  was 
e laborate ly  decorated with s ta r -va u lts .  The visual 

e f fe c t  was more s t r ik in g  with m u lt ip le  domes and va u lts ,  
both from the inside and the outside. The dome stood out 
over the f l a t  roofs o f the c i t y  bu ild ings , thus drawing 
a tten t ion  to the house o f prayer.
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I t  is  noteworthy, at the end o f th is  summary o f Anatolian 
mosques, tha t the dome went through several phases o f 
development, u n t i l  i t  became an in tegra l part o f  mosque 
a rch itec tu re . I t  increased in size in some cases, but 
not u n ive rsa lly .  I ts  whole function was re s tr ic te d  to 
marking the area in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab. From the 

examples l is te d  in th is  section a l l  tha t we can safe ly  
assert is  th a t the dome was raised on squinches, 
fo l low ing  Persian prototypes, while th e i r  size and 
pos it ion  probably im itated Byzantinian precedents. 
In te rn a l ly  th e i r  decoration varied, from simple b r ick  to 

extravagant polychrome t i l e s .  On the e x te r io r  the ten t 
and conical domes were favoured. In add it ion  to 
conjuring up nomadic nosta lg ia , these domes served 
another purpose. The s im p l ic i ty  o f the ten t dome was 
equivalent to the s im p l ic i ty  o f the undecorated, 
inconspicuous domes o f North A fr ic a .  The beauty o f 
decoration was hidden underneath, saved fo r  the eyes of 
the worshipper in communication with God. The n o b i l i t y  
o f  the inner emotion was not v is ib le  to the external 

world, the re fo re , i t  is  appropriate, tha t the n o b i l i t y  o f 
the dome, marking the sacred area, should also be hidden 
from the external world.

Next to be discussed is  the Great Mosque a t Cizre as the 

probable precursor o f the monumental mihrab domes tha t 

followed i t .  This mosque was b u i l t  in 550/1155. ^  I t  
consists o f four la te ra l  a is les  and the mihrab dome has a 
diameter equivalent to the depth o f two a is le s .
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Equally important is  the GSk Madrasa a t Amasya, b u i l t  in

the th i rd  quarter o f  the th ir te e n th  century. In th is
mosque is  to be found the most s ig n i f ic a n t  development in
the use o f the t r i p le  dome scheme. The upper s truc tu re
consists o f  a series o f  triple-domed u n its ,  which are

arranged lo n g i tu d in a l ly  and transverse ly , w ith vaulted
bays in between. This mosque could also be considered to
be the prototype o f the multi-domed ea r ly  Ottoman
Mosques, the in t e r io r  o f which is  divided by p i l la r s  in to

15equal u n its ,  each o f which is  surmounted by a dome.

The Great Mosque at D iv r ig i ,  b u i l t  in 626/1228-9 is  a
1 C

well a r t ic u la te d  and re fined axia l type ornate mosque.
I t  is  attached to a hospita l on the q ib la  s ide, while a t 
the other end o f the rectangular mosque is  a monumental 
porta l - perhaps i t s  concept was modelled on the great 
porta ls  o f the Persian mosques o f the same period. The 
wide centra l nave, which terminates in f ro n t  o f  the 

mihrab, is  separated from the double a is les  on e ith e r  
side by four rows o f four octagonal stone p i l l a r s .  The 
second bay o f the central nave is  covered with r ibs  tha t 

form a four pointed s ta r ,  while the th i rd  bay is  covered 
by a domical lan tern  on polyhedral pendentives. The 
lantern ensures tha t there is s u f f ic ie n t  l ig h t  w ith in  and 

there is  a founta in  placed underneath, to r e f le c t  the 
l ig h t .  This mosque is  a perfec t example o f demonstrating 
the way in which the concept o f  the courtyard was 
gradually integrated in to  the mosque. The star-shaped 
vau lt ing  in f ro n t  o f the fountain may be in te rpre ted  as a
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marker fo r  the f i r s t  holy area w ith in  the s truc tu re . The 
mihrab dome is the second marker. The dome over the 
mihrab is  twelve ribbed and is supported by colonnettes 
on consoles in the drum, which rests on squinches and is  
encased in a dodecahedral stone cap dominating the 
outside.

The external covering o f the domes with cone-shaped and 
polygonal roofing became more and more widespread in 
Anato lia  and Turkey from th is  period on. The pointed 
upward d ire c t io n  indicated by the domes is  fu r th e r  

emphasised by the s im ila r  shape o f the minaret, or 
m inarets, as the case may be. This trend can be seen as 
an overture to the la te r  Ottoman dome/minaret 

re la t io n sh ip ,  which were to set the precedent fo r  the 
fo llow ing  generations o f mosques.

The Eshrefoghlu Mosque a t Bey|eh ir, b u i l t  during the
Beylik period around 699/1299, comprises seven a is les

17running perpendicular to the q ib la . The mihrab is  of 
an enormous s ize. The mihrab dome is faced with glazed 
b r ick  t i l e s  w ith lozenge patterns. There are fan-shaped 
tr ia ng le s  in  the t ra n s i t io n  section and the dome is 
outl ined on the e x te r io r  by a pyramidal dome. The 
a rch itec tu ra l emphasis is  on depth and v e r t i c a l i t y ,  

something which is evident even from the height o f the 
mihrab, which measures s ix  meters. The central a is le  on 
the mihrab axis is  wider than the others, f i n a l l y  
term inating in a square area covered by the dome.
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The Great Mosque o f Manisa, b u i l t  in 776/1376, was b u i l t
as a part o f  a complex o f a tomb and madrasa. The prayer
ha ll resembles the plan o f the Great Mosque a t

MayySfariqTn (S ilvan ). The mihrab dome measures
approximately 11.5m in diameter and covers the square

18area in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab niche. The sanctuary is
divided in to  several square bays, which are covered with 
small transverse vau lts ,  resembling small domes. The 
combination o f  the square area surrounded by small dome 
shapes resembles the aereal view o f  Mecca a t the time o f

the p ilgrimage, when thousands o f tents are pitched

around the cube shape o f  the Ka'aba. Indeed, th is
p ic tu re  may have been the in sp ira t io n  behind the 
conception o f the m u lt ip le  domes which were to cover the 
cube shaped sanctuary o f the mosques.

The Great Mosque o f Manisa also possesses a square
courtyard, which is  iden t ica l in  size to the area spanned

by the mihrab dome. E x te rna lly , the dome is  covered by a
saucer-shaped roo f with a wide rim , r is in g  only very
s l ig h t l y  above the f l a t  roo f o f the res t o f the

19b u ild ing . The overa ll impression given by the
construction is tha t o f symmetry and a x ia l i t y ,  which was 

to be qu ite  common in la te r  mosque a rch itec tu re .

The other in te re s t in g  mosque b u i l t  during th is  period is 

the Great Mosque o f *Isa Bek a t Seljuq, near Ephesus, 
dated 776/1374. The plan resembles tha t o f  the Great
Mosque a t Damascus, which is  hardly su rp r is ing , as the

20a rch ite c t  o r ig inated  from Damascus. The long a is les
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are intersected in the middle o f the bu ild ing  by two
domes, which are iden tica l in s ize. The domes res t on
tr ia n g u la r  pendentives, which are decorated with
geometrical patterns o f hexagonal s ta rs , w ith small
hexagonal insets in turquoise, dark blue and brown
faiance mosaic. On the octagonal drum of the dome there
are fragments o f s ta la c t i te  f i l l i n g s  in turquoise

21fa iance, which are Seljuq in t r a d i t io n .  There is  a 
large courtyard, surrounded by arcades, and a pool in the 
centre.

There are two major types o f mosques, which were 

established and perfected during the reign o f the 
Ottomans, one o f the Turkoman t r ib e s ,  who were eventually  
successful in es tab lish ing  th e i r  hegemony in the Islamic 
world.

The f i r s t  type, the sing le  domed mosque, with or w ithout
w  ^

a po rt ico  was perfected during the reign o f Ala. a l-D in  
Bey, a perfect example o f which was in the then newly 
established Ottoman cap ita l at Bursa, b u i l t  in 736/1335. 
The dome measures 13.5m in height and is  carr ied  on a 
b e lt  o f 16 t r ia n g u la r  planes. In these early  Ottoman 

mosques, the provis ion o f  l i g h t  presented a ce rta in  

amount o f  problem; the dome is  l ik e  a l i d  erected on 
w a l ls ,  pierced fo r  l ig h t .  Later, the inc lus ion o f p ie r  
and buttress formed a new conception o f s truc tu re . Space
was created fo r  windows between the wall and the dome,

22thereby solving th is  p a r t ic u la r  problem.
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Another o f the early  Ottoman mosques, which is  a good
example o f  the developmental stage o f the dome to base

ra t io ,  is  the Orhan Ghazi Cami a t B i le c ik ,  b u i l t  in  the
fourteenth century. The prayer ha ll measures 14.30m x

- 2315.30m along the axis o f the mihrab. The dome is  
s l ig h t l y  e l l i p t i c a l ,  the re s u lt  o f the fa c t th a t the 
central area which i t  covers is  likew ise i r re g u la r  in  

shape. The dome rests on a low octagonal drum, which 
rides on broken pendentives and not the usual t r ia n g le s .  
The dome i t s e l f  measures 6m in he ight, but from the f lo o r  
to i t s  crown, the to ta l  height is  16.5m, which is  very 
close to the golden mean. This proportion recurs often 
in subsequent Ottoman a rch itec tu re . The concept o f these 
ra t io s  is  re la ted  to the concept o f  the perfect c i r c le  in 
a perfec t square.

The next two mosques to be discussed are probably the 

most important in  the development o f Ottoman dome to 
ground plan re la t io n sh ip .

The f i r s t  one o f these is  the Ulu Cami, or Friday Mosque
24at Bursa, b u i l t  a t the end o f the fourteenth century. 

The mosque is  located in the centre o f the c i t y .  There 

are a ltogether twenty bays each o f which is  covered with 
a dome. There is  no courtyard, but the f i r s t  bay from 
the centre f ro n t  has a lantern in i t s  dome, which 
provides the l ig h t in g  fo r  the in t e r io r .  (See 
i l lu s t r a t io n s  45a and b) As usual, there is  a founta in 

underneath the lan tern . The f lo o r  level is  lowered one
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I l lu s t ra t io n  45a Bursa, Ulu Cami, Plan.



I l l u s t r a t io n  45b Bursa, Ulu Cami. Section.
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step, in order to emphasise the courtyard character o f 
th is  area. The res t o f the mosque area is  considerably 
darker and assumes a mystical appearance, the nearer one 
gets to the mihrab niche. The domes measure 

approximately 10m in diameter and on the e x te r io r  they 
look very s ig n i f ic a n t ,  resembling a saucer, w ith a wide 
rim. These are ca lled saucer domes.

There are two t a l l  and slender minarets, one o f which was 

probably b u i l t  e a r l ie r  than the other. Neither is  

integrated in to  the res t o f the s truc tu re , which is  
unusual fo r  the Ottoman Mosques, apart from another, 
la te r  one at Edirne.

Izn ik  and Bursa can be considered the b ir thp lace  o f
Ottoman a rch itec tu re , a lb e i t  i t  was not u n t i l  Edirne tha t
i t  matured in to  a national s ty le .  Before the most
in f lu e n t ia l  bu ild ings in Edirne are discussed, some

25a tten tion  must be paid to the Yesi 1 Cami at Bursa 
because o f the spectacular green t i l e  decoration tha t
once covered the domes. I t  was b u i l t  in 828/1424, during 
the reign o f Mehmet I and i t  is  a t ra n s i t io n  between the 
Seljuq and the Ottoman mosques. I t  has an inverted
"T"-shaped plan and another feature which is 
ch a rac te r is t ic  o f the early  Ottoman a rch itec tu re , in tha t 
the central ha ll has been lowered a step and a fountain 
has been included in order fo r  th is  area to function as a 
courtyard. L ighting is achieved via the pointed arch
windows which pierce the t ra n s i t io n  zone o f the mihrab
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dome and add it iona l fenestra tion  is  also included at the 

top and bottom o f the q ib la  w a l l .  The central ha ll is  
provided with fu r th e r  l ig h t  through the lantern in i t s  
dome. The l ig h t in g  o f th is  mosque is  a deviation from 
the t ra d i t io n a l  method whereby the area under the mihrab 
dome tended to be u n l i t  and thus g iv ing i t  a mysterious 
appearance, while the centra l area was provided with 
d ire c t  l ig h t  through the lantern in i t s  dome. The 
emphasis has c le a r ly  sh if te d  from oppressive mysticism to 
the creation o f awe through s ize , space and l ig h t .

In te rn a l ly ,  the mihrab dome is  segmented, l ik e  a flower 

whose petals are rad ia ting  from a central source. I t  
rests on an octagonal drum, pierced by windows and 
adorned w ith  muqarnas pendentives and i t s  shape is 

s l ig h t l y  e l l i p t i c a l .  I t s  in te rna l beauty is  completely 
hidden by an in s ig n i f ic a n t  e x te r io r ,  but th is  is  a 
t ra d i t io n  which was encountered e a r l ie r .

The slender minaret towers over the domes, l ik e  a po in te r 
towards the sky. The re la t io n sh ip  o f the two domes to 
the minaret is  also worth a comment, since th is  type o f 
arrangement is  found in la te r  Ottoman mosques, espec ia lly  
in the b u i l t  up areas o f the ever growing c i t ie s .  The 
mihrab dome is  s l ig h t l y  lower than the dome o f the 
centra l ha ll which functions as the courtyard and has a 

Hi l a l  on top. The Hi la !  is  an external feature became 
h igh ly  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  Ottoman a rch itec tu re . The o r ig in  
and the meaning o f the H ila l  was discussed in the section
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on re l ig io u s  symbolism. The fa c t  tha t Constantinople was 
the cap ita l o f  the Byzantine empire and (w ith the 
marginal exception o f Trebizond) the la s t  stronghold o f 
the C hris tian Church in Turkey and Anatolia  with i t s  own 
re l ig io u s  symbols, the cross and the Gregorian cross, 
played a most in f lu e n t ia l  part in the appearance o f the 
crescent. Islam was to make i t s  mark over the symbol o f 
C h r is t ia n i ty ,  as once the Dome o f the Rock had over 
Judaism in Jerusalem. Symbolica lly, Constantinople was 

as important as Jerusalem, where an e x is t in g  cu ltu re  and 
ideology had to submit to the ru le  o f  Islam.

Before a r r iv in g  at the magnificent mosques o f Is tanbu l,
the impressive and important m u lt ip le  dome mosque a t
Edirne, the Oj ^ e re fe l i  Cami is  discussed. The mosque

was b u i l t  in 841-51/1437-47.^ I t s  plan can be
considered as the basic model fo r  the mosques to fo l low .
(See i l l u s t r a t io n  46) The s ty le  is  imaginative, o r ig in a l
and can be d iv ided in to  two s ig n i f ic a n t  areas. The
sanctuary area occupies a rectangular area w ith in  the

mosque which is  covered w ith four domes. The mihrab dome
is  huge, dominates the central area and measures 24m in 

27diameter. I t  r ises from a b e lt  o f t r ia n g u la r  
pendentives which resemble those o f the dome at Bursa. 
This so rt o f dome size was equalled only much la te r  in 
the Mosque o f Mehmet I I  in  Istanbul dated 980/1572.

The spatia l composition is noteworthy in th a t ,  s t r i c t l y  
speaking, the dome cannot be ca lled  a dome in f ro n t  o f
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I l lu s t ra t io n  46 Edirne Uj ^ere fe li Cami.
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the mihrab, because i t  covers p ra c t ic a l ly  the whole

sanctuary. For the f i r s t  time f ly in g  buttresses were
employed to support the central dome and these also
contributed to the creation o f space. The character o f
the prayer ha ll has completely changed from the
tra d i t io n a l  one, where the inc lus ion o f p i l la r s  and
arches broke up the otherwise huge area in to  smaller
fragments, which might have proved conducive to p r iva te
meditation. Here the prayer area is  one large
overwhelming space dominated by v e r t i c a l i t y .  I t  has been
suggested by some authors, however, tha t the low hang o f

the dome supporting arches ac tu a lly  decreases the
28impression o f space. S t r i c t l y  speaking th is  is  true ; 

on the other hand, i f  we were to compare the i l lu s io n  o f 
space created in th is  mosque with several previous ones, 
then i t  is  equally true tha t the fee l ing  o f spaciousness 
is stronger here.

This mosque must be regarded as an example o f t ra n s i t io n  
between those mosques th a t were designed with mystery in  
mind and those, where the same so rt o f re l ig io u s  
sensation is  experienced through space and l ig h t .

In comparison to the Persian and the North A frican 
mosques, Ottoman mosques in general and th is  mosque in 
p a r t ic u la r  give the impression o f roundness in sp ite  of 
i t s  rectangular f lo o r  space ra ther than the angu la r ity  so 
fa m i l ia r  in the western part o f the Islamic empire. This 
i l lu s io n  is  created by the sheer size o f the dome, which 
rests on s ix  massive p ie rs . The prayer area is  dimly
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l i t ,  l ig h t in g  is provided by the several pointed arch 
windows th a t pierce the domes and the side w a lls .  The 
mosque has a courtyard which is  enclosed by c lo is te rs  
also covered by several smaller domes. On the outs ide, 

the mihrab dome rises gently above the other smaller ones 
and has a rim. There are also four minarets, which serve 
as markers fo r  the worshippers, towering over other 
build ings o f the overcrowded c i t y .  The inc lus ion  o f  four 
minarets instead o f one or two is  rather unusual a t th is  
time, but i t  was to become customary la te r  in Ottoman 
a rch itec tu re . There are a number o f possible 
explanations fo r  th is :  to mark the four corners o f the 
earth , in  th is  case the courtyard and at the same time 

point to the path, Heaven, where a l l  paths lead, 
regardless o f the distance in the horizontal dimension. 
Another explanation is  also possib le, namely, symmetry. 
Great emphasis had been la id  on symmetry by the Ottoman 
a rch itec ts  which is  s trong ly  evident in th is  mosque. 
There are four small domes which f lank the la rger one in 
the prayer h a l l ,  four even smaller domes f i l l  the areas 
between the large dome and the other four.

The founta in in the courtyard is  positioned c e n tra l ly  on 
the same axis w ith the entrance to the prayer area and 
the entrance to the courtyard on the outside. The domes, 

minarets and courtyard form a s ingle a rch itec tu ra l whole 
fo r  the f i r s t  time in Ottoman a rch itec tu re .

The Og ^ e re fe l i  Cami was a su itab le  mosque fo r  a cap ita l 

c i t y ,  which Edirne was, before the conquest o f 
Constantinople some n inety years la te r .
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When we move to the mosques o f Is tanbu l, the h is to r ic a l
s ign if icance  o f the c i t y  and i t s  possible influence on
the sty les th a t were to develop is  b r ie f ly  assessed.
Istanbul was conquered by Sultan Mehmet I I  in  857/1453.
Under his reign some o f the f in e s t  bu ild ings were 

29constructed. During the early  days a f te r  the conquest,
some o f the mosques were b u i l t  as va r ia t ions  on the
side-roomed mosques o f the inverted "T" plan. There are
no innovations noteworthy in these mosques, a l l  the same
i t  is  su rp r is in g , tha t there were no d e f in i te  guidelines
fo r  s ty le  and overa ll plan. I t  is  h igh ly l i k e ly  th a t one
reason fo r  th is  could have been the a rch itec ton ic

cha rac te r is t ics  o f the c i t y  and a longing fo r
in d iv id u a l i t y  in composition. The Byzantine Bas ilica  -
the Hagia Sophia - no doubt served as a source o f
in s p ira t io n  and a challenge fo r  the a rch itec ts . I ts
beauty and majesty in appearance as well as in
a rch itec tu ra l technique had to be conquered and
surpi ssed. One o f the several mosques, which was

insp red by the presence o f the great B a s il ica , was the
30Bayan'd Cami, b u i l t  in  912/1506. Again, the most 

noticeable feature o f  the mosque is  i t s  spa tia l symmetry.

The prayer ha ll is a square o f sixteen modules, four by 
fou \  The central un its  are covered by a large dome, 
pie 'ced with several round arched windows and not with 
the t ra d i t io n a l  pointed arch windows. This points to the 
far t  tha t the a rch itec ts  adopted Byzantine p ractices. 
Th' arrangement o f the central ha ll and the side a is les 
is  reminiscent o f a church ra ther than a t ra d i t io n a l
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mosque. The area d i r e c t ly  in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is
covered by a h a l f  dome, as is  the area between the
entrance and the large domed area. C learly , here the dome
and the half-dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab appear to have
broken ranks from the t r a d i t io n ,  the h a lf  dome taking
over the ro le  o f the f u l l  dome. Another mosque w ith  a

h a lf  dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  the Fatih Mosque of
the Conqueror in  Is tanbu l. The mosque is square shaped,
w ith a square courtyard. The central area is  occupied by
a huge dome, measuring 26m in diameter. The area in
f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  covered by a half-dome and there

are a fu r th e r  s ix  domes in the sanctuary area, three on
each side o f the centra l area. The courtyard is

31surrounded by dome covered c lo is te rs .  This mosque set 
the precedent fo r  the mosques o f Is tanb u l, where the huge 
domes and dome complexes were an aim to create large 
un if ied  space. The symbolic language represented by the 
mihrcib dome must have changed, from what i t  s ig n i f ie d  in 
e a r l ie r  times and in other ares o f the Islamic empire.

The a rch itec tu re  o f  Si nan was a landmark in the
development o f  Ottoman a rch itec tu re . He was born as a 
Chris tian  in Armenia and was conscripted in to  the 
imperial guard. He became c h ie f  court a rch ite c t  around 
945/1538.32

The f i r s t  o f his major assignments, the construction o f 
the Jehzade Cami, was completed in 955/1548.33 The 
diameter o f the dome is s l ig h t l y  smaller than the ones 
described e a r l ie r ,  measuring 19m. In he ight, in t o ta l ,
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however, i t  measures 37m. The dome is  flanked by four 
h a lf  domes, l ik e  a flower w ith peta ls. There are four 
fu r th e r  domes in the sanctuary, one at each corner. In 
th is  mosque, the d e f in i t io n  'the dome in f ro n t  o f  the 
mihrab1, as understood in the past t r a d i t io n ,  does not
apply any more.

C learly , the dome and half-dome combination and i t s
app lica tion  has become an a rch itec tu ra l and visual 
exercise. Nevertheless i t  s t i l l  has symbolic messages, 
d ire c t in g  the a tten t ion  o f the worshippers to the house 

o f God, which has to be more magnificent, u p l i f t in g  and 
upward p o in t ing , than anything e lse, previously 
experienced. The courtyard has been accepted as an 
essential outside feature o f the mosque complex, the 
attempts th a t were made in Anatolia  and Turkey under the
previous ru le rs ,  to in tegra te  the courtyard in to  the
covered part o f the mosque had been abandoned under the 
Ottomans. Symmetry is  s t r i c t l y  observed, a conscious 
e f fo r t  is  made fo r  the courtyard to re f le c t  the area o f 
the prayer h a l l .

The domes th a t cover the c lo is te r  area are c a re fu l ly  
spaced out and the inc lus ion  o f the e l l i p t i c a l  dome which 
was s t i l l  present in the Og £ e re fe l i  Cami has been 
abandoned. No d e f in i te  explanation has been offered fo r  
the e l l i p t i c a l  dome, however, i t  is  not impossible, tha t 
i t s  inc lus ion  was purely experimental and therefore 
l im ite d  in number. I t  is  c e r ta in ly  not as a e s th e t ica l ly  
appealing as the f u l l  or even the h a lf  dome. I t  requires
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d is to r t io n  in decoration, a deviation from the ideal 

form, as / a philosophical concept, consequently the 
half-dome is  c loser to the perfect form than the 
e l l i p t i c a l  one, because i t  is  exactly h a l f  o f  i t s  
diameter.

The a rch ite c ts ,  espec ia lly  Si nan, followed the t r a d i t io n ,  
tha t anything, tha t was previously achieved by 
c iv i l i s a t io n s  belonging to other re lig ions  had to be 
respected, equalled and u lt im a te ly  surpassed. They had 
the greatest cu ltu ra l challenge in Is tanbu l, which under 
the name o f Constantinople was considered to be the Rome 
o f the east. I t s  c u ltu ra l hegemony was destroyed by the 
Ottomans the same way, as the hegemony o f the Romans was 
overcome by the Sasanians, who in turn were subdued by 
the Umayyads. Each previous v ic to ry  had i t s  own 

p a r t ic u la r  visual m anifestation, which cannot be 
considered to be a re su lt  o f gradual process on ly, but 
should be viewed, ra ther as a consequence o f h is to ry .  In 
sp ite  o f th is  la t t e r  statement, certa in  cha rac te r is t ics  
in  mosque a rch itec tu re  were inherited  from previous 

examples, modified to s u i t  the dominant requirements o f 
the p a r t ic u la r  society and the d ic ta tes o f the various 
ru le rs .

The assertion , tha t the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul probably 

represented the same concept to the Ottomans, as the 
whole c i t y  o f  Jerusalem to the Umayyads, on the basis o f 
the a rch itec tu ra l evidence, is  a reasonable assertion.
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In order to es tab lish  th e i r  hegemony over the Islamic 
empire the Hagia Sophia as i t  became known had to be 
surpassed not only in beauty and size but in o r ig in a l i t y  
a lso.

The Hagia Sophia was indeed surpassed by the might o f  the

Suleymaniye. There is  remarkably l i t t l e  decoration on
the walls which are mainly white. Each o f the tr ia ng les
contains a medallion, surrounded by sc ro l l  decoration,

with ca ll ig raphy  w ith in  the c i r c le  i t s e l f .  The dome is
d e l ic a te ly  decorated and there is  a medallion in  the
centre w ith a Qur'anic in s c r ip t io n  executed in
ca ll ig raphy . The lower re g is te r  o f  the dome and the
half-dome is pierced w ith round arched windows, which
provide enough l ig h t  and creates a b r ig h t and a iry  

34atmosphere. The buttresses are decorated with 
a lte rna t ing  black and white s tr ip e s , which is  a 
c h a ra c te r is t ic  Byzantine decorative element and is  also 
present in  the Hagia Sophia, which was unquestionably 
used as a model fo r  the mosque.

The mihrab is  marked by a half-dome. The external 
appearance o f the half-dome is  modest, there are no 
outstanding decorative features. Although qu ite  
d i f fe re n t  in  appearance the modesty is  reminiscent o f  the 
North A frican domes.

With the construction o f th is  complex and espec ia lly  the 
mosque i t s e l f ,  Si nan conquered Constantinople, i t  was now
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Is tanbu l, not only in name but in i t s  in d iv id u a l i t y  also. 
The square shape o f the prayer ha ll was reta ined and 
indeed, i t  became the standard plan. For the f i r s t  time 
in Islamic a rch itec tu re , regardless o f whether i t  is in 
the east or west, the actual size o f the prayer area is 
s igna lled  e x te rn a l ly  by the means o f f u l l  and half-dome 
combinations, not as in the past, where most o f the time 
the dome indicated to the outside world only the area in 
f ro n t  o f  the mihrab.

There are four minarets to mark the four corners o f the 
courtyard. They are slender and t a l l ,  and end in a sharp 
p o in t,  reaching high in order to ind icate  the imperatives 
o f the shahada.

Sinan b u i l t  several mosques in Is tanbu l, experimenting 
w ith various spa tia l arrangements o f the f u l l  and 
half-dome combinations, th e i r  supports and the ground 
plans as w e l l .  He used examples already in existence,

4*

one o f which was the Uf Serefe li Cami at Edirne, in  the 
construction o f mosques such as the Sokollu Mosque and 
the Mosque o f Sultan Ahmed.

The most magnificent o f his achievements, however, was
the Selimiye Cami in  the old c a p ita l ,  Edirne. The
construction o f  the mosque was started in 977/1569 and i t

35was completed in 983/1575. The prayer hall has a wide 
oblong plan. Eight massive piers with the a id o f 
springing arches support the dome which measures 31.5m in



I l lu s t ra t io n  47 Is tanbu l, Suleymaniye Complex, 
Plan Section.
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I l l u s t r a t io n  47b Is tanbu l, Suleymaniye Complex,
Ground Plan and View.
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diameter and 43m in height. The dome is  supported at the 
corners by half-domes and the p iers and supports by means 

o f buttresses. There is  an apse b u i l t  in to  the sanctuary 
h a l l ,  which brings th is  mosque closer to Christian church 
a rch itec ture  and removes i t  completely from a l l  Persian 
influence. This mosque together w ith the Suleymaniye in 
Istanbul represents the epitome in Ottoman mosque 

composition and construction . The t ra n s i t io n  from the 
rectangular plan to the drum o f the dome employs a round 
s truc tu re , which is  a complete newcomer to dome 
construction. I t  resu lts  in an unobstructed, 
concentrated open space, h ith e r to  unachieved in the past. 

L ighting is  provided through a multitude o f windows which 
pierce the huge dome and the walls below. The dome is a 
central feature between four 71m high minarets which 
accentuate the v e r t ic a l  aspect o f the mosque. Standing 
under the huge dome inside the mosque, the overwhelming 
impression o f being drawn upwards through the 
constraining material towards heaven is  very rea l.  This 
fee l ing  is  absent, however, e x te rn a l ly ,  which may be due 
to the b e l i t t l i n g  e f fe c t  o f the t a l l ,  slender minarets, 
which dwarf anything in  s igh t .

More wall decoration is  evident in th is  mosque, than in 
the Suleymaniye. The arches are decorated with 
a lte rna t in g  red and white s tr ip e s ,  which are fa m i l ia r  
from Byzantinian decoration. The f in a l  triumph o f the 
Selimiye Mosque over a l l  the previous contenders l ie s  in  
the unique marking o f the mihrab. Placing i t  at the back
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I l lu s t ra t io n  48 Selim Mosque, Edirne.
Section.
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o f an apse, a C hris tian  concept fo r  the a l ta r ,  emphasises 
the claim tha t i t  is  the mihrab which belongs there. 
This a t t i tu d e  was manifested before, in Iran , when the 
mihrab was placed in the back o f the Twan, where the 
throne o f the Sasanian ru le rs  used to stand.

The la s t  o f the Turkish mosques fo r  discussion is  the 
Ahmediye, or Blue Mosque, which was started in 1018/1609 
and completed in 1027/1617.^ I t  is the la rgest o f  the 
royal mosques and i t  possesses s ix  minarets. The design 
o f  the mosque is  based on tha t o f the ^ehzctde Mosque, but 
i t s  execution is  fa r  from being as f in e .  I t s  t i l e  
decoration is  extravagant and i t  is reminiscent o f the 

Baroque s ty le ;  i t  is  characterised by the excessive usage 
o f decorative motifs and colours. I t  is  by no means 
impossible, th a t the blue t i l e  decoration was chosen in 
order to equal the extravagance o f the Blue Mosque in 
Tabriz, Iran . The tr ia n g u la r  areas on the buttresses are 
adorned with cartouches, a p rac t ice , u lt im a te ly  endorsed 

as a ch a ra c te r is t ic  decorative element by the Ottomans.

The mosque is  based on the four h a l f  “ dome plan w ith  a 
central dome, measuring 23.5m in diameter and 45m in 
he ight. L igh ting  is  achieved through the numerous 
stained glass windows, which pierce the lower re g is te r  o f 

the dome and the half-domes. Emphasis on spa tia l 
composition had been the aim during the previous 
centuries, but i t  can be asserted with confidence tha t 
th is  mosque is  the epitome o f th is  ob jective .
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There is a courtyard attached to the prayer h a l l ,  which 
measures approximately the same as the sanctuary and is 
surrounded on a l l  four sides by c lo is te rs ,  which are 
covered by domes. Two minarets are positioned at the 
f ro n t  o f  the courtyard and one at each corner o f the 

prayer h a l l .  Those on the north facade o f the courtyard 
are lower than the others, which eases the tension 
between the t a l l e r  minarets and the dome combination.

The Ahmediye is  probably the la s t  o f the mosques which is 
worth mentioning during the post-Sinan era, a f te r  which a 

l u l l  set in  u n t i l  the eighteenth century. I t  does not 
mean, however, tha t mosques were not b u i l t  during th is  
period. Rather, th e i r  plan and decoration were going 

through a t ra n s i t io n a l  experimental phase. The small 
square plan with one s ing le  dome was to become a standard 
practice  in overcrowded areas and th is  type was 
implemented in the East European te r r i t o r ie s  also. There 

was a tendency to re turn to sober simple decoration, 
regarded as su itab le  fo r  the House o f God.

F in a l ly ,  i t  is  worth noting tha t the rate o f mosque 
construction in Anatolia  and Turkey, in comparison to 
tha t o f North A fr ica  and Syria was considerably greater. 

One explanation fo r  th is  may be the way patronage 
functioned in  the two areas. In the former case, the 
decision to  bu ild  mosques was not re s tr ic te d  to  the 
sultan on ly , while i t  seems tha t in  the case o f  the 
la t t e r ,  i t  was mainly the ru le r  who gave the order. I t  is 
not su rp r is ing , the re fo re , tha t the frequency and s ty le
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with which mosques appeared in the two d is t in c t  areas is  
d i f fe re n t .
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Summary

The mihrab dome had come a long way, since the f i r s t  ones 
b u i l t  in North A fr ica .  A fte r  evaluating the evidence, i t  
was argued tha t the Iranian domes had developed 
d i f fe re n t ly  from the North African and Syrian ones, 

p r im a r i ly  because o f the nature o f th e i r  h is to r ie s .  The 
underlying idea and i t s  o r ig in ,  however, were the same, 
namely the symbolic u n i f ic a t io n  o f power and re l ig io n  
under one and the same dome, a successor to the 
mosque/palace complex, where the emphasis had been on 

power, as denoted by the dome.

The Iranian dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  a true  mihrab 
dome, in th a t i t  conforms to the d e f in i t io n  o ffered in 
th is  thesis concerning i t s  pos it ion . I t  occupies the

area immediately in f ro n t  o f the mihrab. The size o f  the 
dome gradually  increased and t ra d i t io n a l  Persian motifs 
were included among i t s  decorative elements. The plan o f 
the mosque and the spa tia l re la t ionsh ip  of the dome to i t  
betray n a t io n a l-cu ltu ra l preferences, such as the four 
iwan plan and the Fire Temple type, where the square base 

is covered by a dome. In sp ite  o f the dome being la rger 
than the ea r ly  North A frican domes, i t  is  not the
dominant feature o f the Iranian mosque. The emphasis is
equally on the porta l and the iwan, which s a t is f ie d  the 

praying habits o f the worshippers. The courtyard is
s t i l l  in evidence most o f the time, however, although i t s  
presence is  not un iversa l.
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The domes are supported on squinches, which are 
c h a ra c te r is t ic a l ly  Iranian and point to the fa c t*  th a t 
the Iran ian dome had developed independently from the 
res t o f the Islamic empire. The external appearance o f 

the dome also d i f fe r s  from the North African domes, in 
tha t they are usually  covered with polychrome t i l e s  or 
manifest complicated, in t r ic a te  brick-work pa tte rn . The 
in t r ic a c y  o f the decoration re f le c ts  the prevalent 
c u ltu ra l a t t i tu d e  o f the d i f fe re n t  ru l in g  dynasties and 

the a t t i tu d e  o f the a rch itec ts  and a r t is t s  to those 

ideas, which were insp ired by the Holy Qur'an and 
charismatic Sufi poetry.

T rad it iona l Sasanian elements combine, the re fo re , with 
patterns acquired from other cu ltures to create a 

homogeneous new Persian s ty le .

The ro le  o f the dome in  Iran is  to mark the h o l ie s t  area 
in  the mosque. I t s  main purpose is  not to provide space 
on the v e r t ic a l  ax is. I t  symbolises the universe and 
through i t s  decorative and s truc tu ra l design conveys the 

universal mystery on which the worshipper can meditate. 
The a rch itec tu ra l dimension on the horizonta l axis 
developed fu r th e r .  External v e r t i c a l i t y  is  conveyed by 
the monumental po rta ls  and iwans during the early  period, 
but during the Safavid era more a tten tion  is  paid to the 
size and external appearance o f the dome. I t  almost 
inva r ia b ly  has a drum and the dome culminates in  a p o in t,  
which can be likened to a pointed arch. The drum is 
decorated with quotations from the Qur'an, In te rn a l ly ,  

i t  is  shrouded in a v e i l  o f mysticism.
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The courtyard forms an in tegra l part o f the mosque, not 
as i t  is  the case in Ottoman Turkey, attached to the 

mosque as a separate u n it .

The most o r ig in a l  invention o f  the Iranians was the 
mosque/madrasa, where the place o f learning and the place 
o f  worship was in the same complex, marked by the same 
dome. I t  is  possib le, tha t the idea orig inated from the 
concept o f  the mosque/palace combination.

The Iranian mosque plan-and-dome design, su rp r is in g ly  did 

not a f fe c t  the overa ll development o f Anatolian and 
Turkish mosque construction. This is  explained by 
d iffe rences in  h is to r ic a l  and cu ltu ra l fac to rs .

Whereas in Ira n , the n a t io n a l-cu ltu ra l a rch itec tu ra l
elements were c le a r ly  de finab le , th is  was not so in 
Anato lia . Due to i t s  geographic location i t  was much
more open to fore ign influences, w ith mighty Byzantinium 
on the one side, Persia close by and Central Asia, each 
with i t s  own powerful s ty le  o f fe r in g  a m ultitude o f 
s t y l i s t i c  choices.

The large s ing le  dome, the dome with lantern and the 
in te rna l courtyard under a domed roof were f i r s t  

constructed in Anato lia . These domes, apart from a few 
early  eons are not true domes in f ro n t  o f the mihrab as 
defined in the thes is . They cover a la rger area and 
frequently  end up over the mihrab niche. The ra t io  o f
the mihrab niche to dome size is  also d i f fe re n t  from the
Iran ian , the North African and the Syrian ones. In the
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la s t  two cases, the mihrab niche tended to occupy a 

r e la t iv e ly  small part o f the q ib la  w a l l ,  generally not 
exceeding human height. In Anatolia  and Turkey, while 
the size o f the mihrab increases w ith the height o f the 
dome, i t s  depth decreases. In Egypt, Mamluk mihrabs are 
also la rger than human size.

The Iranian dome is always decorated e x te rn a l ly ,  while 

the Anatolian domes are usually completely hidden under a 
polyhedral external cover, which is  completely 
inconspicuous. There is  a conscious spatia l re la t io n sh ip  
between the iwan, p o r ta l,  minaret and dome which conveys 
symbolic messages to the outside world.

In Iran and Anato lia  and even In the early  Turkish 

mosques the minaret is  cumbersome, often wide and squat. 
I t  does not con tr ibu te  to a great extent to the v e r t ic a l  
axis but f u l f i l s  i t s  primary function as a tower, from 
where the worshippers are ca lled  to prayer.

As the emphasis increases on the v e r t ic a l  ax is , as seen 

in the Ottoman mosques, the minarets become more 
aggressive, turn in to  slender exclamation marks and 
o u t l ine  the framework w ith in  which the sing le  and 
m u lt ip le  domes and half-dome combinations f i t  in  w ith a 
log ica l symmetry.

While in Iran ian mosques the accent is on the combination 
o f beauty and mystery, the contrast between l ig h t  and 
dark to which the dome is  an essential co n tr ib u to r ,  in 

Anato lia  and Turkey i t  is  the quest fo r  space and l ig h t
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tha t dominates. The dome proves to be an exce llen t 
medium fo r  achieving both aims, as amply demonstrated by 
the examples c ited  in th is  thes is .

There is  a s im i la r i t y  between the external appearance of 

the North A frican domes and the Anatolian ones in th a t ,  
the beauty w ith in  is  c a re fu l ly  hidden w ithout. This is  a 
common l in k  o r ig in a t in g  in the imperatives o f Islam and 

which require  the in te rn a l is a t io n  o f meditation and 
communication w ith God. Iran deviated from th is  l in e ,  

understandably, because o f the nature o f the bu ild ing  
material employed in dome construction. B rick , 
unpatterned or undecorated would create an aesthetic 

dichotomy between the meagre looking dome and the 

sumptuously decorated monumental po rta ls .

The Ottoman Turkish dome is  e n t i re ly  d i f fe re n t  from those 
which existed in the Islamic a rch itec tu re  which preceded 
i t .  The aim was the visual conquest o f the masterpieces 

o f the Byzantine empire, o f which there were so many 
present in Constantinople, to be renamed Is tanbu l.

The greatest challenge o f a l l  was to surpass the 

expression o f perfection  i t s e l f ,  the Hagia Sophia. This 
was f i n a l l y  achieved in te l le c tu a l ly  by breaking i t  up 
in to  i t s  constituent elements and reconstructing i t  in a 
d i f fe re n t  combination - the Suleymaniye.

The ro le  o f  the mihrab dome while remaining unchanged was 

redefined. The requirements o f a harsher climate 
demanded a reformulation o f the visual dimension and
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space now entered the mosque in te r io r .  Height, width and 

depth are a l l  v i ta l  and equal components o f the spa tia l 
arrangement; in  the r ig h t  proportion they y ie ld  

masterpieces such as the Selimiye Cami at Edirne. The 
re l ig io u s  dimension, the s p ir i tu a l  counterpart o f the 
a rch itec tu ra l dimension, was enhanced by making the g ib la  
more accessible to the worshippers through the creation 

o f a sense o f co n t in u ity  w ith  the aid o f domes and 
half-domes. In r e a l i t y ,  the ground plan is  square, but 
the i l lu s io n  makes i t  c i r c u la r .

Exte rna lly  the Ottoman Turkish domes deny the grandeur o f 
in te r io r  decoration. In construc tion , they are not as 

modest as i t  would appear and gradually i t  is  not the 
domes, but the minarets tha t dominate the sky line .

Another reason fo r  the minarets to take over domination 
from the domes l ie s  in  urban change. The c i t ie s  become 
more crowded and secular bu ild ings increase in height. 
In order to surpass the height o f roo fs , domes should 
tower over them. However, because o f the nature o f the 
Turkish dome, i . e .  i t s  size th is  is  not possib le, the 
domes would have to be t a l l ,  l ik e  the Timurid domes. 
A e s th e t ica l ly  these would not be appealing and 
tech n ica l ly  i t  would be v i r t u a l l y  impossible to achieve. 
The ideal so lu t ion  was therefore to pass the ro le  o f 
's ig n a l l in g *  over to the minarets.
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION

I t  was the primary aim o f th is  thesis to c o l le c t  and 
assess c r i t i c a l l y  the ava ilab le  evidence concerning the 
development o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab and to 
o f fe r  the hypothesis on the basis o f tha t assessment, 
tha t the incorporation o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab 
in  the mosque was a d ire c t  consequence o f the u n if ic a t io n  
o f power and re l ig io n  under the same roof.

The premises fo r  the argument were as fo llow s:

1) O r ig in a l ly ,  the dome as a symbol o f power and o f 
re l ig io n  was adopted by Islam from other cu ltu res .

2) While the seat o f power, as represented by the palace, 
was attached to the mosque, the place o f worship, there 

was no dome in the mosque.

3) The d e f in i t io n ,  'the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is 
applicable i f  and only i f ,  the dome is  s itua ted d i r e c t ly  
in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab niche.

4) When there are domes in the mosque, as in  the case of 
the Medina, Damascus and Aqsa Mosques which are not 
positioned d i r e c t ly  in f ro n t  o f the mihrab, but are set 
back at least one a is le  from the g ib la , they are re fe rred  
to as mihrab domes.
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5) The symbolic s ign if icance  o f these domes is  determined 
by the c u ltu ra l and h is to r ic a l  heritage o f the area where 
they occur j a condition which is  v a l id  also fo r  other 
types o f  domes, includ ing those in f ro n t  o f  the mihrab.

6) The f i r s t  true dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab appeared in 
the Ribat at Susa in Tunis ia , which set the precedent fo r  
other North A fr ican mosques to fo l low .

In order to support the hypothesis, evidence was c ited  

from a l l  over the Islamic empire which, fo r  the sake o f  
c la r i t y  and accuracy is d ivided in to  two c u l t u r a l ly  
d i f fe re n t  e n t i t ie s ,  namely, east and west.

The a rch itec ton ic  development o f the conquered areas was 
to a ce rta in  extent influenced by the l iv in g  habits o f 
the conquerors who on the whole were accustomed to the 
desert environment and who brought to the c i t y  some o f 
the imperatives o f the nomadic existence. Spatial 
con figura tion  is  to an extent the m irro r o f  social 
o rgan isation, there fo re , a rch itec ture  and, as a matter o f 
fa c t ,  a r t  should be viewed w ith th is  framework in mind. 

In pre-modern times a rch itec ton ic  space in the sense of 
to ta l  visual environment was l im ite d  to areas o f h igh ly  
concentrated settlements. Even when such settlements 
were not t r u ly  urban, they assumed the symbolic ro le  o f 
the c i t y .  Consequently, the A bso lu t is t  palace complex o f 
the pre- and post-Is lam ic ordered space are a l l  symbolic 

"heavenly c i t i e s " .  This symbol, l ik e  the a rch itec ton ic  

space i t s e l f ,  apparently o rig ina ted  in Mesopotamia and 
probably i t  was in Mesopotamia tha t the f i r s t  dome was
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erected. S im ila r visual un ity  was one o f the 
ch a rac te r is t ics  o f the Byzantine era and the dome was an 

in tegra l part o f  i t s  demonstration. The Mesopotamian 

model was in d i re c t ly  absorbed in to  the developing 
a rch itec tu re  o f the Islamic cu ltu re  o f the post-Umayyad 
period, a f te r  the conquest o f Sasanian Iran . Byzantine 
elements were, on the other hand, d i re c t ly  incorporated 
in to  Islamic a rch itec tu re  already during the Umayyad 
period.

With the advent o f  Islam, a rch itec ton ic  change to the 

established and f lo u r is h in g  c i t ie s  became in e v ita b le .

Damascus is  probably the most su itab le  example o f a c i t y  
which underwent d ras t ic  c u ltu ra l and a rch itec ton ic  

changes a f te r  the Muslim conquest. P r io r to Islam, an
a rc h ite c to n ic a l ly  well developed H e l le n is t ic  s ty le
dominated the c i t y .  A fte r  the Muslim invasion the urban 
economy and population declined and the great ceremonial 
spaces became redundant. One o f the possible
explanations fo r  th is  may be tha t the Muslim population 

did not perform p o l i t i c a l  or social a c t iv i t ie s  in  the 
s tre e ts ,  but re s tr ic te d  them w ith in  the confines o f the 
mosques. For th is  reason the public  meeting places which 
were so v i t a l  to the Greek and Roman cu ltures gradually  
disappeared, the geometric forum gave way to i r re g u la r ,  
rounded and crowded market-places. Eventually the c i t y  
lo s t  i t s  a rch itec ton ic  q u a l i ty  and the visual un ity  o f 
the public  areas and apart from the minarets, domes and 
monumental gates the Muslim c i t y  had no visual 
o r ie n ta t io n .
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This was c e r ta in ly  true fo r  the c i t ie s  o f North A fr ica  in  

general and fo r  Cairo, Egypt in p a r t ic u la r .  The Cairene 
a rch itec ts  resorted to great ingenuity in  order to 
reconcile  the contrad ic tions which were inherent in  the 
imperatives o f the re l ig io n  on the one hand and the urban 
requirements on the other. Domes became t a l l e r  in  order 
to draw a tten t ion  to the loca tion  o f the house o f prayer 
over the roof-tops o f the overcrowded c i t y .

Islam was more concerned with ind iv idua l ra ther than with 
public  r ig h ts ,  which may stem from the character o f the 
nomadic peoples fo r  whom l i f e  in large co lle c t ive s  l ik e  

the c i t y  was t o ta l l y  a l ie n . Inev itab ly  the c i t y  had to 
be divided up in to  smaller un its  which were more 

representative o f the needs o f the people. The concern 
with p r iva te ,  ra ther than public  appearance determined 
the shape, size and composition o f these u n its ,  which 
were to be ca lled  mosques. The courtyards o f the 
mosques, the enclosures o f the Caravanserais and the 
magnificent gardens o f the palaces had s im ila r  functions 
to the forum and the agora in the Roman and Greek 
c u ltu re s .

More often than not the in te rna l extravagance o f the 
bu ild ings were hidden behind an inconspicuous external 
appearance o f massive p ro tec tive  walls and the p r iva te  
space was e f f i c ie n t l y  arranged w ith in .  In some respects, 

the Islamic urban layout appears to be the reversion to 
Mediterranean patterns o f the p re -H e l le n is t ic  period. 
Whatever were the sources o f the Islamic urban pa tte rn , 
the d ifferences between i t  and the medieval Chris tian
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c i t y  in a f r o n t ie r  region l ik e  Spain is  extremely 

s t r ik in g .  While ethnocentrism of the Arabs was evident 
in the eastern part o f the Islamic empire in general and 
Iran in p a r t ic u la r ,  i t  was less evident in Spain. The 
various ethn ic groups coexisted in the cosmopolitan c i t y  
o f Cordoba and fo r  th is  the Great Mosque is the witness.

The continuous s h i f t in g  o f  cap ita ls  from one place to 
another and the rapid displacement o f the numerous ru l in g  
fam il ies  in the d i f fe re n t  areas o f the Islamic empire 
must have been c ruc ia l con tr ibu to rs  to the d iv e rs i ty  o f 
a rch itec tu re  in  general and mosque a rch itec tu re  in
p a r t ic u la r .  Even when a p a r t ic u la r  c i t y  remained the

cap ita l fo r  a longer period o f time i t  was not a stable 
and homogeneous u n i t ,  but was in a state o f f lu x ,  w ith  

frequent additions o f new palace or garrison complexes 
which d ilu ted  i t s  po ten tia l fo r  communicating symbols o f 
id e n t i ty .  There was one aspect, however, which serves as 
a symbol o f  u n if ie d  id e n t i ty  fo r  the whole o f  Islam 
namely the mihrab and the dome which precedes i t  in  the 
sanctuary. Apart from the mosque there is  no other

e f fe c t iv e  a rch itec ton ic  conveyor o f the power and myth o f 
Islam. The penetrative power o f the re l ig io u s  
organisation fo r  which the mosque stands had important 
im plica tions fo r  the formation o f ethnic id e n t i t y ,  even 
in areas where i t  was well established in a previous 
c i v i l i s a t io n .  This is  re in forced during Friday prayer in 

the Great or Friday Mosques, which also provide e f fe c t iv e  
forum fo r  conveying symbolic and e x p l i c i t  messages. The 
re l ig io u s  language is  another powerful fa c to r  fo r
un ify ing  or fragmenting ethnic id e n t i t ie s .  Symbolic
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associations derived from the use o f special sacral 
s c r ip t  were often as in f lu e n t ia l  as they were 
instrumental in communication. The change o f the 
alphabet was concomitant w ith re l ig io u s  conversion: 
changing the Pahlevi s c r ip t  to the Arabic alphabet in  the 
7th century accelerated the re l ig io u s  conversion o f 

Persia to Islam. Since the early  Islamic times re l ig io u s  

s c r ip t  remained one o f the most powerful messengers o f 
Islam and is  widely used as decorative element in mosque 
a rch itec tu re . The s c r ip t  is integrated in to  the design 
pattern o f the dome or the porta l to such an extent tha t 
i t  becomes an organic part o f the s tru c tu re . The 
Qur'anic imperative: "The Word rules guides and

in s tru c ts "  expressed in ca ll ig raphy  is the equivalent o f 
the p ic to r ia l  representations o f the Roman-Hellenistic 
and Chris tian  t ra d i t io n s .

I t  was mentioned supra tha t the A b so lu t is t  palace 
complexes mainly in the desert areas f u l f i l l e d  the ro le  

o f the c i t y .  I t  was the main contention o f th is  thesis 
th a t i t  was prec ise ly  there, tha t the concept o f 
introducing the dome in to  the mosque o r ig ina ted . 
However, in p ra c t ica l terms i t  was implemented when and 
only when the mosque became the sole representative of 
the power/re lig ion combination, mainly in the c i t i e s .  
U n t i l  then, in most cases the palace was attached to a 

wall o f the mosque, usually on the q ib la  side in  order to 
provide d ire c t  access fo r  the ru le r  or the governor in to  
the mosque. The dome of the throne room o f the palace 
provided the signal o f power to the outside world and 
when i t  became the un ive rsa lly  accepted signal than i t
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found i t s  way in to  the mosque a lso, in the Ribat o f Susa 
fo r  the f i r s t  time.

The h is to r ic a l  background which may have exerted 
influence over the inc lus ion  o f the dome in to  the

sanctuary is  not the only reason fo r  d iv id ing  the Islamic 
empire in to  two separate e n t i t ie s .  There were technical 
d is s im i la r i t ie s  to se tt ing  the dome onto an octagon. In
pre-Is lam ic Persia the squinch was used and th is  method
was adopted by the a rch itec ts  o f Islam in the eastern
part o f the empire also. The e a r l ie s t  squinch domes were 
discovered in the palaces a t Sarvistan and Firuzabad, 
these set the precedent fo r  Persian s truc tu res . The 
Sasanian squinch penetrated eastwards even as fa r  as 
Chinese Turk istan. Domes supported by squinches were 
also found in Armenia as ea r ly  as the seventh century and 
th e i r  use was wide-spread throughout the Byzantine 
empire, well before the Arab invasion took place in the 

region.

The squinch was not known in Syria, Egypt and North 
A fr ica  and there are only two examples to be found before 
the eleventh century. In Syria the s p h e r ica l- t r ia n g le  
pendentive was favoured which found i t s  way in to  Egypt 

and North A fr ica . In Egypt, perhaps the most important 

mosque in the development o f the dome is the al-Azhar 
Mosque, b u i l t  during the tenth century. I t  has the 
o ldest pointed dome over the entrance p o r ta l ,  the 
t ra n s i t io n  zone o f which does not have e ith e r  true 
squinches, nor pendentives. The diagonal sides o f the 
octagon are opened with deep arched niches which resemble
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s ta la c t i te s .  These 's ta la c t i te s '  might have been the 
forerunners o f  those which were developed during the 
eleventh century. The so-called 's ta la c t i t e '  d e ta i l  was 
developed from the corbelled squinch which was 
constructed from successive layers o f b r ick . The various 
layers were scalopped out in order to obtain l ightness 
both in weight and pace.

Iran and Mesopotamia favoured more the large and p la in  
surfaces. Domes which are found in th is  region tend to 
be smooth and pointed. To compensate fo r  the lack o f 
sculpted stucco, polychrome t i l e s  were introduced fo r  

decorative e f fe c t .  Drastic quadratic s im p l ic i ty  was 
combined with complex vau lt ing  and domes which had 
s te l la te  plans. From the complex curves developed the 
t ie re d  squinches which were to balance out the massive 
arches.

'Turkish a rch ite c tu re ' is  going to be used as a 

c o l le c t iv e  term fo r  a rch itec tu ra l s ty le  in the area which 
is  now known as Turkey, but which should r e a l ly  be 
divided in to  i t s  constituent parts. However, in  order 
not to increase the length o f the conclusion i t  w i l l  
apply to the post- the establishment o f  the Ottoman 
empire. The prevalent mosque a rch itec tu ra l form was 
inhe r ited  from the Byzantines.

A fte r  the conquest o f Constantinople, mosque design 
underwent a sharp change, probably due to the conscious 
e f fo r t  made by a rch itec ts  and ru le rs  a like  to equal the 
achievements o f  the Umayyads in Jerusalem and to make
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Constantinople the true cap ita l c i t y  o f the Ottoman 
empire. P r io r  to the conquest o f  Constantinople the 
mosques were generally b u i l t  on square plans and were 
roofed by one s ing le  or more domes. Afterwards however, 

there was a reversion to the Byzantine s ty le ,  with 
m u lt ip le  domes and half-dome squinches being erected in 
Constantinople and in other c i t ie s .  The ro le  o f the 
courtyard also changed and the minarets became more 
slender and upward reaching.

I t  was also suggested tha t the inc lus ion o f the m u lt ip le  
domes might have been insp ired by the combination o f the 
Ka'aba and the tents which surrounded i t  during 
Pilgrimage time.

The domes were supported by massive p iers in place o f 

s ta la c t i te s  or pendentives, but they did not exclude the 
pendentives completely.

Single domed mosques on a square base were erected in 
occupied t e r r i t o r ie s ,  such as Hungary and Yugoslavia 
which were insp ired by e a r l ie r  Turkish models.

In India and Pakistan Hindu and Buddhist elements were 
adopted in to  mosque a rch itec tu re , the ground-plan o f the 
vihara together with a dome in  the s ty le  o f  a stupa was 
favoured. The dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab occupies a 
central dominant pos it ion  in the sanctuary in a way 
s im ila r  to the spherical dome o f the vihara and i t  
performs the same function also.
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A quotation which was extracted from Creswell's EMA I may 
be a su itab le  note on which to end th is  thes is . At the 
time o f rebu ild ing  the mosque and governor's residence at 
Kufa, the a rch ite c t  said to^Umar, when *ilmar wanted to
move the mosque: " I  w i l l  bu ild  i t  fo r  you, and I w i l l
bu ild  you a palace (ftasx) and jo in  the two so tha t they
w i l l  form one b u ild in g " .  *

What may be im p l i c i t l y  conveyed in th is  quotation is tha t 
the mosque and the palace should indeed be one u n it
because o f th e i r  symbolic s ign if icance . However, once 
ea r th ly  power became divorced from heavenly power, i t  was 
only the symbol which represented both, namely the dome, 

tha t was able to convey the true concept o f Islam. I t  
was therefore incorporated in the most sacred spot in the 
sanctuary, in f ro n t  o f the mihrab.
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APPENDIX

Chronological order o f the dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab in
*

each country

also list of mosques with a domed wide transept. 

Medina, The Prophet's Mosque

The o r ig in a l mosque, during the l i f t  o f the Prophet did 
not have a dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab. The f i r s t  dome 

was b u i l t  during the reign o f  al-WalTd I in the Umayyad 

period c. 88-92/706-710. The shape o f the dome is  a 
concave indentation in  the c e i l in g ,  s im ila r  to a sh ie ld . 
The cupola was made o f wood. The mosque has a sahn
(courtya rd), approximately rectangular in  shape. The 
mosque was redecorated by the Abbasids, the MamlOks and 
the Ottomans. The great green dome before the g ib !a  wall 
is Mamluk and Ottoman.

SYRIA

Damascus Great Mosque

The o r ig in a l  dome in  f ro n t  o f the mihrab was b u i l t  in  the 
Umayyad period under a l-W alid I in  88-97/706-715, or 
91-97/709-715. I t  was shaped l ik e  an eagle and a t i t s  
apex there was an orange and a pomegranate made o f gold. 

The dome was damaged by f i r e  in  462/1069. The new dome 
is round l ik e  a sphere and i t s  s truc tu re  is  made of 
planks strengthened with r ibs  o f wood with bands o f iron . 
I t  was restored in 475-476/1082-83. The mosque has a 

rectangular sahn and the a is les are p a ra l le l  to the g ib la  
wal 1.
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Hama,Great Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  during the Umayyad and Mamluk 
periods 8th and 13th/14th c.

Damascus, M^ristan N urf

The Maristan was b u i l t  in 541-570/1146-74. Ayyubid 
period. Over the square chamber rises an e leven-tie red  
muqarnas dome.

Damascus, Maristan o f Nur al-DTn

c  —
I t  was b u i l t  in 549/1154, Abbasid. I t  has a muqarnas 
dome.

Damascus, The Madrasa A1-Nuriya Al-Kubra

t
The tomb was b u i l t  in 568/1172. Abbasid. I t  is  covered 
by a stucco, e leven-tie red muqarnas dome.

Ma'arrat an-Nu'man: The Shaftc i te  Madrasa

I t  was b u i l t  in 596/1199 ^Abbasid and is  roofed by a stone 

dome in the centre, res ting  on s ta la c t i te  pendentives. 

There is  a sahn, measuring 13.63 x 6.37.
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Aleppo, A l-Zah ir iya  Madrasa

B u i l t  in 616-617/1219-1220 Ayyubid period. The sanctuary 
is  roofed by three domes. There is  also a sahn measuring 
approx. 14.75 x 1839.

Aleppo, Madrasa al-Sultanya

B u i l t  in 629-630/1231-1232, Ayyubid period. The masjid 
is  roofed by a dome on the centre. There is  a sahn 
measuring approx. 19.67 x 16.80.

Aleppo, A l-Firdaus Madrasa

B u i l t  in 633-634/1235-36 Ayyubid period. The masjid is 
roofed by three domes, the central one stands on a drum. 
There is  a sahn measuring approx. 1623 x 1612.

A leppo, Madrasa o f Shad Bakht

B u i l t  fo r  the Hanafites. I t  is  roofed with a shallow 
dome. There is  a sahn o f 8.23 x 9.21.

TUNISIA

Susa, Ribat
P

B u i l t  in  206/821 Aghlabid period. The place o f the 

mihrab is marked by a dome on squinches. There is  a 

rectangular sahn.
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Qairawan, Great Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in 224-248/838-862, Aghlabid period.

The mihrab dome was in the shape o f a gadrooned h a lf
sphere. I t  is  the work o f  Ziyadat A llah . The dome rests

on shell shaped pendentives. A la te r  date has been
assigned to the dome by Creswell, 248-249/862/3 and he
a tt r ib u te s  i t  to Ab*u IbrahTm I I  I bn Ahmad. There is  a

«

rectangular sahn.
i  *

Susa, Great Mosque

B u i l t  in 236/850 Aghlabid period. The dome rests on 
shell l ik e  squinches. The 10th c. dome reposes on corner 
niches instead o f squinches. There is  also a sahn.

Sfax, Great Mosque

B u i l t  in 236/850, Aghlabid period. Restored in the ZTrid 

and the Ottoman Periods 378/988, and 18th c. Due to the 
res tora tions i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to t e l l  what the o r ig in a l 
mosque looked l ik e .  There are two domes marking the 
extrem it ies o f the axia l and a is le .  The mihrab dome is 
imposing as are most o f  the Aghlabid domes. There is  an 
enclosed rectangular sahn.

Tunis, Great Mosque

The mihrab dome is  dated 250/864, Aghlabid period. B u i l t  

by the a rch ite c t  F a ^ .  The dome comprises o f 20 l ines
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rad ia t ing  around the centre. The concavity o f the l ines 
gives the e f fe c t  o f more or less a very strong p ro jec tion  

o f rectangular p ro f i le .  On the outside the gadrooned 
dome is  supported by a c y l in d r ic a l  drum strengthened by 
p i la s te rs  w ith cap ita ls  and pierced with c laus tra . 
Another date given fo r  the mihrab dome is  381/991, Z i r id  
period. There is  a wedge shaped sahn.

Mahdiya, Great Mosque

B u i l t  in 304/916, FaTimid period. The mihrab dome was 
supported on extraordinary compound piers in coursed 
masonry tha t im itated e ight clustered shafts. The dome 
conforms to the Aghlabid s ty le .  There is a square sahn.

Tozeur, Blad Al-Hadhar Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  between 418/1027 and 422/1030, 
Aghlabid period. I t s  cupola is  modelled on the Qairawan 
dome.

Mosque o f the Kasba

Dated 626/1228. Almohad period. The cupola in f ro n t  o f 
the mihrab is  decorated with muqarnas co rb e l l ing . There 
is  no sahn.

Hawa, Great Mosque

B u i l t  between 647/1249 and 676/1277, Almohad period. The 
dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is carried on Qairawan type 
squinches. There is  no sahn.
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PALESTINE

Jerusalem, Al-Aqsa Mosque 
♦

B u i l t  in 97/715, Umayyad period. The o r ig in a l dome was 

made o f wood and was covered with lead. The dome bearing 
arches belong to the work o f al-Mahdi. The double 
shelled great dome is  painted and is  surrounded by a 
g a lle ry  o f arches which res t on t r i p le  co lonettes. The 
square base is  transformed in to  a c i r c le  by a c i r c u la r  
p ro jec ting  corniche, which supports the drum. There is 
no sahn.

SPAIN

Cordoba, Great Mosque

The mihrab dome was f in ished  in 355/965, Umayyad period. 
The domes have complex ribbed patterns. The domes are 
supported by complex rib-systems close in form to dome 

structures in Armenia and Iran . There is  no sahn.

S e v i l le ,  Great Mosque

The sanctuary was begun in 567/1171, Almohad period. I t  
was destroyed in the 15th c. I t  is  almost ce rta in  tha t 
there were 3 domes in the transverse a is le  a t the back o f 
the sanctuary.
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Toledo, Mosque o f Bib Mardom

I t  was b u i l t  in 391/1000, Umayyad period. There are nine 
ribbed domes. The r ib  patterns o f the dome are corner 
versions o f the elegant domes in f ro n t  o f the mihrab o f 
the Cordoba mosque.

ALGERIA

A lg ie rs ,  The Great Almovarid Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in 491/1097, by Yusuf B. Tashfin, Almoravid 
period. The dome was destroyed in 1095/1683. There is 

no evidence as to what the dome looked l ik e .

Tlemcen, Great Mosque

Dated 533/1138. Almoravid period. The mihrab dome is 
decorated w ith ribbed sides, reminiscent o f the dome o f 

the Great Mosque o f Cordoba. There is  also a lan te rn , 
the f i r s t  dated eastern example o f s ta la c t i te  dome. 
There is a simple sahn.

The Jami 'SafTr

I t  was erected in 941/1534, Ottoman period. A f te r  i t  was 
demolished, i t  was r e b u i l t  in 1242/1826. The square 
prayer ha ll is  covered by a cupola with an octagonal base 
reposing on four pendentives.
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Katshawa Mosque

B u i l t  approximately around 1012/16123 and re b u i l t  in 
1209/1794. There is  an enormous central dome res ting  on 
shell-shaped pendentives.

A lg ie rs , Mosque o f the Fishery

Founded in 1071/1660, Ottoman period. The dome is  ovoid 
in shape and is  supported on Ottoman type pendentives and 
sem i-c ircu la r arches.

MOROCCO

The QarawiyyTn Mosque

F irs t  b u i l t  in  245/859, Almovarid period. The domes are 
decorated with s ta la c t i te s .  These s ta la c t i te s  are the 
exact prototypes o f the Tinmel and Koutoubiya mosques. 
The works o f the Qarawiyyin mosque are placed between 
527/1132 and 537-538/1142-43. There is  a small 
rectangular sahn.

The Andalusians Mosque

B u i l t  during the reign o f CAbd al-Rahman I I I  Caliph o f 

Cordoba. There is  a dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrSb in the 
s ty le  o f the Almovarid cupolas in the QarawiyyTn Mosque.
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Taza, Great Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  by ^Abd al-Mu'min in 547-559/1152-63. 
Almohad period. The dome, however is due to Merinid Abn 
Ya'qub in 685-706/1286-1306. The dome is s im ila r  to the 
one in Tlemcen, ribbed and a small dome on s ta la c t i te s  
closes the va u lt  a t the summit.

Tinmal, Mosque o f 1Abd al-Mu'min

The dome is dated 548-9/1153/4. Almohade period. The

domes are decorated with muqarnas, they are exactly  the 
same as those in Marrakesh and the Kutubiya Mosque.

The Kutubiya Mosque

B u i l t  between 580/1184 and 596/1199, Almohad period. 
The domes are deep and the wide s ta la c t i te s  res t on a 
grooved narrow ornamented surface. The s ta la c t i te s  play 
the same ro le  as the r ib s .  There is  a rectangular sahn.

Marrakesh, Mosque o f the Qasba

The domes were begun in 592/1195. Almohad period. The
decoration is  s im ila r  to the Kutubiya Mosque.

Marrakesh, Muassin Mosque

The dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab was b u i l t  by the Sa'di an 
Mulay 'Abd A llah in 964-981/1556-73. The Almohad 
influence is  v is ib le  in the domes. The cupolas have lo ts
o f dazzling elements and appear to be f l a t  w ithout
h ierarchy, complicated and r ic h .
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Marrakesh, Mosque o f Bab Dukkffla

The mosque was b u i l t  in  965/1557 in Marinid s ty le .  I t  
has s ix  cupolas decorated with mugarnas with emphasised 
squinches and octagon r is in g  to the central cupola.

Tinmal) Great Mosque

The mosque was completed in 548/1153', Almohad period. 
The c e i l in g  o f the dome is  covered with green t i l e s  in 
the form o f pyramids.

LIBYA

T r ip o l i ,  Complex o f Ahmad Pasha

I t  was b u i l t  in 1149-1150/1736-7, Qaramanli period. The 

bays o f  the sanctuary are covered with domes on 
pendentives, the one in f ro n t  o f the mihrab has a higher 
dome raised on squinches.

EGYPT

Cairo, Al-Azhar Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in  360-362/970-2, Fatimid period. The dome 
rests on a drum enriched with windows and on three rows 
o f small pendentives (squinches). There is a rectangular 
sahn.
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Cairo, The Mosque o f a l “ Hakim
*

The mosque was b u i l t  in 380-404/990-1013, Fatimid period. 
The area in f ro n t  o f the mihrab is  converted in to  an 

octagon by 4 squinches. I t  is  surmounted by an octagonal 
drum. The dome oversails  the drum. There is  a 
rectangular sahn.

4 *

Cairo, The Mosque o f al-GuyushT

I t  was b u i l t  in April/May 478/1085, Fatimid period. The 

dome rests on an octagonal drum. The t ra n s i t io n  from the 
square to the octagon is achieved by 4 squinches. The 
drum and the dome is  made o f b r ick .

Jamic Ikhwat Sayedna Yusuf

Dated 480/1087. Fatimid period. The dome rests on 

squinches. Creswell places i t  at the beginning o f the 
12th c.

The Mashhad at Aswan

Dated 494-504/1100-1110. Fatimid period. The dome rests 

on a zone o f t ra n s i t io n  formed by 4 pendentives, w ith a 

t r e f o i l  window between them. On th is  rests the octagonal 
drum. The pointed dome is  made o f burnt b r ick .
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The Mashhad o f Sayyida Ruqayya

Dated September 528/1133, Fatimid period. The dome has 
24 r ib s .  Exte rna lly  i t  has 24 f lu te s  and the apex is  

crowned by a bronze f i n ia l  o f three b a l ls ,  d im in ishing in 
size and surmounted by a r ing .

The Mausoleums o f Al-Ga‘ FarT and Sayyida 'A tika

Dated 494-514/1100-1120, Fatimid period. The octagon is 
achieved by s ta la c t i te  pendentives, which are the 
prototypes o f the Egyptian s ta la c t i te  pendentives. The 
four groups o f niches support the sides o f the octagon. 
On the octagon is the dome which cuts across i t s  angles.

•»

The Mausoleum o f Sayyida 1 Atika

Dated 494-597/1100-1200. The dome is  oval, but the 
pendentives are id e n t ic a l .  The in te r io r  o f the dome 
exh ib its  16 r ibs  which converge in a f l a t  central c i r c le .  
The e x te r io r  is  f lu te d .

The Mosque o f Sultan Ba.ybars

Dated 666-1270/1267-69, Mamluk period. The dome was 
large and covered 9 bays un like  the domes o f previous 
mosques which covered only one. There is  an almost 
square sahn.
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Cairo, The Mosque o f an-Nasir Muhammed

B u i l t  in 718/1318 and 736/1335, early  Mamluk period. The 

dome is  o f  extraordinary s ize. The sahn is  rectangular 
in  shape.

Cairo, The Mosque o f al-MaridanT

Dated 734-740/41/1333-9/40, ea r ly  Mamluk period. The 
dome is  supported on huge granite  columns, w ith  g ilded 
c a p ita ls .  At the corners o f the square below the dome 
are wooden s ta la c t i te s .  There is a rectangular sahn.

The Mosque o f Chaikhou

Dated 750/1349, early  Mamluk period. There are two 

wooden domes in f ro n t  o f the mihrab.

The Mosque o f the Emir Aqsungur

Dated 747-748/1346-47. Mamluk period. The dome in f ro n t  
o f the mihrab rests on a high octagonal drum. I t  is 

composed in te rn a l ly  o f simple squinches w ith double 

1igh ts .

The Mosque Mausoleum o f the EmTr Tankizbugha

Dated 764/1362, Mamluk period. The dome rests on 

squinches, there is  an ornament which resembles the teeth 
o f a saw.
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The Mosque o f Ibn Tulun

The o r ig in a l  mosque was b u i l t  in  263/4-266/876/77-879. 
Tulunid period. The mosque was restored by L a jin  in
696/1296 Mamluk period. The wooden dome is  erected on a 
drum, supported by 2 rows o f small pendentives. There is  
a square sahn.

MayyafarTqTn, Ortuquid Mosque

Dated 547-572/1152-76, la te  Fatimid period, b u i l t  by 

Ortuquid AlpT. Each p ie r  comes exactly under the

springing o f  the 4 squinch arches and the 4 b lind  arches 
below the dome. Above the central dome were three 
consoles at exactly  the same level as those which support 
the bold cornice a t the top o f the facade.

The Mosque o f Sarghatmish

Dated 758/1356, Mamluk period. The dome in f ro n t  o f the 
mihrab is  not unusual in i t s  a rch itec tu ra l form, but i t

is unusual in tha t i t  is  not usually  b u i l t  according to
cruciform madrasa plan.

The Mausoleum o f Muhammad al-Hasawati

Dated the f i r s t  h a lf  o f the 12th c. Late Fatimid period. 

Being an open dome, i t  is  re la ted to the e a r l ie s t  
mausoleums o f Egypt, the Saba Banat, not only the se tt ing  
o f i t s  dome, but in i t s  large arched openings which 
occupy the centre o f each face except on the side o f the 
mihrab.
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The Mausoleum o f Shaykh Yumish

Dated the f i r s t  quarter o f the 12th c . ,  but la s t  in  the
order o f  the 4 mausolea. Fatimid period. The dome rests

on an octagonal drum instead o f d i r e c t ly  on the
pendentives.

The Fatimid Mausoleum a t Quoz 
► ^

Dated 514-525/1120-30. Fatimid period. The zone o f

t ra n s i t io n  is  set on a drum. The drum has 16 sides 
e x te rn a l ly  and in te rn a l ly  i t  is  formed o f 8 f lu te s  on ly , 
i t  belongs to the 6 la te  Fatimid Mausoleum group.

The Mausoleum o f Yahya, Ash-ShabTh
m

Probably 12th c. The pendentives are iden tica l w ith 
those o f the Mausoleum o f the Sayyida Ruqqayya. 
According to Creswell, i t  is  more l i k e ly  o f the second 
quarter o f  the 12th c.

Shalla l

Dated Oct. 534/1139, la te  Fatimid period. There are six 
domed bays. The domes were approximately hemispherical 
and rested on squinches.

The Mashhad o f the SharTf TabeTtaba

Dated 332/943, ea r ly  Fatimid period. There are nine 
domed bays in f ro n t  o f the mihrab.



281

IRAN

Damghan, Tarfk Khana Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in  the 8th c. ’Abbasid period. The 
central a is le  is broader and higher than the others.

Isfahan, Great Mosque

According to an in s c r ip t io n  on the sanctuary dome, i t  was 
b u i l t  in the 11th c. The date the dome gives is 
481-482/1088/9. The cupola is  made o f b r ick  and the zone 
of t ra n s i t io n  is  res ting  upon plastered arcades. The 

dome has in te res t in g  fo l ia t e  ornament in carved stucco. 
The dome measures 49 f t .  in diameter. The res to ra tion  o f 
the mosque was carr ied  out under the Seljuq Sultan Malik 
Shah. There is  a rectangular enclosed sahn.

Gulpaygan, Great Mosque

The Great Mosque was b u i l t  between 498/1104 and 511/1117, 

Seljuq period, by AbO Shuja1 Muhammad and i t s  diameter is 
12m. The squinches have m u lt ip l ie d  in to  decorative 
muqarnas. The dome is  s l ig h t l y  tapering and i t  rests on 
th ic k ,  massive b r ick  p iers jo ined by arches. The 
squinches are not v is ib le  from the outside.

Zavareh, Friday Mosque

This mosque was b u i l t  in 530-531/1135-6, in the Seljuq 
period. The dome measures 7.45 m. in diameter and i t
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rests squarely on i t s  base, supported by ex te r io r ized  
squinches.

Ard is tan, Great Mosque

The dome chamber o f th is  mosque dates 11th c. or la te  
10th c. Seljuq period. Squinches are employed fo r  the 
zone o f t ra n s i t io n .  The in te r io r  o f the dome s truc tu re  
is  r ic h ,  while the e x te r io r  consists o f massive cubiform 
surfaces composed o f compact brickwork. The dome tapers 
s l ig h t l y  and rests on a cubiform base w ith an octagonal 
t ra n s i t io n  zone.

Qazvin, The Great Mosque

The 'mosque k iosk1 was incorporated in to  the madrasa in 
the la te  11th c. ea r ly  12th c. The dome was supported by 
squinches and wall arches.

Riza ' ly a  (Urmiya), Masjid-i-Jami

I t  was b u i l t  in 676/1277. The dome is  shallow and is 
pointed. I t  rests on a 16-sided zone o f t ra n s i t io n .  The 
upper section o f the chamber and the zone o f t ra n s i t io n  
are pierced w ith  large windows.

Ashtarjan, Masjid-i-Jami

The M asjid - i-Jam i4was b u i l t  in 715-6/1315-6 in the Mongol 
period. The e x te r io r  and the in te r io r  o f the dome 
surfaces are not p a ra l le l ;  the inner surface is  ovoid, 
while the outer r ises to a d e f in i te  po in t.
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Veramin, Friday Mosque

The Friday Mosque was b u i l t  in 733-737/1332-6, during the 
Mongol period. The ra t io  o f the bu ild ing  to the size o f 
the dome is  such, tha t the dome dominates o v e ra l l .  The 
octagon is  pierced with windows and the squinches are 
masked. The squinches are o f the old simple arch type. 
The dome is  superimposed on a very d e f in i te  zone o f 
t ra n s i t io n .

£ ,

Yazd, Masjid-i-Jami

The in s c r ip t io n  gives the date o f 777/1375. Muzaffarid 
period. The squinch is  masked, and the rear panel o f 
squinches are pierced fo r  i l lu m in a t io n .  The contour o f 
the dome is  inconspicuous.

Mashhad, Mosque o f Gawhar ShSd

B u i l t  in 821/1418, TTmurid period. The dome is  bulbous 
and is  upported by a low drum on 2 squares. The 
squinches spring from the angles o f the chamber to 
support a concave hexa-decagonal concave cornice.

Tab r iz ,  Blue Mosque

B u i l t  in 870/1465, Turmen period. The sanctuary chamber 
was octagonal and i t s  dome was supported by means o f 8 
open arches. The mosque does not have a sahn.
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Isfahan, Masjid-i-Shah

The mosque was b u i l t  in 1021-1047/1612-37, Safavid 
period. I t  has a large dome, but gracious. The 

decoration is  splendid; a great sunburst medallion.

Isfahan, Mosque o f Sha.yk L u tfa l lah

This mosque was b u i l t  in 1027/1617, Safavid period. The 
dome rests on squinches r is in g  d i re c t ly  from the f lo o r .  
The pointed arches are ou tl ined by turquoise tw isted 

moulding framing a number o f in la ys . The in te r io r  o f the 
dome is  decorated w ith lozenges. The diameter o f the 
dome is  12,8 m, and i t  has a s ingle sh e ll .  The squinch 
arches are connected to the adjacent wall panels by 
pendentive l ik e  panels. The res iden tia l panels above the 
arches forming the secondary zone o f t ra n s i t io n  bring the 
wall forward to the drum o f the dome.

IRAQ

The Friday Mosque o f A1-Mansur
#

The Friday Mosque was b u i l t  in 766 A.D. or 149H in the
£ c ,

Abbasid period. Probably there was a wooden dome over 
the maqsura, but the roofing was f l a t .

The Imam Pur Mashhad, Samarra

I t  was f in ished  around 482-83H, 1089 A.D. Uqu^ilid period. 

The dome covers the octagon produced by 4 corner niches 
in the 3rd storey. Eight arcades with l i t t l e  windows and 
several conchs constitu tes  the zone o f t ra n s i t io n .
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J i r d is ,  Jami 'Nabi

This small mosque was b u i l t  in the 12th c . ,  *Abbasi d 

period. I t  has a s l ig h t l y  pointed dome on the e x te r io r  
caps a t a l l  drum with engaged columns.

INDIA

Delh i, Quwwat A l-Is lam  Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in 594/1197, Slave period or 
696-716/1296-1316. The dome was constructed with
t ra d i t io n a l  techniques o f the Hindus; corbelled arches 
with agee p r o f i le ,  and the domes constructed as shallow 
corbelled vau lts .

Delh i, Ajmer Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in  596-597/1199-1200, Slave period. There 
are 5 domes in the sanctuary. They are not domes in
r e a l i t y ,  but f i l l e d  in  e x te r io rs  o f the corbelled
ce il ings  brought about on a mandapa plan. Each dome 

covers the equivalent o f  9 bays, and each is  carr ied  on a 

set o f columns forming an octagon. ' Between the angles o f 
the octagon and the rim o f the dome are inserted f l a t
slabs to cover the overhang.

Delh i, Jamatkhanana Masjid, NizammudTn

The masjid was b u i l t  in c. 710-716/1310-16, by'AllauddTn 
KhaljT, Tuqluq period. The nave is  covered by a s ing le  
sem i-c irc le  dome.
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Begumpuri Masjid

I t  was b u i l t  in c. 744/1343, Tuqluq period. There is  a 

dome which covers the nave. I t  is hidden by a pylon. 
The dome might have been glazed.

Gulbarga, Friday Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in  769/1367, Deccan sultanate. The mosque 
is composed e n t i re ly  o f domes and arches, almost devoid 
o f ornament. The main dome can be l i f t e d  fo r  v e n t i la t io n  
purpose. The la rge r dome in f ro n t  o f the mihrab bay 
stands on a square p l in th .

Delh i, Kalan Masjid NizammudTn

I t  was b u i l t  in  772-773/1370-71 Tuqluq period. The 

square bays o f  the sanctuary are covered by cupolas.

Delh i, J l i r k i  Mosque

This mosque is  dated c. 777/1375, b u i l t  by Te lingan i, 

Kahni-i-Jahan Magbul S n r .s Tuqluq period. The cupolas 
are sem i-c ircu la r ,  but ex te rn a l ly  they are pointed.

Delhi, Sh irk i Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in 777/1375, Tuqluq period. Each corner and 

in te rsec t ion  is  marked by a c lu s te r  o f 9 small domes.
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Oaunpur, Atala Mosque

The Atala mosque was b u i l t  in 778-869/1376-1464 or in  the 
Sharqi period, 873/1408. The oblong nave had been 
converted in to  a square by massive p ro jec ting  corbels 
from the piers o f the side walls and the corners and i t  
is roofed by a dome. The zone o f t ra n s i t io n  is achieved 
by squinches, which have receding planes with fr in g e  o f 
flower-buds. The dome is  concealed.

Gaur, T in t ip a ra  Mosque

B u i l t  in 885/1480 by Mirsad Than, I t  had corbelled b r ick  
pendentives, which o r ig in a l ly  supported 10 domes, 

inc lud ing 2 in  f ro n t  o f  5 mihrabs.

Delh i, Moth-Ki-Masjid

This masjid was b u i l t  in 906/1500 A.D., Afghan period or 
Dodi period. The whole masjid is  superimposed by 3 
symmetrical domes on the sky line .

Fatehpur S ik r i ,  Friday Mosque

B u i l t  in 979/1571, Mughal period. The prayer ha ll has 
separate enclosure sanctuaries each surmounted by a dome 
and l inked arches. There is  a central sahn.

Jaunpur, Laj-Darwaza Masjid

I t  was b u i l t  in  844-861/1440-56, Sharqi period. The dome 
is supported on massive diagonal beams covering the 
square ha ll in to  an octagon above. The dome is  concealed 
by a pylon.
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Jaunpur, Jami Masjid

The Jami*Masjid was b u i l t  in 875/1470, by Hussain Shah. 
There are brave vaults in the sanctuary, but they do not 
abut against the central dome. The space between the 
f lank ing  vaults  and the dome is  occupied by 2 -s to r ied  
zenana g a l le r ie s .

Delh i, Friday Mosque

The Friday Mosque was b u i l t  in 1054-1069/1644-58, Mughal 
period. I t  has three white marble domes, which are 
bulbous and are raised on th e i r  drums and are set well 
back from the raised central iwan.

AFGHANISTAN

Lashkari Bazar, Great Mosque

The mosque was probably b u i l t  in the f i r s t  h a l f  o f the 
11th c . ,  Ghaznavid period. The dome was supported by 

four rectangular p iers made o f b r ick . The dome spanned 

the width o f two a is les in f ro n t  o f the mihrab. The 
restored mosque has a dome which was reduced in s ize.
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PAKISTAN

Lahore, Wazfr Khan Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in  1044/1634, Mughal period. The mihrab 
dome is  flanked by another two on e ith e r  side.

Tatta , Friday Mosque

The Friday Mosque was b u i l t  in 1054/1644, Mughal period. 
The dome is supported on a series o f in te re s t in g  arches 
forming squinch nets. I t  is  covered in glazed t i le w o rk .  
There is  a centra l medallion, s te l la r  patterns and 

co ns te l la t io n  o f s ta rs .

Lahore, Badshamt Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in  1084-5/1673-4, Mughal period. 
There are three sanctuaries with domed mihrab, the main 
one is  covered by a la rger dome which is  bulbous.

ANATOLIA

Si i r t a Great Mosque

The date given fo r  i t s  erection is 524/1129 A.D. Seljuq 

period. The o r ig in a l  s truc tu re  had a dome on squinches 

resting  on 4 b r ick  p ie rs . There is  no sahn.

Urfa, Great Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in 550-1/1155-6, Seljuq period. There is  a 
modest dome over the mihrab on squinches.
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Harput, Great Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in 551-2/1156-7 A.D. Seljuq period. 
The diameter o f  the dome measures 8m. There is  also a 
rectangular sahn.

The Mosque at MayyafariqTn (S ilvan)

This mosque was b u i l t  in 552/1157 A.D. Artuqids. The
dome measures 13.5 m in diameter and rests on s ta la c t i te  
squinches.

Nigde, Mosque o f 'Ala A!-Din

This mosque was b u i l t  in 620/1223, Seljuq period. The

mihrab dome rests on squinches w ith s ta la c t i te  inse ts . I t  
was constructed by Bishara b in 1Abd A llah .

Erzurum, Great Mosque

The Great Mosque was b u i l t  by Abu'l-Fath Muhammad in 
575/1179, Sa ltuk id  period. The o r ig in a l large dome w ith
pendentives used to res t on l ig h t  pointed arches with
stepped mouldings. This dome was replaced by a wooden 
one. There is  no sahn.

Bey^ehir, Eshrefoghlu Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in 699/1299 A.D. or in  697/1297, 
Beylik period. The mihrab dome is  faced w ith  glazed 
b r ick  t i l e s  w ith lozenge patterns. On the e x te r io r  the
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mihrab dome is defined by a pyramidal dome. There is  no 

sahn.

B i t ! i s , Great Mosque

The Great Mosque was b u i l t  in 545/1150 Artuqid period. 
The mihrab dome is  covered by a conical roo f on the 
e x te r io r .  The dome i t s e l f  is  small in s ize. There is  no 
sahn.

Dunaysir, Great Mosque

The Great Mosque was b u i l t  in 601/1204 A.D. The mihrab 

dome has a diameter o f  9.75m and squinches each d i f fe re n t  
from the other. There is  no sahn.

Malatya, Great Mosque

The Great Mosque was b u i l t  in  621/1224. The b r ick  dome 

is  supported on an octagonal drum with t r i p a r t i t e  
squinches. Ins ide, the bricks are arranged in the form 
o f a s p i ra l ,  w ith a 6-pointed in te r la c ing  s ta r in  the 
centre. There is  a sahn.

D iv r ig i  Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in 626-7/1228-9, Mengujekid period. The 
mihrab dome is  a 12 ribbed dome, encased in a 
dodecahedronal stone cap.
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Van, Great Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in  792-3/1389-1400. The dome 
measures about 9m in  diameter, i t  rested on a zone o f 

s ta la c t i te  squinches, each w ith d i f fe re n t  s ty le  o f 
decoration and was supported by the mihrab wall and 5 
p ie rs .

TURKEY

The Great Mosque o f Cizre

This mosques was b u i l t  in 550/1155. The dome in f ro n t  o f 

the mihrab has a diameter which is  equal to the depth o f 
two a is le s .

Konya, Mosque o f 'Ala Ad-DTn

I t  is  believed to have been b u i l t  by Mas'ud before 
550/1155. Seljuq period. The western section has a dome 
before the mihrab, in the Damascus manner. There is  no 
sahn.

Amasya, Burma!i Minare Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in 635-644/1237-46. There are three 
successive domes lengthwise along the nave.

Amasya, Gok Madrasa Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in the 3rd quarter o f the 13th c. I t  has a 
t r i p le  dome scheme. The upper s truc tu re  consists o f  a
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series o f triple-domed un its  arranged lo n g itu d in a l ly  and 
transverse ly , w ith vaulted bays between them.

B i le y ik ,  Orhan Gazi Cami

The Cami was b u i l t  in  the 14th c. The mihrab dome
measures 16.5 m in height. The dome i t s e l f  is  6 m high, 
the wall is  10.5 m, measuring 16.5 m from the f lo o r  to 
the crown o f the dome, which is  close to the golden mean, 

THe dome is  s l ig h t l y  e l l i p t i c a l  and is  set on an
octagonal drum on broken pendentives and not on 
t r ia n g le s .

Kastamonu Kus Mosque

This mosque was b u i l t  in 754/1353. The dome is  8.5 m and 

is carr ied  on sem i-c ircu la r squinches. There is  an upper

window in the middle casement on the east and west and
one on each side o f the octagonal drum of the main dome.

t -  -
The Mosque o f Isa Bek

This mosque was b u i l t  in 776/1374 SeljHq period. The 

dome has t r ia n g u la r  pendentives which are decorated in 
geometrical patterns. The drum is  not octagonal, and 
there are fragments o f s ta la c t i te  f i l l i n g s  in turquoise 
faience. There is  another dome in  fro n t  o f  the mihrab 

dome. The a rc h ite c t  was 'AIT ibn al-DimishqT. There is 
an arcaded sahn.
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Izn ik ,  Y e | i l  Cami

The Cami was b u i l t  in  780-794/1378-1391. The drums o f 
the domes are exposed in te rn a l ly .  Part o f the weight o f 
the main dome is  supported on columns. The dome is  5 m 
high. The diameter o f the dome is 11 m and is  ca rr ied  on 

a b e lt  o f t r ia n g le s . The ra t io  o f dome height to to ta l  
height is  close to the golden mean, which is re la ted to 
the concept o f the perfect c i r c le  in  a perfect square.

Bursa, Great Mosque

I t  was b u i l t  in  736/1335, Ottoman period. The dome 
measures 13.5 m. I t  is  set on a band o f tr ian g les  broken 
by 8 windows.

Bursa, Ulu Cami

The Cami was s tarted in 774/1372 and f in ished  in 
824/1421. Each o f the twenty bays are covered by a dome. 
Instead o f a sahn the f i r s t  bay back from the centre 
f ro n t  has a lantern  in i t s  dome.

Bursa, Ye|i1 Cami

B u i l t  in 828/1424. There is  a dome covering the whole o f 
the prayer area. In the ante room there is a founta in . 
There is no sahn.

K
Amasya, Mosque o f Be.yazit Pasa

The mosque was b u i l t  in  the early  Ottoman period, 
817-822/1414-19.
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Insmi, Hoca Yadigar Cami

This Cami was b u i l t  in  776/1374. The dome is  carr ied  on 
pendentives. On the outside there is  an octagonal drum 
which carr ied  a te n t - l i k e  roo f.

Edirne, Up ^ e re fe l i  Mosque

This mosque was b u i l t  in the Ottoman period in 

842-851/1438-47. The dome is  more than 24 m in diameter. 

I t  r ises from a b e lt  o f t r ia n g u la r  pendentives, s im ila r  
to the Bursa mosque.

Manisa, Muradiye Complex

The complex was b u i l t  in  995/1586 Ottoman period by 
Si nan. The centra l cube supporting the dome is  muted by 
pendentives.

Is tanbu l, Complex o f ^ehzade Mehmet

B u i l t  in the mid 16th c . ,  Ottoman period. The mosque is 
c e n tra l ly  domed and i t  is  supported by 4 h a lf  domes. 
Sinan's f i r s t  major work.

Is tanbu l, Complex o f Suleymaniye

I t  was b u i l t  in 957-965/1550-7. The dome is 53 m high 
and i t  is  the la rges t in  the complex. There is  no sahn.
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Edirne, Complex o f Selimiye

The complex was b u i l t  in  977-983/1569-75, Ottoman period. 
This is  the u lt im ate  expression o f the domed square.

Is ta n b u l, Nurosmaniye Complex

This complex was b u i l t  in the 18th c. Ottoman period. 
The dome buttresses are curved and the muqarnas vau lts  
are planned, s t i l l  the mosque is  a domed square. The 
dome is  25 m in diameter.

The Mosque o f Kayseri

There are two domes, one in f ro n t  o f the mihrab. This 
dome is  o ld .

SOVIET CENTRAL ASIA

Bukhara, Tomb o f the Samanids

I t  o r ig ina tes  from the Samanid period, 10th c. The 
t ra n s i t io n  from a square to the dome more than 7 m. in 
diameter is  achieved by a corner arch. There is  an 
in te rna l g a l le ry  running around the drum o f the dome, 
expressed on the outside by a series o f arcades, 
concealing the lower part o f the dome.

Samarkand, BTbT Khanum Mosque

The mosque was b u i l t  in 802/1399, TTmurid period. The 
dome is  unique.



297

HUNGARY

S ik los , Maikop Bey Cami

The Cami was b u i l t  in  the 16th c . ,  Ottoman period. 
O r ig in a l ly  the square bu ild ing  was covered w ith  a 
hemispheric dome on a drum. The drum was segmented by 

springing back the wall face, thereby creating a cornice. 
At the j o in t  o f  the surrounding walls and the drum, the 
angles were covered with s l ig h t l y  tapering masonry 
f  i  11i ng.

Pecs, Ghazi Kasim Pasha Cami

B u i l t  in the 16th c . ,  Ottoman period. The cupolas were 
made out o f b lu ish coloured stone. I t  has one high dome. 
The hemispheric dome rests on an octagonal drum. The 
drum and the bu ild ing  is  crowned by a segmented cornice. 
Above the vau lt there is  a tw o-tie red  s ta la c t i te  cornice. 

The corner arches above the pendentives are also 
supported on s ta la c t i te  consols.

Pecs, Yakovali Hassan Pasha Cami

B u i l t  in the second h a lf  o f the 16th c. The cupola rests 

on an octagonal drum. The corner arches are supported by 
simple s ta la c t i te  consoles. The jo in t  o f the drum and 
the hemispherical cupola is  marked by a b e lt  o f broken 
keel arches. The cupola and the drum is  decorated by 
f lo r a l  patterns.
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Szigetvar, A l i  Pashi Cami

The cami was b u i l t  in the 16th c. 997H. The dome was 
covered w ith lead, i t  is  hemispherical and is res ting  on 
a drum. The drum is  pierced on every side by painted 
arched windows. The t ra n s i t io n  zone is  achieved by 

s ta la c t i te  arches.

Buda, Toighun Pasha Cami

I t  was b u i l t  approximately in the middle o f the 16th c . ,  
Ottoman period. The dome rested on a drum. The drum was 

pierced by windows. The dome was covered by e ith e r  lead 
or t i l e s .

Pecs, Ferhad Pasha Cami

I t  was b u i l t  in the la s t  decades o f the 16th c. The 

cupola rested on a drum. The t ra n s i t io n  was achieved by 
means o f corner s ta la c t i te s  in various forms. The 
consols which supported the corner archers were on a 
t r ia n g u la r  base and were decorated with stucco 
s ta la c t i te s .


