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INTRODUCTION

The Mosque: a Cross-cultural Building

The title of this conference raises many questions about what we mean by
claiming that mosques are transcultural.

Clearly, mosques throughout the world have left a rich architectural legacy
linked to their local settings and the diverse cultures they have interacted
with. We see that on the personal level, this supremely influential building
is characterized by a cultural identity that is rarely found in other places of
worship; seamlessly incorporating local components yet strictly maintaining
a defining constancy. This characteristic has resulted in a cumulative
development of mosque architecture and spatial form over the many centuries
of its continuation.

It is natural for any building to express a relationship with the local natural
and cultural environment, but in the case of the mosque, its form is free
from restrictions of design and components except for the orientation of the
prayer hall to the giblah. And since this orientation changes from one place to
another, it has inspired builders and architects with a high degree of flexibility
with regard to the fundamental shape of the mosque and its relation to the
surrounding urban fabric.

This third staging of the International Conference on Mosque Architecture is
entitled "The Mosque: A Cross-Cultural Building’. Organized by the Abdullatif
Alfozan Award for Mosque Architecture in collaboration with Kuwait University's
College of Architecture, and held by the Sheikh Jaber Al Ahmad Cultural
Center, the conference will see the expert participation of 15 architects and
specialists in mosque architecture and arts, with some 40 refereed scientific
papers from 50 researchers.



The ICMA is a unique symposium which since its first edition in 2016 has
been methodically exploring future issues of mosque architecture for anyone
interested in mosque architecture on either professional or academic levels.
Before the inception of conference and the Abdullatif Alfozan Award,
mosque architecture did not receive sufficient scientific attention from neither
researchers nor designers — but thanks to the ICMA, we are now building up
a substantial knowledge base that is contributing to changing the reality of
mosque architecture worldwide.

Several factors have made the mosque one of the most important types of
building in the world. From a functional point of view, it is the place where
prayers are performed. From a social point of view, it is where Muslims gather
to discuss their affairs. From a scientific point of view, the mosque was a place
of study. Finally, from an architectural and aesthetic point of view, the mosque
is a thing of beauty, inspiring creativity and generating ideas.

Despite all these different aspects — and their variations across time, place and
cultures — the mosque has been able to maintain its unique character which
has enabled it to bridge and embrace cultures. It does so by interacting with
diverse cultures deeply in order to express their particular creative expressions
and reflecting these as mosques spread and evolve.

We have taken into consideration the daily relationship that has developed
between people and mosque, so it is difficult to imagine the building separate
from its community surroundings and prevailing culture. This controversial
research topic represents the backbone of this conference, but by no means
does it exclude other issues, whether design or technology. Indeed, the
conference will include discussion of a number of other important and urgent
topics about the role of the mosque and its architecture. First and foremost is
a conversation about global context and local culture.

Another important topic is the spirituality inherent in any mosque’s architecture
and how to harness this to serve worshippers. We will also discuss the future
of the mosque in light of the move towards sustainability and the resulting
technical and environmental concepts. Over the past two years, the Covid-19
pandemic had a profound impact on mosques and worshippers, in response to
which the conference will also be discussing how to design mosques that resist
communicable diseases.

Each of these and other issues represent the general direction of research,
but going forward the conference aims to draw the attention of researchers to
specific issues and study them in detail to develop practical ideas and solutions.

It is also important to mention mosques often experience behavioral issues
from worshippers — which are often overlooked in scientific fora of this type,
possibly because they are seen as intractable problems. We do not take this
view, and within the Abdullatif Alfozan Award for Mosque Architecture, we
are addressing how visitors should behave as soon as they first set foot in the
building as a matter of urgency. This issue is related to the human architecture
to which these buildings were intended ever since the construction of first
mosque in the city of the Prophet. It also relates to the multiplicity of cultures
that the mosque welcomes, counterbalancing the flexibility of approach that
allows users to express their lifestyles without going beyond the behavioral
expectations that underpin the mosque’s sanctity. However, this conference
doesn't include specific scientific initiatives on this issue, but it is an important
topic that will be discussed in greater depth in future conferences.

IerrEs: o ) ey | (8ot (= M (B |PMET | |56 2202
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Clearly, scientific research in mosque architecture is still a developing
discipline, largely because this topic has not yet become a focus of Arabic
and Islamic architectural education. To date, mosque architecture has not been
studied seriously, so until that changes, it is unlikely that a rigorous scientific
approach will develop. There is general agreement among scholars that ideas
and interests develop only when research and educational seminars are
integrated. This is exactly what this conference is seeking to accomplish, with
the participation of both educational and scientific partners as represented by
the School of Architecture. This is a critical partnership that promises so much
in both professional expertise and knowledge advancement.

In order to achieve a qualitative leap in knowledge regarding mosque
architecture, we need strong support from related scientific institutions in
Islamic countries and all around the world. Sharing interest in scientific research
in mosque architecture with these institutions will constitute the fundamental
shift that we seek to achieve in this nascent sphere of learning. For this reason,
our hope is that in future editions, the ICMA is hosted in different locations
around the world, enabling deeper knowledge and partnerships to be
developed internationally — just as is happening now in the third International
Conference on Mosque Architecture being held in Kuwait University.

Our ambition is that the discussions held at ICMA, and the publication of this
book, will represent, over time, the broadest field and the main channel for the
accumulation of knowledge about mosque architecture globally.

Editors
Kuwait at 14 November 2022
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Sub-theme: Compatibility of mosque architecture with
urban tissues worldwide

Abstract

The construction of modern Islamic, religious, and cultural centers is one of the increasingly
present architectural themes in Western Europe. In their visual identity and basic design
principles, these centers seek to harmonize the recognizable elements of the vernacular cultural
and historical heritages with the environment of contemporary life. In recent years, the Bosniak
community in various European countries has been confronted repeatedly with this open
question. The topic brings together complex social, political, and cultural issues related to the
representation of the religious and national identities of a minority ethnic/national group within
wider globalization processes. The issue of people’s attitudes toward Islam has become a more
common issue in some European countries and recently has become particularly sensitive.
The international architectural competition for the project to design a new Islamic religious
and cultural center for the (predominantly) Bosniak community in Ljubljana, Slovenia, was
recognized by the public as the most important European architectural competition of 2011.

This paper analyzes the modalities of dynamic understanding and defines the concepts of
Islamic art and architecture and contemporary mosque architecture in Europe where mosques
become multifunctional centers with religious and socio-cultural content of wider importance.
The paper focuses on the mosque architecture for Bosniak communities, within the time frame
that stretches from the construction of the Islamic Cultural Centre in Zagreb, Croatia in 1987
to the recently opened Islamic Religious and Cultural Centre in Ljubljana, Slovenia in 2019.
The Ljubljana project was awarded the 2020 Ple¢nik Award, which is given for the greatest
successes in shaping the Slovenian environment as well as the European cultural environment.
Special emphasis is given to the Islamic Religious and Cultural Centre in Ljubljana and the
analysis of its formal and stylistic determinants, including their harmonization with the models
and patterns of traditional architecture on the one hand and with the challenges imposed by
the necessity of integration into local environments and the search for a new style on the other.

Key words:
Islamic art and architecture, contemporary mosque architecture, Euro-Islam architecture,
identity issues, Muslim diaspora

Introductory remarks

Parallel to the growing interest in Islamic arts and architecture after the 1970s,
and incited by major global events after which the study of Islamic art changed
dramatically (Blair and Bloom, 2003:156-8), there has also been a growing
number of scholars and academics calling for its revision (Shalom: 2012). These
critical voices have underlined the necessity for questioning basic terminology
commonly used while speaking about Islamic arts and architecture, as well
as the necessity for re-examining the cultural context in which Islamic art is
discussed, especially regarding “the myth of monolithic Islam,” a concept
frequently used when speaking about Islamic arts and architecture (Shalom:
2012). Trying to respond to the contemporary challenges in this “unwieldy
field”, Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom formulated the basic questions:

“What exactly is Islamic art? How well does this category serve the
understanding of the material and does a religiously based classification
serve better than geographic and linguistic ones?...to what extent
does the Islamic art and architecture of a particular region owe its
distinct qualities to religion, ethnicity, or geography creation?” (Blair
and Bloom, 2003: 152, 159).



According to Blair and Bloom, although it looks similar, “Islamic art” is not
comparable to such concepts as “Christian” or “Buddhist” art, which are
normally understood to refer specifically to religious art (Blair and Bloom,
2003:153) since lIslamic art generally encompasses various domains: from
congregational mosques to metal and textile works produced by anonymous
craftsmen. When speaking about mosque architecture, there is no doubt that
this specific topic can be defined as “Islamic art”. However, the challenges
of finding a contemporary definition of this specific area of Islamic arts and
architecture have been growing. Some of them can be outlined in the following
questions:

e What is the relation of “Islamic arts and architecture” to (the generally
presumed notion of) “Contemporary arts and architecture”?

® |s there any canon or principle by which contemporary mosque
architecture should be designed and judged?

e How to harmonize the symbolism of vernacular forms with the
challenges imposed by living in dominantly non-Islamic societies?

Contemporary mosque architecture in the frame of
contemporary culture

Trying to answer the question, What Is Islamic Architecture Anyway? (2012),
the Aga Khan Professor and Director of the Aga Khan Program for Islamic
Architecture at MIT, Professor Nasser Rabbat, remarked:

“Questions still abound in academic circles and in the world of
practice about whether there is an Islamic architecture or not in the
first place. Some of those who doubt the validity of the term raised
the following rhetorical challenge: what is Christian about European
architecture? And the ready - and correct — the answer is usually, ‘very

little, except for the architecture of churches. The parallel conclusion
for Islamic architecture thus becomes, ‘Islamic architecture is mosque
architecture’.”

Following this challenging conclusion, the very essence of contemporary
Islam should be detected in the architecture of contemporary mosques. When
Professor Rabbat offered to change the tense in the first question and ask
‘what was Christian about European architecture?’, the accepted answer has
taken into account an epistemological break that had happened in Christianity
first with the Renaissance and later with the rise of Enlightenment values. While
Medieval Christianity had heavily contributed to shaping not only faith and
rituals but also various patterns of life in Europe and consequently architectural
manifestations and cityscapes, today, just like in the Islamic world, that is no
longer the case. However, to understand and explain the mixed, and perhaps
paradoxical, but definitely dynamic character of the cultures of the Islamic world
today, as Professor Rabbat suggests, it is necessary to take into account how
religion interacts with and modifies the effect of Western, secular modernism
on those cultures and vice versa. The role of the modifier ‘Islamic’ in framing
the term ‘Islamic architecture’ should rightly be understood as a sign of its
contemporary, dynamic character. It is not necessarily the formal or stylistic
attributes that Islam produces; it is rather the persistence of religion in defining
many aspects of life in the Islamic world which is not a value judgment, as
Professor Rabbat pointed out, but rather a historical fact (Rabbat, 2012).
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Islam came out of its encounter with modernism changed but not defeated.
It has remained a major force not only in dictating the ethics and beliefs of
Muslims today, but also in shaping their social relations, their individual
behaviour, and their collective imagination, even if its adherents had to adapt
to modern means and methods. Religious motives, interpretations, and
inhibitions still inculcate many aspects of modern life in the Islamic world,
known as the Ummah. The study of Islamic art and architecture is relatively
new; it began at the end of the nineteenth century and was of interest primarily
to European and American scholars. It seems that artistic expressions were
such an integral part of everyday life and religious experiences in the countries
with dominantly Islamic culture that there is no indigenous tradition in any
of the Islamic lands of studying Islamic art, with the possible exception of
calligraphy, which has enjoyed a special status since the seventh century (Blair
and Bloom, 2003:153). In short, Islamic art in the early twenty-first century is
largely a creation of Western culture. This all-embracing view of Islam and
Islamic art was a by-product of European interest in delineating the history
of religions, in which the multifarious varieties of human spiritual expression
were lumped together in the normative notion of a single ‘Islam’, which could
be effectively juxtaposed to equally normative notions of ‘Christianity’ or ‘]
udaism’. However, there never was, nor is there today, a single Islam, and so
any attempt to define the essence of a single Islamic art is doomed to failure
(Blair and Bloom, 2003:153). While emphasizing the need to investigate the art
of the Muslim diaspora since Muslim populations emigrated in the twentieth
century from their traditional homelands to Western Europe and the Americas,
Blair and Bloom underlined the complexity of the study of Islamic arts and
architecture in a contemporary context (Blair and Bloom, 2003:152).

In the last few decades, Islamic art history began to open its folds to a
burgeoning area of inquiry: the study of contemporary Islamic art; although
the juxtaposition of the two terms still carries a paradox (Rabbat, 2018:1) and
the notion of “Islamic arts” has generally been seen as incongruent with the
very notion of “contemporaneity”. Until at least the 1980s, the chronology
of Western architecture, from its presumed Classical origins to its triumphant
culmination in modern times, constituted the living core of architectural
discourse and relegated the architecture of other cultures to marginal places
in its prescribed hierarchy. Furthermore, the authoritative historiography
of Western architecture promoted and even required the study of other
architectural traditions to be confined within clearly prescribed and exclusive
time frames, spaces, and cultures (Rabbat, 2012:12-13). The history of Islamic
arts and architecture is usually presented as a separate unit in the history of
the Western world and, according to Professor Rabbat, the relationship with
Western architecture is indeed the main problem that Islamic architecture has
still to resolve in order to acquire its rightful place as an active and contributive
component of world architecture (Rabbat, 2012:12). The creation of the Aga
Khan Program for Islamic Architecture at Harvard and MIT in 1979 has been
one important step in this ongoing mission. It somehow coincided with the
publication of Edward Said’s seminal book, Orientalism, in 1978, after which
students of Islamic architecture began to question the received methods and
conceptual structures of their discipline and to extend their domain of inquiry,
reaching back in time to points of convergence between Islamic architecture
and the architecture of other cultures, and forward to the modern and
contemporary scenes (Rabbat, 2012:12).



Contemporary Islamic Centres in Western Europe: how to
shape a new paradigm?

The construction of modern Islamic religious and cultural centers is one of
the increasingly present architectural themes in Western Europe. The growing
public visibility of Muslims in Western Europe and the United States conditions
an increasing fear of and preoccupation with “the other”, often revealing
xenophobic and orientalist thinking. Having analyzed these processes for
many years, Azra AkS8amijal, an Associate Professor in the Department of
Architecture and the MIT Program in Art, Culture and Technology, remarked
without hesitation:

“What the conflicts over the newly planned mosques in countries such
as Slovenia, Austria, Germany, ltaly, and the United States have in
common is the attitude that it is acceptable to build a new mosque, as
long as it does not look like one.” (Aksamija, 2009)?

These new Islamic centers belong to different national communities that,
in their visual identity and basic design principles, seek to harmonize the
recognizable elements of the vernacular cultural and historical heritage
with the contemporary context of life and work. While mosques were once
quietly accommodated in old school buildings, factories, or churches, today
the construction of new mosques is up—one of the factors literally increasing
the visibility of Islam in Dutch (Western European) society, as stated in the
foreword to the study on political, social, and architectural transformations of
contemporary mosques.® In 2008, the art historian Christian Welzbacher wrote
an essay on the architecture of the so-called Euro-Islam architectural style, in
which he pleads for an architectural awakening and advocates for a “quality
debate about the new form of Islamic architecture in Europe”.* Welzbacher’s
interest is, above all, in current and international construction activities. The
headings of the three sections: “Europe and Islam”, “Islam in Europe” and “A
Euro-Islamic Perspective” reveal an intention to speak about the contemporary
understanding of Islam and its integration in the European context. “If”, as
Welzbacher writes, “something like Euro-Islam is emerging, a corresponding
Euro-Islam architecture must develop with it, which differs in its appearance
from previous Islamic traditions” (Wittmann-Englert, 2010). The author seeks
or demands a “new, independent form of building culture that is reflected in
the planning of the new mosques” (ibid.) - and finds it in the Islamic Centre in
Penzberg, a small Bavarian town, not far from Munich. This mosque, designed
by the Bosnian architect Alen Jasarevi¢ (b.1973) in 2005, is often cited as a
good example of contemporary mosque design in which the principles of
local and universal are respected. Jasarevi¢ was guided by the principle that
a mosque must have neither a dome nor a minaret: the only requirement set
in the Qur'anic text is that the space must be directed towards Mecca; that
is, Makkah al-Mukarramah, the holiest city in Islam and the birthplace of the
Prophet (Photo 1). With this fundamental, minimal requirement, the creative

1 Azra AkSamija is an artist and architectural historian of Bosnian origin. She is the Director of
the MIT Future Heritage Lab and an Associate Professor in the Department of Architecture and
the MIT Program in Art, Culture and Technology.

2 Azra Aksamija (2009), Echo of Islam in the West: Reactions to the Wearable Mosque, Arte
East, Spring 2009
http://arteeast.org/quarterly/echo-of-islam-in-the-west-reactions-to-the-wearable-mosque/
(01.02.2021.)

3 The Mosque: Political, Architectural and Social transformations (2009), ed. Erglin Erkogu and
Cihan Bugdaci, NAI Publishers

4 Christian Welzbacher, (2008), Euroislam-Architektur. Die neuen Moscheen des Abendlandes,
Amsterdam.
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space for experimentation and reflection became much wider. In an effort
to redefine the established and quite exclusive interpretation of mosque
architecture in Bosniak communities, in which recycling of the forms from the
classical period of Ottoman architecture is generally expected, Jasarevi¢ united
various elements in his project: from decorations inspired by ornamental motifs
of Spanish, southern Italian, and Indian architectures to the elements of the
local mining tradition of this Bavarian, subalpine town. The whole concept of
the Penzberg mosque design could be summed up in the following words: to
design from the centre to the outside space. Through sophisticated lighting
of the mosque, with a blue light reflected in the outdoor space, Jasarevi¢
wanted to highlight the connection of the Islamic community with its social
surroundings (Photo 2).

1. Islamic Forum Penzberg, section
2. Islamic Forum Penzberg

© Architectuul (https://architectuul.com/architecture/
islamicforum-penzberg)

The mosque is Islam’s most emblematic
building and therefore mosque architecture is very important in expressing
identity issues. What is recognized as a mosque depends not only on
cultural traditions or regional building traditions, but is also based on a
certain interpretation of religion in which Islam should model its architectural
expression as a living faith. Can one recognize a building as a mosque without
domes or without minarets? questions Professor Khan, a Distinguished
Professor of Architecture and Historic Preservation at Roger Williams University
(Khan, 2008:53). The easy use of the familiar — domes and minarets—is more
common, as it is in many mosques all over the world, from Indonesia to North
America. Is this the only representation of Islam that we are willing to accept in
the world we live in today? These (unchangeable) models have already been
questioned in contemporary mosque architecture in Turkey, as, for example,
in the 1989 project of the eminent Turkish architect Behruz Cinici (1932-2011)
for the 1995 Aga Khan awarded Mosque of the Grand National Assembly in
Ankara. Udo Kultermann wrote that the oeuvre of Cinici would inevitably have to
be found in all modern architecture manuals (Kultermann, 2010:315). The Aga
Khan Award Jury found of particular interest, “the manner in which elements
from traditional mosque architecture have been abstracted and fragmented...
as well as design strategies [by which] the mosque acknowledges its secular



environment but brings, through a fully glazed gibla wall, worshipers closer to
nature” (emphasis added).

Mosque of the Great National Assembly, Ankara
Rare are those architects who manage to © mosqpedia (https://mosqpedia.org/en/mosque/298)
inject fresh thinking into an ultraconservative
subfield of design that has not been able to
liberate itself from the ‘cube-with-a-dome’ idiom since the codification of the
Ottoman mosque typology by the great architect Sinan at the end of the 16
century, as Professor Nasser Rabbat defined tendencies in contemporary
mosque architecture. As one rare example in the opposite direction, he
emphasized Zaha Hadid’s entry in the Strasbourg competition (in 2000)
which he described as her most cutting-edge project. In this entry, as Rabbat
explained:

“she used her signature fluid forms to wrap the entire complex,
comprising a mosque and various spaces for a community center,
endowing them with a deep symbolism that translates Islamic sonic
rituals into undulating shapes based on the visualization of the actual
sound waves of the voice of the mu’adhin chanting the call to prayer
(Photo 4). Coupled with these allusions is a metaphoric association with
the curvilinear flow of Arabic calligraphy, suggested by the buildings’
fluid contours and materialized in actual calligraphic carvings inside.
This reference in turn resonates with the wavy curves of the Rhine
running nearby, lending the mosque a sense of place. Finally, the

5  “The mosque is composed of a triangular forecourt, and a rectangular prayer hall overlooking
a large, triangular, terraced garden and pool. Of particular interest to the jury was the manner

in which elements from traditional mosque architecture have been abstracted and fragmented.
Instead of a full courtyard with porticoes, for example, the architects have cut the courtyard in

half along a diagonal line connecting the southern and northern corners. Bordering the courtyard
porticoes, and taking their place within the structural module, are column bases without shafts or
capitals, intended as echoes of traditional sheltered promenades. Other consciously incomplete
references to the past include the truncated minaret, and the stepped pyramidal roof in place of the
expected dome. The gibla wall opens onto the terraced garden, and this unorthodox arrangement
completely transforms the act of prayer. The customary orientation of the gibla wall and mihrab
toward Mecca is maintained, but by conceiving these elements in glass, with a landscaped garden
beyond, worshipers are brought closer to nature. By means of these design strategies, the mosque
acknowledges its secular environment while new centre for worship is an important step in the
development of a suitable architectural vocabulary for the design of contemporary mosques.”
Source: Aga Khan Trust for Culture, Grand National Assembly Mosque, Ankara, ArchNet https://

archnet.org/sites/781/media_contents/27684 (22.2.2021.)
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rippling concrete strips that define the entire complex alternate with
open, glazed slits that drench the whole space inside with natural light,
another powerful—and universal—symbol of the Divine. It is indicative
of the conservatism entrenched in mosque design that Hadid’s lyrical
submission was not selected. Instead, the competition went to the
postmodern Italian architect Paolo Portoghesi, whose project is but a
pale rehashing of the magnificent Grand Mosque of Rome, completed
in 1995. (Rabbat, 2016)

4. Strasbourg Mosque Comeptition, 2000. © Zaha Hadid

Architects

These Strasbourg entries represent the two paths that contemporary European
mosque concepts generally follow: on the one hand, in line with integrative
Euro-Islam, European and contemporary in design, on the other hand,
traditional and exotic through the importation of foreign forms (Wittmann-
Englert, 2010).

When talking about contemporary mosque architecture, Professor Khan
reminds us that it is its symbolism that conveys what the mosque is about. The
importance of mosque architecture lies not only in the forms or architectural
language but also in the collective meanings transmitted over time. Architecture
is, according to Professor Khan, not about buildings, it is about people. The
dome of a mosque built in the year 2000 in Shanghai, China, is used as a sign
of the presence of Islam. It has no relationship whatsoever to the buildings’
interior spaces or structure—it merely sits atop the flat roof. The community was
conscious that it is needed to proclaim the presence of Islam (Khan, 2008:53).
Sometimes, the symbolic capacity and quality of architecture is degraded
by poor political compromises. In her studies on the influences of mosque
architecture on the creation of a cultural memory?, Professor Azra Ak$amija

6 Azra Aksamija, “Our Mosques Are Us: Rewriting the National History of Bosnia-

Herzegovina through Religious Architecture”, PhD Dissertation, 2011, Aga Khan Program,

MIT. Her articles on this topic also include essays ‘Die Welt als Moschee’, in the exhibition
catalogue Kunstmoschee (Secession Vienna, 2007); ‘Generative Design Principles for

the Contemporary Mosque’ in the book The Mosque. Political, Architectural and Social
Transformations (NAi Publishers, 2009); and ‘Echo of Islam in the West: Reactions to the Wearable
Mosque’ in ArteEast Online (2009).



mentioned two negative examples of contemporary mosque architecture in
Austria - the mosques in Telfs and Bad Véslau. According to AkSamija, there is
often hostility towards foreigners behind the recent discussions about mosque
architecture in Austria. In arguments such as: “mosques do not fit into the local
environment” there is, in fact, a simple thesis: “we do not want you here”. A
similar attitude echoed in the kindly formulated words of the Mayor of Graz,
mag. Siegfried Nagl who, at the presentation of the Graz mosque project -
Islamisches Kulturzentrum Graz (done by the architectural bureau from Graz -
GSP Architektur), highly praised the project as “a modern solution that fits into
a Central European city of the 21st century”.”

Islamic Centres for Bosniaks in Western Europe: from Zagreb
(1987) to Ljubljana (2019)

The majority of the recently built mosques for Bosniak communities in
Western Europe (in Zagreb, Graz, Rijeka, Ljubljana) are multifunctional centres,
including within them libraries, youth clubs, conference halls, restaurants, sales
areas, nursery schools, and multipurpose halls for various cultural and sports
events. These centres have consequently gained wider importance in the life
of Western European cities. When the Islamic Cultural Centre was opened in
Zagreb (1987), it was then the most important and most modern multifunctional
Islamic centre in former Yugoslavia, located at the very entrance of Western
Europe. Almost simultaneously, an exceptional project of contemporary
mosque architecture put Bosnian architecture on the world map: it was the
prestigious Aga Khan Award for the project of Sherafudin’s (White) Mosque in
Visoko by Zlatko Ugljen (Photo: 5, 6, 7).

5. White Mosque in Visoko
Courtesy: Ugljen Studio, Sarajevo
6. White Mosque in Visoko
Courtesy: Ugljen Studio, Sarajevo

7 https://islamgraz.org (03.02.2021.)
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7. White Mosque in Visoko, elevation
Courtesy: Ugljen Studio, Sarajevo

As the mosque was described by the Aga Khan Award for Architecture jury, in
the award cycle 1981-1983:

The archetypal Bosnian mosque has a simple square plan crowned by
a cupola and entered by means of a small porch. The White Mosque’s
plan conforms to the archetype, but its roof is a freely deformed quarter
of a cupola pierced by five skylights, themselves composed of segments
of a quarter cupola. The effect is one of confrontation between the
elementary plan and the sophisticated hierarchy of roof cones. {(...)
Commending the mosque for its boldness, creativity, and brilliance, the
jury found it “full of originality and innovation, laden with the architect’s
thought and spirit, shared richly with the community, and connecting
with the future and the past.”®

After Zagreb, other cities with significant Bosniak diaspora, such as Graz (2011),
Rijeka (2012), and Ljubljana (2019), have also built modern Islamic centers
with interesting architecture, ranging from contemporary interpretations of
Ottoman tradition (Zagreb) to abstract and minimalistic language (Ljubljana),
reflecting in their formal elements the ongoing discussions on the “visibility” of
Islam in public space. Analyzing formal elements of the Islamic cultural center
in Zagreb, Professor Khan recognized in the tall pencil-thin minaret, influenced
by Ottoman tradition, a desire to associate oneself with Islam within what was
then socialist Yugoslavia (Khan, 2008:52). The Ottoman influence (the most
recognizable of such forms being the minaret and the dome) has been widely
adopted because it actually fits well into modern construction technology and
it is a pure modern geometric form. The central dome, according to Khan
(ibid.), has a modernist image and reflects the aspirations of the inhabitants
to portray themselves as “modern Muslims”. The narrative of multicultural
Yugoslavia, with proclaimed values of brotherhood and unity, certainly needed,
in its symbolic architectural language, references to the Ottoman heritage, as a
constitutive element of its multi-layered cultural history. The prevailing form of
traditional, representative Ottoman-style mosques in Bosnia followed the type
of a standard single-unit domed mosque with various typological variations.
Many of the most representative ones, such as the Aladza mosque in Foca
(1549), had a porch roofed by three small cupolas and one minaret adjoining
the central cube (Photo 8).

8 Sherefudin’s White Mosque, Aga Khan Award for Architecture, Cycle 1981-1983, https://www.
akdn.org/architecture/project/sherefudins-white-mosque (2.8.2022.)



8. Aladza mosque in Foéa, old photograph
9. Hugo Charlemont, Interior of AladZza mosque

©The Austro-Hungarian Monarchy in Word and Picture Vol.
22: Bosnia and Herzegovina. Vienna 1901, p. 421

However, the Zagreb project originally marked an innovative approach in the
oeuvre of its first designers, Juraj Neidhardt and Dzemal Celi¢. Although the
design had been chosen as the best and had won the first prize, it was not
implemented according to the accepted solution. The competition started in
1969, and over the next 2-3 years, Neidhardt and Celi¢ created a design project
for a center complex, along with a mosque, as recorded by Neidhardt in his
conceptual design: “Analogy: The Play of Sub-Domed Forms of the Past and
the Concrete Shells of the Present. The Positive and Negative in Architecture.”

During this period, Professor Neidhardt placed a greater emphasis on
implementing shell-like reinforced concrete structures which are the dominant
characteristic of molded architecture (Photo 10). In this project, Neidhardt
followed his research in shell-like forms from other, secular compositions, such
as his project for the National Assembly in Sarajevo.

According to the suggested form of the
conceptual design, the Islamic Centre complex
had a relatively low elevation, where the fifth
facade is a wide horizontal line, perforated

10. Islamic Centre with Mosque in Zagreb, scale model
vs. National Assembly of the Republic of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, elements of the composition, 1954.

Courtesy: Neidhartd Archiv, ANUBIiH, Sarajevo
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Celi¢ and the architect Mirza Golo$ began implementing an altered project,
characterized by opting for the central accents of the complex: the cubes
and the minaret on one side and the managerial-administrative block on the
other. The design significantly reduced the fragmentation of the fifth facade
elements, providing the structure with a silhouette quality, now prominent in
the city’s panorama (Krzovi¢, 2019: 242-243).

Rijeka Islamic Centre (2012), built after numerous controversies arose related
to its location and the height of the minaret, has more sculptural qualities
since it was designed according to the initial project of one of the most gifted
Yugoslav sculptors, Dusan Dzamonja (1928-2009)/ D.Vlahovi¢ and B.Vucinovi¢,
co-authors (Photo 11). Although the construction of such centers significantly
contributes to the image of these cities as places of coexistence of different
cultures and religions with equal democratic freedoms and civil rights, these
projects are entirely funded by Islamic communities and their members.

11. The main entrance of the Mosque in Rijeka / Courtesy of
Islamic Community in Rijeka

The Islamic Religious and Cultural Centre in Ljubljana was opened in 2019
and the international architectural competition was evaluated by the public as
the most important European architectural competition in 2011. The authors,
a pair of Slovenian architects, Bevk and Perovic, managed to activate a
neglected urban zone in the vicinity of the city center. What was also assessed
as a special value of this project is the fact that it does not repeat historical
patterns but tries to challenge the idea of what it is that makes up the very
essence of Islamic sacred space. Bevk Perovié’s scheme comprises a mosque
with facilities for ritual ablutions and a minaret, an educational building, an
office, a residential complex, underground parking, a restaurant, and a sports
hall. Providing more than simply a place for worship, the design also affords
a venue for the local Islamic community to gather and socialize. Developed
to cater to the needs of the Muslim community in Slovenia’s capital, the huge
complex covers approximately 129,167 ft? (12,000 m?).

The building is characterized by a muted material palette where the white
of the facade and the light-colored concrete work in harmony. Terrazzo has
been used for the floors and ceramics to create a richly textured space while
the wood of the panels and doors form a distinct contrast to the architecture,



providing a warm, human character to the project.” A distinctive accent
comes from its blue dome, colored by IKB (International Klein in Blue) which
proves the detailed preparatory studies of the architectural team (Photo 12).
Searching for a color that would most perfectly manifest a state of absolute
spirituality, famous French artist Yves Klein designed this color, in cooperation
with chemists during the 1950s. It was the result of his long-lasting artistic
research and encounter with the world of the East. The dome, as the dominant
symbolic and visual accent, hangs suspended within a glass, structurally
shaped, cube, like a hanging textile construction in blue that unobtrusively
evokes the memory of the nomadic tradition of the first centuries of Islam, as
well as evoking a serjada (prayer rug) extended in the direction of the Ka’bah.™

12. The Blue Dome of the Islamic Cultural and Religious
Although there are no direct references Centerin Ljubljana, Photo: David Schreyer, Courtesy of Bevk

. Perovic Architects, Ljubljana, Slovenia
to the forms of classical Ottoman mosque Rl

architecture and the project is “acceptable”

for the European context, being described by the Jury as a mix of the abstract
language of contemporary European architecture that reflects the modernistic
cubic shape, there is a subtle reference to the traditional patterns. The net
pattern on the fagade of the mosque is an allusion to the wooden ornaments
found in traditional Bosnian houses (Photo 13, 14), separating the male from
the female part of the house, and thus very evocative for Bosniaks who form
the majority of the Ljubljana congregation.

This exceptional project was awarded The 2020 Plecnik Prize, the highest rec-
ognition for achievements in architecture, landscape architecture, urbanism,
and interior design in Slovenia. The jury found the project exceptional in both
".the national and the European contexts

9 https://www.designboom.com/architecture/guilherme-da-rosa-bevk-perovic-islamic-center-
ljubljana-10-29-2019/ (11.01.2021.)

10 According to Professor Janez Kozelj, Jury President for Ljubljana Islamic Centre project.

11 https://www.total-slovenia-news.com/made-in-slovenia/6483-2020-plecnik-prize-won-by-
architects-of-ljubljana-mosque (01.02.2021.)
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13. The Islamic Cultural and Religious Center in Ljubljana
Photo: David Schreyer
Courtesy of: Bevk Perovic Architects, Ljubljana, Slovenia

14. Wooden partitions on the traditional Muslim house,
Begovina, Herzegovina, 19th c.
Photo: Mirza Hasanefendic

Architecture perceived as a catalyst for change and
participation?

The basic elements of a mosque are defined neither in the Qur'anic text nor in
the hadith. In a way, the prayer rug directed towards Mecca could be understood
as the smallest architectural space built and shaped by the believer in the act
of praying. It unites and implies all the necessary and fundamental elements of
a sacred place: purity, focus, and the idea of communication and communion.
A question of mosque architecture in the West is obviously a question of the
“visibility” of Muslims in public space. Architectural forms, such as domes and
minarets, as recognizable design elements in mosque architecture have gained
the power of symbolic markers. But let us try to think about this delicate issue
in a new way by asking:

“Can art inspire and empower increasingly alienated Muslim
communities? In what ways can an artistic and architectural
representation of an Islamic community contribute to better cross-
cultural understanding?” (Aksamija, 2009)

These challenging questions have inspired Professor Azra Ak$amija, over the
past several years, to develop a series of art projects entitled the “Wearable
Mosques”: clothes that can be fashioned into minimal prayer spaces. A
wearable mosque is a portable religious device through which Ak$amija has
tried to deconstruct the prevalent image of a Muslim as an alien “other” while
the variety of its forms challenged the prevailing monolithic interpretations
of Islam. Different site- and person- specific ‘individual facades’ (Nomadic
Mosque, Dirndlmosque, Survival Mosque...) represent the specific experiences
and needs of the Muslim diaspora living in different geographical, cultural,
and political contexts (Photo 15, 16). AkSamija's vestments are endlessly
transformable, helping their users shift more fluidly between different
identities: secular and sacred; traditional and contemporary; material and
spiritual, addressing the complexities of an interwoven global world.

By making this heterogeneity visible, AkSamija wanted to contribute to a
more complex debate about Islam in the West, understanding it as a dynamic
process, which allows for its own change, in a more active and participatory
way (Aksamija, 2009). In 2013, the artist won the prestigious Aga Khan Award
for her contributions to a unique Islamic cemetery, the design of which was



led by the Austrian archi Bernardo Bader 15 Nomadic Mosque, 2005.
Y architect Bernardo Bade © Azra Aksamija, MIT

in thg picturesque .alplne town of Altach, 16, Dirndimoschee, 2005.

Austria. For this project, AkSamija designed  © azra Aksamija, MIT

the interior prayer space — a golden, light-

strewn room that combines the woodcraft of

the region with Islamic aesthetics — to create a serene, natural environment
(Photo 17)."2 The cemetery was the result of a nine-year process of mediating
between town officials, immigrant communities, and longtime residents and it
is a beautiful example of a creative synthesis between vernacular tradition and
Islamic aesthetics. These projects, whether on the scale of a building or on the
scale of a body — create the space to imagine the world differently and are
essentially hopeful about the role of architecture in building community and
facilitating dialogue in the midst of conflict.

17. Islamic Cemetery in Altach, © Adolf Bereuter
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Concluding remarks

It has been frequently highlighted, in the recent period, that the construction of
modern Islamic, religious and cultural centers is one of the increasingly present
architectural themes in Western Europe. In their visual identity and basic design
principles, these centers seek to harmonize the recognizable elements of the
vernacularculturaland historical heritages with the environment of contemporary
life. In recent years, the permanently growing Bosniak community in various
European countries has been confronted with the challenging question of
how to harmonize the dominant legacy of the Ottoman tradition in mosque
architecture, which dominated the Bosnian landscape of sacred architecture for
more than five centuries, with the contemporary context of Western European
culture which, as a rule, shows resistance to the visible symbols of Islam in its
immediate environment, often revealing xenophobic and orientalist thinking.
Already from the end of the 1960s and first projects for the Zagreb Islamic
Cultural Center and, even more radically, with the Aga Khan awarded project
of Zlatko Ugljen for The White Mosque in Visoko at the beginning of the
1980s, a dynamic and critical rethinking of the dominant model of traditional
Bosnian mosque architecture had begun. Islamic architecture was, up-to-then,
especially in its most representative forms, defined as a domed, single-unit
mosque with a porch roofed by small cupolas and one minaret adjoining the
central cube. This analytical research into vernacular architecture and the
critical revitalization of traditional building practice, as shown in the projects
by Neidhardt and Ugljen, echoed the spirit of the ‘vernacuralism’ which was
the most serious of the reactions against Modernism that demanded simple
and functional forms. Modernism has been seen by many to promulgate a
set of values and premises that fails to respect cultural identity and historical
continuity. These late modernist forms have been recently used in mosque
projects for the Bosniak diaspora in Western Europe, such as in Graz (2011)
and Ljubljana (2019). However, in some of their elements, they have remained
subtle references to the autochtone Bosnian residential architecture, such as
the wall pattern of the Ljubljana Islamic Center echoing the wooden partitions
on the traditional Bosnian houses and the importance of the private and
secluded place. However, to fully understand the dynamic character of the
cultures of the Islamic world today, it is necessary to understand the role of the
modifier ‘Islamic’ in framing the term ‘Islamic architecture’ more as a sign of
its contemporary, dynamic character rather than a formal or stylistic attribute
(Rabbat, 2012).

The strength of Islamic architecture has arisen not only from the inherent
cultural values of the societies that generated it but also from the fact that
Islam has adapted itself in order to successfully interact with other cultures
as it has spread. Islam came out of its encounter with modernism changed
but not defeated. Some of the recent studies of contemporary mosque
architecture of Europe re-examine the very essence of Islamic art as well as of
the Islamic, dominantly mosque, architecture. Some of these studies, such as
the “"Wearable Mosque” (2005) project by Azra Aksamija seek to deconstruct
the prevalent image of a Muslim as an alien “other” and to challenge the
prevailing monolithic interpretations of Islam, highlighting the complexity
and simultaneity of different identities of its followers in the Western cultural
context, reminding us of the essential role of architecture as a catalyst for
change and participation.
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Islamic gardens are an important feature in the design of modern Islamic religious facilities such
as mosques, a sacred place for praying, and a sign of Muslim identity in the built environment.
Throughout history, many great mosques were built around the Islamic world, some with
garden courtyards or images of gardens in their ornamental programs. For example, the Great
Mosque of Cordoba has an open courtyard that was planted with fruit trees from at least as
early as the beginning of the 9th century. Similarly, the Mosque of Seville (built 1172-82) had a
garden with a large central water fountain and fruit trees, including orange and palm trees. In
addition, many mosques, such as the Great Mosque of Damascus (8th century), with no actual
garden, are decorated with various mosaic and stucco representations of trees and nature that
symbolize the Garden of Paradise.

Today, hundreds of different kinds of mosques are being constructed in many
regions of the world for various clients—including governments, public and
commercial institutions, and private individuals (Khan, 1994). Because of this,
the research on Islamic architecture since the early 20th century has focused
on mosques. Prior and current research has thoroughly investigated the past
and present history, theory, design approaches, and technology of mosques
in the Islamic world and beyond (Hillenbrand, 1985; Holod & Khan, 1997;
Necipoglu, 2005; Rizvi, 2015). However, little scholarly attention has been
given to the gardens associated with modern and contemporary religious
architecture. David Lambert in his study of memorial gardens, affirmed that
monuments and architectural memorials received much more recognition
than memorial gardens because gardens and parks “are physically less
prominent...[and] analysis and recording of landscape is much less established
than that of buildings and sculpture” (Lambert, 2014, p.34). This is also true
with Islamic gardens, which historically have received less recognition than
religious architecture. For example, in The Contemporary Mosque, Renata
Holod and Hasan-Uddin Khan thoroughly surveyed contemporary mosques
and Islamic centers built worldwide (Holod & Khan, 1997). The book’s main
focus is on mosque architecture, with only a brief mention of some gardens
and landscapes associated with those buildings. The Ismaili Jamatkhana and
Center (1985) in Burnaby and the King Faisal Mosque (1986) in Islamabad are
examples of mosques with courtyards and gardens designed in an Islamic style
that merit much more in-depth analysis.

This paper explores modern and contemporary case studies of gardens and
landscapes associated with Islamic religious institutions, more specifically
mosques and Islamic centers in the Islamic world and non-Islamic countries
where Muslim communities have been established. It also discusses the role of
patrons and designers in forming the identity and meaning of the mosque and
its garden across cultures.

Gardens, religion, and historic mosques

Gardens have long been considered to be a pleasant place for spiritual
reflection and a space to encourage meditation and contemplation. Early
civilizations marked specific landscape spaces and natural elements, possibly
for their symbolic and scenic values, as sacred. They created sanctuaries or
gardens (e.g., Babylonian gardens and the sacred gardens of ancient Egypt)
for solitary contemplation. Therefore, in their simple definition of an enclosed



outdoor space, gardens have been the putative places for spirituality and
religious activities for primitive societies.

Gardens in their many different forms are also a powerful theme in major
religions of the world such as Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, and
Buddhism. Religious texts, such as the Qur'an and Bible, make clear reference
to gardens and landscape. For example, in the Qur'an, God described the
promised Jannah (paradise) as gardens with “all kinds of fruit.” and “rivers of
freshwater, rivers of milk that never changes in taste, rivers of wine delicious
to drink, and rivers of pure honey” (Qur'an 9:72, 47:15, 36:55-58). Historians
symbolically linked these descriptions of Jannah in the Qur'an to the Chahar
Bagh layout (the four-fold garden with a central fountain and four streams
flowing from it) that could be found throughout the Islamic world.

In the field of Islamic gardens and landscapes, most scholars who studied the
history of Islamic gardens viewed and defined them from a religious perspective.
For example, Annemarie Schimmel, a German historian, explained Islamic
gardens as reflections of the Jannah mentioned in the Qur’an (Schimmel, 1976).
Similarly, Jonas Lehrman described Islamic gardens as a metaphor for paradise
in his book Earthly Paradise. Lehrman believes that Muslim civilization built
their gardens based on the garden’s description in the Qur'an, and they viewed
them as earthly heavens (Lehrman, 1980). Other scholars such as D. Fairchild
Ruggles argue that all gardens can generally be considered a representation
of heaven on earth but the specific connection between gardens and paradise
arose as Muslims began to use the garden as a “setting for tombs”(Ruggles,
2008, p.103). An example of this burial practice is evident in Abbasids in the
late eighth century, when the wet nurse of Harun al-Rashid was buried in a
garden near Wadi-i-Qanatir on the banks of the Euphrates, and a Qubba was
built over her grave (Leisten, 1990).

In the course of Islamic history, gardens were suitable sites for constructing
mosques. The intention for situating the mosques in garden sites could be
for its symbolic spiritual meaning and functional value. One of the earliest
examples is the mosque of Prophet Mohammed in Medina. According to
historical records, the site selected to build the prophet’s mosque was a palm
tree plantation or a farm. (El Gohary, 1986). The trunks of the existing palm
trees were used as structural columns, and the palm leaves were used to
construct the mosque’s roof. Similarly, the Umayyad Mosque of Aleppo (begun
715) replaced an older Byzantine church which had adjacent gardens (Ruggles,
2008, p.94). Another example of mosques built in a garden setting is the Great
Mosque of Kairouan (7th century) in Tunisia. In Futuj al-Buldan, Al-Baladhuri
wrote that the Kairouan mosque was built in a site planted with various trees,
including Tamarix trees. (El Gohary, 1986, p.32).

Besides building mosques in or near garden settings, there was also a
tendency to garden the courtyards of mosques. Those garden courtyards
often are planted with trees and contain water features used for irrigation and
ablutions (ritual cleansing before prayer). In some mosques, the courtyards
were planted with fruit trees and used as a source of food. For example, the
Great Mosque of Cordoba has an open courtyard planted with orange trees,
narrow water channels used for irrigation, and a fountain for ritual ablutions
(Figure 1). Another example is the wagf mosque of Ibn Silsila in Cairo (11th
century- no longer exists) with palm trees planted in its courtyard. The
mosque’s waqf records states “this blessed mosque was built by Al- Husayan
Ibn Abdallah Ibn Muhammad Ibn Silsila the cloth merchant, in his desire to
seek the satisfaction of God and of the other world...The palm tree which is in
this mosque is food for Muslims. It can neither be bought nor sold” (El Gohary,
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Figure 1:

1986, p.32). In addition, the famous traveler

Great Mosque of Cordoba, Court of the Orange. (Source Left: |y Battuta reported that he saw a mosque

D. Fairchild Ruggles. Right: Hameryko , Wikimedia Creative

Commons)

Figure 2:

in the city of Tabriz with a garden courtyard
planted with Jasmine. During his travel in al-
Andulas, he saw a mosque in Malaga with an
open courtyard planted with orange trees.
(Ruggles, 2008, pp. 93-94).

The pictorial representation of nature and gardens are a common theme in
early mosques. The mosque’s walls and columns are often decorated with
mosaic and stucco in floral and naturalistic motifs, as for example, the Cordoba
mosque (10th century) which had plant motifs adorning the gibla wall, mihrab,
and the dome. Another example is the Great Mosque of Damascus’s inner
courtyard fagade, which has a mosaic panel decorated with floral ornament
and landscape motifs such as trees, a river, bridges, and different types of
buildings (Figure 2).

In this way, even when mosques did not have a real garden on their premises,
they could be metaphorically planted with naturalistic representation. These
floral representations in mosque architecture are symbols that evoke the spirit
of paradise in the prayer’s mind. To illustrate, a rare historical record of an artist
who worked on the expansion of the Prophet's mosque in Medina (between

705-715) stated, "We made it according to

the picture of the Tree of Paradise and its

Decorated mosaic panel at the Great Mosque of Damascus Palaces” (Ruggles, 2008, p95) Therefore,

(Source: Dosseman, Wikimedia Creative Commons)

similar to the Prophet’s mosque in Medina,




the representation of gardened cities and thriving vegetation in mosque
architecture conceivably works as a signifier of the promised Paradise.

The deep connection between gardens and religion is manifested in the built
environment. Muslims used existing garden sites to construct many great
mosques. In some cases, gardens were part of the mosque’s architecture,
taking the form of planted courtyards with fountains used for irrigation and
ablution. Later, the idea of gardens in the mosques became a metaphor for
the promised paradise, and they were represented in the mosque architecture
as symbols. Like the gardens of the historic mosques with their prominent
features and meanings, the 20th and 21st-century gardens in mosques deserve
closer attention.

Gardens of Modern and Contemporary Mosques

The dissolution of the Western colonial regime from the Islamic world and
the formation of new Muslim nation-states and kingdoms in the 20th century
encouraged the establishment of many monumental mosques. These new
mosques were often commissioned as an expression of sovereignty and the
national identity of the Muslim states. For example, the King Faisal Mosque
(1986) was built as the Grand National Mosque and an iconic landmark for
Islamabad, the new modern capital city of Pakistan (Mukhtar, 1991). The mosque
was sponsored by the late King Faisal of Saudi Arabia and designed by Turkish
Architect Vedat Dalokay after winning an international design competition.
The Faisal Mosque represents the designer's modern abstract interpretation
of Islamic and Ottoman mosque architecture combined with modern elements
and construction techniques. (Holod & Khan, 1997, pp. 76-80). In his design, the
Ottoman circular dome (such as the one in the Selim | Mosque) is replaced by
a giant bedouin tent-like dome that creates a prayer hall space. The tent dome
structure is formed by triangular folded concrete plates with glazed intervals
between them, surrounded by four slender minarets that recall the tall Ottoman
minarets. In this way, the designer was able to reflect the identity of the Saudi
King through the abstract use of the Bedouin tent, his Turkish identity through
the connection to Ottoman architectural

traditions, and modern Islamic identity through  Figure 3:

the use of modern materials and modern Faisal Mosque, Islamabad. (Source: Jens Grubert 2006,

construction techniques (Figure 3). Wikimedia Creative Commons)
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Figure 4:

Faisal Mosque and the surrounding landscape. (Source:
Shoaib Zafar, Wikimedia Creative Commons)

However, the Faisal Mosque's monumental effect comes not only from its
contemporary architecture but also from its natural and built landscapes. The
mosque is located on a green plateau of Margalla Hills at the northern end of
the city, dominating the natural and urban landscape of the new capital. At
the site, the mosque is situated on a rectangular plane that constitutes a large
park covered mostly with grass and few trees. The flat greenery highlights the
monumental mosque with its white, giant tent-like dome against the Margalla
Hills National Park’s picturesque background (Figure 4).

The mosque has a central courtyard with porticoes, featuring a large octagonal
pool in the middle. The pool has a central raised square basin with four water
streams coming from each corner toward the center, a clear reference to the
four rivers of paradise mentioned in the Qur'an. The mosque has two additional
reflecting pools—one at the northern side and
the other on the gibla western wall side—that
mirror the architecture and the surrounding
landscape.

South of the mosque is the tomb of General Zia-ul-Hag, the 6th President of
Pakistan, constructed in 1988. Historically, when Islamic chahar bagh gardens
were used as the setting for mausoleums, such as the tomb of Mehmet Il in
the Fatih Cami’s garden in Istanbul (built 1460-73) and Humayun's Tomb in
Delhi (built in 1570), they became a metaphor for the paradise promised to
the deceased in the Qur'an. Thus, placing the tomb of Zia-ul-Haq at Faisal
Mosque’s outer garden evokes the same metaphor. However, the mosque
is placed in a garden that does not follow the classical chahar bagh layout,
and yet, the connection to Paradise is still made through the mosque as a
sacred religious space, the central pool fountain with its four streams, and the
surrounding natural fertile landscape.

In the 21st century, state mosques are also used to express the identity of
their rulers, imposing it as a national identity. This is evident in the King
Hussein Mosque (completed in 2006) as Jordan’s official state mosque. King
Abdullah Il commissioned the 8,000-square-meter mosque to commemorate
his father, the late King Hussein. One of the significant landmarks of the city, it



is situated on the highest point of Al-Hussein Public Park in the northwestern
section of the park, overlooking the western edge of Amman, the capital city
of Jordan. The design of the mosque reflects both the identity of the nation
and its monarchy. For example, the Hashemite Royal Family claims that they
are descendants of the Prophet Mohammed through his daughter Fatimah.
Thus, to express this connection, Khaled Azzam (an Egyptian-British Architect)
followed a direct historical approach, drawing from the pre-modern Islamic
architecture heritage to design the mosque. In particular, he was inspired by
the 11th century Fatimid Mosque of Al-Hakim in Cairo and from 14th -15th
century Mamluk traditions (Al-Asad, 2012, pp.62-63).

The mosque represents a simple fort-like shape, with four low corner minarets
and a single dome. It is a two-story building with male and female prayer halls,
administrative offices, a library, classrooms, and a museum of the Prophet,
displaying relics associated with the Prophet Mohammed. The mosque has a
series of small courtyards formed by arches and vaulted arches connected to
a larger open central courtyard used for praying and public socializing. These
courtyards provide a source of natural light and passive cooling to the mosque.
Some of these courtyards are planted with small trees, which also help improve
the space’s overall quality. The outdoor floors are decorated with Islamic
geometric patterns, with additional detailed designs on the nodes. North of
the building (the back of the mosque) is a large courtyard featuring two Chahar
bagh gardens with water features. Along the mosque’s south axis (outside the
mosque) is a large courtyard connected to the Al-Husseiniya Royal Palace (built-
in 2006). The Al-Husseiniya courtyard has a geometric floor pattern resembling
a Chahar bagh with rows of trees around the edge (Figure 5). It is often used
for royal celebrations and ceremonies, as, for example, when King Abdullah
Il welcomed Barack Obama there in 2013 and Joachim Gauck in 2015 (The
Embassy of the Hashemite
Figure 5: Kingdom of Jordan, 2013).

King Hussein Mosque. (Copyright: Khaled Azzam 2011).

As part of the modern urban development in Islamic countries, many mosques
have been constructed for new and existing urban communities, commissioned
by local authorities that work under the central government. For example,
the Riyadh Development Authority has commissioned several mosques for
their urban development and revitalization projects in Riyadh, the capital
city of Saudi Arabia, including Al-Kindi Plaza Jami (1986) in the Diplomatic
Quarter. Designed as a hypostyle hall mosque, it is inspired by the traditional
architectural vocabulary from Najdi (a central region of Saudi Arabia) combined
with modern materials and construction techniques. The Najdi style is used to
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express local and regional identity and the identity of Saud’s house, the ruling
family of Saudi Arabia. The mosque’s landscaping consists of large outdoor
squares paved with marble, shaded arcades, water features and planters
(Figure 6). These squares are connected to the
surrounding urban fabric and used for prayer,

Figure 6: R ‘ X
Al-Kindi Mosque Plaza. (Source: Abdullatif Alfozan Award for social gatherlng’ and cultural events (Al-Radi,
Mosque Architecture) 1994, Holod & Khan, 1997).

On the other hand, for non-monarchical Islamic states, state mosques and
gardens are used to position religious identity with national and even political
identity. For example, the Grand National Assembly Mosque in Ankara (1989)
was built in the parliamentary complex as a symbolic gesture that counters the
secularist image of the Turkish state (Holod & Khan, 1997, pp. 100-101). The
mosque was designed by Behruz and Can Cinici in a modern idiom, as evident
in the unusual design of the elevated pyramidal dome and glazed mihrab (Al-
Asad, 1999).

The 2.5-hectare Ankara mosque is situated within a large natural style park and
has two formal gardens on its north and south sides. The two gardens’ design
beautifully correspond to the architecture of the mosque and the surrounding
landscape with its sloped topography. The northern open courtyard has a
central fountain and a triangular water pool with an island in the middle. On the
south side, the mosque and its glazed mihrab open to a sunken water garden,
bordered by terraces, gradually connecting to the park’s landscape. The design
of the two gardens does not seem to copy or paraphrase any particular historic
Islamic gardens. Still, the essence of Islamic-style gardens is manifested in the
enclosed space, the connection to the surrounding landscape, the reflecting
pool, and the geometric shapes (Figure 7). In this way, the mosque and its
gardens express an image of an Islamic Turkey defined by modernity.

Public and commercial institutions in modern Islamic countries typically provide
mosques or prayer halls in their universities, airports, hospitals and other
facilities. For example, the Avicenne Military Hospital in Marrakesh was built in
1982 with a small mosque adjacent to it for the patients and the medical staff.
The hospital complex is organized around a central formal garden courtyard



with a linear water channel, jet fountains, and a latticed pavilion at its end. The
420-square meter mosque was designed by Charles Boccara using a local,
traditional design approach. It is located outside of the hospital complex to
the west, with an enclosed paved small courtyard featuring a decorative central
fountain and ablution area. In his original design, the architect proposed a more
extensive formal garden with water features around the mosque to function as
a transitional area between the sacred and profane spaces, but this was not
realized due to limited funding (Holod & Khan, 1997, p.179).

Figure 7:

In contrast to the traditional approach used
in Avicenne Military Hospital's mosque and
gardens, the King Abdullah Petroleum Studies
and Research Center's (KAPSARC) community
mosque and garden in Riyadh follow a modern, abstract design approach
inspired by Islamic traditions and regional landscape.

Architects)

The mosque is situated within a linear public park (on an existing Wadi) that
connects to the KAPSARC campus (designed by Zaha Hadid) to the residential
district reserved for the international staff and their families. The mosque’s site
within the park is aligned east-west toward Makkah and features a series of
formal paved and planted courtyards. The KAPSARC mosque (built 2014) was
designed by the HOK architecture firm as a concrete cube perforated with
mashrabiya patterns and covered with an outer skin of glass. The building is
situated in the middle of the formal courtyards within a reflection pool with an
elevated glass bridge that takes worshipers symbolically from the profane world
into the sacred realm (HOK). The garden courtyards and the mosque landscape
evoke the essence of Islamic gardens through their formal composition, design
elements, and connection to the surrounding desert landscape (Figure 8).

Patrons will typically build mosques and Islamic centers as a sign of their
religious devotion and as a gesture toward the community. Such patrons’ role
is not always limited to financing the project but may also involve making
design decisions alongside the architects. One profoundly important patron
of new contemporary Islamic architecture and gardens in recent decades is
Prince Karim (the Aga Khan), the 49th Imam (leader) of Nizari Ismailism (a Shi‘a
branch of Islam).

The Aga Khans has sponsored many Ismaili centers around the world, including
in London (1981), Burnaby (1984), Lisbon (1998), Dushanbe (2009), Dubai (2008),
Toronto (2014), and an upcoming center in Houston. These centers are defined
as religious, social, and cultural places designated for Ismaili communities.

The Grand National Assembly Mosque. (Copyright: Cinici
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Figure 8:

Renowned architects design them following
The King Abdullah Petroleum Studies and Research Center’s Aga Khan'’s aspirations to integrate Islamic
(KAPSARC) community mosque. (Source: Top, HOK. Image architecture with modern building desi

Credit: Abdulrahman Alolyan) 9 esigns
and technologies to represent and serve
the modern-day Ismaili community (Jodidio,

2008, p.173).

Gardens are an essential feature in Ismaili centers, inspired by traditional Islamic
garden styles and principles but translated in a modern fashion. For example,
the Ismaili center and Jamatkhana (congregational place) in London contain
a rooftop garden designed by Don Olson of Sasaki Associates as a modern
interpretation of a Chahar bagh Islamic garden (Jodidio, 2008, p. 178). The
cross-axial rooftop garden is shaped by crisscrossed, narrow, sunken water
channels with a central octagram (eight-point star) shaped pool and jet fountain
that symbolizes the Khatim, or seal of the prophets. Water runs toward the
central fountain from three raised basins that project from the south, east, and
west entry doors of the courtyard and flows from the north basin on the enclosed
and raised small courtyard. Elevated planters also surround the courtyard to
provide the necessary soil depth for various shrubs and flowers (Figure 9).

Today, with the growing number of Muslims in the diaspora, more mosques are
being built, representing a collective Islamic, ethnic, and cultural identity. One



recent example is the Cambridge Mosque (April 2019), designed by Marks
Barfield Architects, after winning a design competition in 2009. The mosque
was designed as a sustainable modern building inspired by Islamic and English
architectural traditions. The architects imagined the mosque as a “calm oasis
within a grove of trees” (Cambridge Mosque Trust, 2019). This theme was
realized through the interior timber column structures abstractly imitating the
shape of trees. The oasis concept is enhanced further by the Islamic garden at
the front entrance, which works as a transitional space from the entrance road
into the sacred prayer hall of the mosque.

Figure 9:

The Islamic roof garden at the Ismaili center in London.

Emma Clark designed the mosque’s front (Source: Author 3017)

garden in collaboration with Urquhart and
Hunt Landscape Design Studio in London as
a modern interpretation of a classical paradise
Chahar bagh garden mixed with English garden traditions. The garden,
according to Clark, is “a small garden, not hidden or enclosed like traditional
Islamic gardens” (Clark, E. Interview by the author. July 2017). Nonetheless,
she states, the landscape design of the mosque is based on the values of
Islamic gardens. According to Clark, the garden design contains various
recognizable elements from Islamic garden traditions, such as the geometric
Islamic patterns, the central octagonal stone

jet fountain, and fruit trees. Figure 10:
Cambridge Central Mosque garden. (Source: Aasem
Alabdullatief ,May 2019).
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Conclusion

In the Muslim world historically, gardens were favorite sites for building
mosques, and many other mosques had interior courtyard gardens or were
decorated with natural motifs. Many historians viewed gardens in mosques
from a religious perspective linking them to Paradise as mentioned in the
Qur'an. Therefore, according to historians, the real and symbolic gardens in
historical mosques were representation of the promised paradise.

The presence of gardens in mosques is a long tradition. But that the presence
of the Chahar bagh garden in modern mosques is, from a historical perspective,
new. The gardens of modern mosques reflect the merger of two traditions: the
mosque courtyard (e.g., the mosque of Cordoba where the garden is in a grid
plan) and the mausoleum garden (like Humayun’s tomb, which is a Chahar
bagh). Mosques and Islamic centers discussed in this paper are examples that
demonstrate the role of patrons and designers in constructing the identity and
meaning of religious buildings and their gardens. The architectural design of
these religious facilities is typically inspired by past tradition but translated into
a newly built form differently. For example, with the King Faisal Mosque and the
Grand National Assembly Mosque, we see how Turkish architects used unusual
forms in their designs. Conversely, the King Hussein Mosque in Amman and
the mosque that serves the Avicenne Military Hospital in Marrakesh follow a
traditional Islamic regional approach. Similarly, in Saudi Arabia, Al-Kindi Plaza
Jami and its courtyard were designed in a traditional Najdi architectural style
with few trees and large open spaces for social gathering. Other mosques,
especially those built in non-Muslim countries, often make use of a hybrid style
that reflects both the Muslim and the host cultures. Modernity implies change,
and we saw this change reflected in the use of modern materials and new
forms in the design of mosques and gardens. Yet, the essential elements of
the mosque and garden don’t change: a mihrab, an oriented place for prayer,
and a garden as a metaphor for Paradise. Thus, as with mosque architecture,
there is both continuity and change in garden design. Evidently, no matter
the approach (traditional, modern, or hybrid) or the style (chahar bagh or
courtyard), these religious facilities' gardens, and their landscape design
reflect, complement, and celebrate their architecture.
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Abstract

This paper examines the historical intersection between politics and mosque architecture and
the contemporary shift in this architecture that is influenced by mosque phobia. It triangulates
a systematic literature review with case study analysis and examination of mosques’ modern
history in Europe to explore mosques as a political tool used to legitimize power, merge
cultures, and visualize presence. It focuses on how mosque phobia, triggered by the calamity
of September 11th, has influenced mosque architecture specifically, and Islam’s physical
presentation in general. As a consequence of the unstable political situation in the Middle
East today, there has been an increase in the number of Muslims travelling to Europe and, as a
result, hate crimes have surged. In an effort to counteract this rejection of Islam, mosques have
been reintroduced in a more contemporary form. This paper explores how mosques are being
recreated within the surroundings of contemporary architecture in two European countries that
are witness to the highest number of hate crimes against the Muslim community: Germany and
France. The study concludes by examining the reintroduction of mosques in the contemporary
environment through three different architectural approaches that determine its visibility:
a traditional Mosque design, a partly deviated Mosque design, and a deviated Mosque design.
Interestingly, deviation in mosque design reflects a creative response to the rejection of the
conventional mosque and thus offers new insights into mosque architecture under the pressure
of contemporary politics.

Keywords: Mosque in modern Europe, creativity in mosque architecture, September
11th, Mosque Phobia, Islam and modern Europe

The political development of Mosque visibility

“as a sacred space that is regarded as belonging to all members of a
Muslim society, the mosque, therefore, has been exploited by some for
various overtly political ends”. (Arkoun 2002)

Mosques have always been a physical tool used to represent the political
power of caliphates, presidents, and patrons. For instance, the different ruling
bodies in the major Muslim countries have been deeply involved in building
monumental mosques that express their powerful existence (Ismail 2008). The
great interest in monumental mosques stand in contrast with the early Islamic
time of the Prophet’s (PBUH) era when mosques took simple and clear functional
forms, as can be seen in the first-ever mosques in Islam-the Prophet’s Mosque
in Al-Madinah Al-Munawara (figure 1).

Figure 1:
The Prophet’s Mosque. Source: (Elkhateeb et al. 2018)



The various Islamic caliphates have promoted mosques in a monumental
physical image consisting of many features, such as minarets, domes, fountains,
and gardens, which have mainly been borrowed or reinvented from pre-Islamic
eras, then adopted and developed from an Islamic perspective (Al Kalifa 2017).
Some features were mainly added to express Islamic political domination while
also serving structural and functional purposes, such as minarets and domes (Al
Kalifa 2017; Elkhateeb et al. 2018; Ismail 2008). The great need to reintroduce
the conquered countries as Islamic political territories supported constructing
the various monumental mosques, which were mainly influenced by the
conquered countries’ architectural style (Islam 2000; Ismail 2008). For instance,
the Umayyads were influenced by Roman and Byzantine architecture while the
Abbasids added elements from Persian architecture while the Ottomans were
influenced by the different architectural styles in what became their extensive
empire (Islam 2000).

The three main historically-recognized mosque types include the Hypostyle,
the Four-lwans, and the Centralized Mosque. Each mosque type developed
as a consequence of and in response to the cultural influence of the different
geographic areas the Muslims conquered. The Hypostyle Mosque (Fig2.A),
also known as the Arab Mosque, is the earliest type, appearing during the
Prophet’s (PBUH) era. Hypostyle developed and was elaborated upon during
the Umayyads caliphate (Al Kalifa 2017). It is important to mention that the
Cordoba Mosque, built by the Umayyads in Spain in the 8" century A.D. and
its extension in the following centuries, identifies with the Hypostyle type. The
Cordoba mosque is arguably the earliest mosque in Europe. The second type
is the Four-lwans Mosque (Fig2.B), that mainly appeared and developed in the
Abbasid Califate territories, in response to the Persian architecture. Accordingly,
it was also known as the Persian type (Hoteit, 2015). The last type is the
Centralized Mosque (Fig2.C), that extensively developed during the Ottoman
caliphate as it was inspired by the design of Hagia Sophia (Kaptan 2013).
Mosque architecture reached its peak during this period with development in
structural and construction techniques carried out by the Sinan. Arguably, the
constant and distinguishing features that may be observed in contemporary
mosques first emerged during the Umayyads (Esfahani 2015).

The Arabian heartland, Spain and
North Africa; the hypostyle hall and
open courtyard.

Figure 2:

The three main types of Mosques. source: (Inangda 2013)
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The historical presence of Mosques in modern Europe:

Apart from the Umayyad history in Spain and the early mosques dated to
the 8" century there mentioned earlier, mosques began to appear in modern
Europe under the Ottoman dynasty in the latter decades of the 19 century
(Avcioglu 2014). Woking Mosque was built in England in 1889, eight kilometers
southwest of London (Hassan 2015; Verkaaik 2019; Avcioglu 2007; Ahmed
2019). The Woking Mosque is considered the first purpose-built Mosque in
modern Europe and was designed by William Isaac Chambers (Hassan 2015).
As few Muslims were living in the area at the time the Mosque was built, it
was designed as a small rectangular space, covering an approximate area of
30 square meters, and therefore able to hold only thirty to forty worshippers
at a time (Hassan 2015; Avcioglu 2007). In a clear reflection of political and
cultural ties between India and England, the mosque’s onion dome and vaulted
entrance reflected the Maghoul architecture and stands in resemblance of the
Taj Mahal and its adjacent buildings (Verkaaik 2019; Avcioglu 2007).

Figure 3:
the Woking Mosque. Source: (The key Muslim spaces in

Woking - Everyday Muslim, https://www.everydaymuslim.
org/education/woking-Mosque/the-key-muslim-spaces-in-

woking/).

The modern presence of Islam in Europe
emerged post-WWI, at the beginning
of the 20th century. Europe witnessed a
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considerable rise in immigration, especially

Muslim immigration, which in turn raised the
Mosque construction activity in the region. The increase in the prevalence
of mosques in modern Europe served as an announcement of the Islamic
presence there during a politically unstable time, with the Ottoman Empire
fading in influence and the world finding itself on the verge of war. According
to a recent study, more than nine thousand mosques and Islam-relevant
buildings have been constructed across thirteen European countries since the
start of the 20th century (Green 2011). Since then, mosques gradually marked
the image of Islam in many cities of Europe (Avcioglu 2014). The number of
Mosques in Europe increased to reach 11,000 by the end of 2010 (Aksamija
2010). Nevertheless, Mosques are still an alien feature in modern Europe, even
after the increase of the Muslim population caused by the different political
and economic circumstances in the Arab world, especially the recent civil wars
and Arab revolts that are generally referred to as the Arab Spring (Avcioglu,
2014; Géle, 2011).



The factors that influenced the design of Mosques in Europe
from the 19th century onward:

The factors that influence the construction of Mosques in Europe vary.
According to Farrag (2017), three main factors influence Mosque design in
Europe: Muslim’s multi-cultural backgrounds, funding sources, and internal
governmental regulations (Farrag 2017). In this paper, we argue that
counteracting mosque phobia and the increasing attempts to re-introduce
Islam in contemporary contexts, especially in the West, are two of the factors
that influence contemporary mosque architecture. We discuss this below under
the title, ‘Islamophobia and mosque visibility: from acceptance to intolerance.
The following sections investigate each of the factors individually:

Muslims’ multi-cultural background

The population of Europe accounts for 10% of the total population of the globe.
Muslims make up about 5% of the total population of Europe (Rostan and Rostan
2019). The existence of mosques in Europe is mainly connected to the high
number of Muslim immigrants and workers who settled there. A large number
of Muslim immigrants who arrived in Europe for different reasons came from
different backgrounds (Aksamija 2010; Farrag 2017). A statistical study focusing
on the Islamic population in Europe showed that over 17 million Muslim people
were living in the various European countries in 2010 (Aksamija 2010).

A study conducted in 2012 by the Pew Research Center that investigated
religious diversity in Europe revealed that more than 13 million Muslim
immigrants live in Europe (Pew Research Center 2012). The study clarified
that a third of the European Union’s Islamic population is of Middle Eastern
or African origin. Meanwhile, half of the Islamic population is from the Pacific
region. A significant number of Muslims are Indian and Pakistani in origin,
while Russian Muslims usually come from neighboring Islamic countries
such as Azerbaijan (Pew Research Center 2012). Another study by the Pew
Research Center in 2017 noted that 86% of immigrants between 2010-2016
are Muslim (Pew Research Center 2017). The Arab Spring that started in 2010
increased Muslim migration to the West as the crisis released many refugees
worldwide (Gvosdev 2015) and the year 2015 witnessed a great refugee influx
into Europe, mainly from Syria and Iraq (Rostan and Rostan 2019). The Pew
Research Center study demonstrated that Muslims exceed 90% of the Syrian
and Iraqi refugees to Europe. Diagram 1 below clarifies the estimated number
of refugees and the Islamic affiliation percentage (Pew Research Center 2017)
while Diagram 2 below shows the distribution of the Islamic population, the
number of Islamic places of worship, and the migrant percentages in different
European countries. The diagrams demonstrate that Germany and France are
home to the highest number of Muslim people as compared to other countries
in Europe.

Diagram 1:

Refugee origins between 2010 - 2017 in Europe. Source:

(Pew Research Center 2017)
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European countries in 2010. Source: (Aksamija 2010)

Country Population Immigrants Muslims % of Muslim  Mosques Muslims x
(million) (million) (million) population mosgue

Bosniaand

Herzegovina 38 6 15 400 1867 803
Diagram 2: There is no doubt that Islam is now an
The number of Islamic worship spaces in the different essential part of the Western context, which is

predicted to bring changes to Europe’s social,
economic, political, and cultural aspects in
the coming years (Rostan and Rostan 2019).
While Muslim immigrants are pressing to
express their presence in the physical sphere of the European context, their
divergent cultural identity, in turn, influenced the design features and styles of
the designed mosques (Farrag 2017).

Funding bodies:

Financial funding and support are some of the major factors that influence
mosque architecture in modern Europe; each mosque’s construction, size,
form, style, and decoration are directly proportional to the financial support the
mosque receives (Farrag 2017). Governmental and non-governmental bodies
of the Islamic world usually provide partial or complete financial support,
especially from the petro-dollar countries (i.e., the Arabian Gulf countries,
including Saudi Arabia), the Muslim World League, and the Turkish-Islamic
Union for Religious Affairs (Khan, 1990; Farrag, 2017; Aksamija, 2010))which
leads to an increasing demand for Islamic buildings such as mosques and
Islamic centres. Mosques play an important role in Islam and Muslim life. In
several countries, in particular, the Western mosques are seen as a newcomer
whose building type is both unique and foreign to local people who are
unaccustomed to the visual expression of Islam in the West. The mosque is one
of the most visual expressions of global Muslim religious identity in non-Muslim
context. The significant numbers of countries have a lot of different architecture
styles of their Islamic buildings. Each mosque has its own individual touch. The
most important factors behind this variation in form and styles can be divided
into nature impacts as (local materials and environment. Most of this support
goes to the purpose-built Mosques in European capitals (Avcioglu 2007). Thus,
individual donations, religious charitable organizations, and external funding
are the main financial sources that support the design and development of new
mosques in Europe (Farrag 2017). The architectural preferences of the funding



sources deeply influence mosque architecture. A prominent example of this
influence is Imam Ali Mosque in Hamburg, Germany. The Mosque was built in
1973, taking on the Seljuk architectural style, a style that prevailed in what is
now known as modern Iran, due to the Iranian origin of the group that funded
the Mosque. It is noteworthy that the mosque was designed by a local German
company (Verkaaik 2019; Avcioglu 2007).

Figure 4:

Imam Ali Mosque in Hamburg, Germany. source: (Https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hamburg_Imam-Ali-

Moschee_5.jpg)

A country’'s building regulations and laws: controlling
visibility of Islam

Countries’ building regulations and laws play an important role in the design
of religious buildings in general due to the significant size and presence of
these buildings. Mosque construction is being restricted in Europe for different
reasons: potential increase in noise and traffic, potential infrastructure pressure,
and potential contradiction in style a mosque may have with its surrounding
European urban context (Farrag 2017; Green 2011; Allievi 2016; Cesari 2009)
which leads to an increasing demand for Islamic buildings such as mosques
and Islamic centres. Mosques play an important role in Islam and Muslim life. In
several countries, in particular, the Western mosques are seen as a newcomer
whose building type is both unique and foreign to local people who are
unaccustomed to the visual expression of Islam in the West. The mosque is
one of the most visual expressions of global Muslim religious identity in non-
Muslim context. The significant numbers of countries have a lot of different
architecture styles of their Islamic buildings. Each mosque has its own
individual touch. The most important factors behind this variation in form and
styles can be divided into nature impacts as (local materials and environment.
Restrictions are increasingly practiced over mosque architecture in response
to these concerns. For example, in Switzerland, minarets have been banned
since 2009 after a Swiss referendum supported the banning of minarets (Gole
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2011; Allen 2017). A similar referendum was issued in many other European
countries such as Denmark, Italy, Germany and Slovakia to ban the Muslim
traditional call to prayer (the Adhan) to reflect these countries’ rejection of
Muslim presentation in their built environment (Aksamija 2010). Interestingly,
architects and designers reacted to this by writing the words of the Adhan on
some Mosques’ exterior walls (Krausen 2014). Calligraphy was re-introduced
to Mosque architecture as a creative reaction to Adhan’s absence from the
soundscape of European cities.

Islamophobia and Mosque visibility: from acceptance to
intolerance:

The ex-president of the US, Barak Obama, eloquently described the relationship
between Islam and the West as follows:

“The relationship between Islam and the West includes centuries of
co-existence and cooperation, but also conflict and religious wars.
More recently, tension has been fed by colonialism that denied rights
and opportunities to many Muslims and a Cold War in which Muslim-
majority countries were too often treated as proxies without regard
to their aspirations. Moreover, the sweeping change brought by
modernity and globalization led many Muslims to view the West as
hostile to the traditions of Islam” (Obama, 2009).

The calamity of September 11 2001 increased the tension toward and attention
to religious studies in general and Islam in particular, especially after the claims
that an Islamic terror organization organized the attack (Hoover 2012). It was
deemed to be an essential turning point in the Islamophobia phenomenon,
which is identified as dislike, irrational fear, rejection, and violence against
Muslim society, rituals, politics, and culture (Alraouf, 2011; Tankle, 2012; Allen,
2017; Narkowicz and Pedziwiatr, 2017; Martin-Mufioz, 2010; Allen, 2017).

The 9/11 event raised concerns of Muslims for their safety and increased the
attacks against mosques all across the world. Additionally, the considerable
rise in the number of refugees as a result of the political circumstances in
the Middle East led to population increases in Muslim communities in the
West, paralleled with growing levels of Islamophobia, specifically in Europe
(Green, 2011; Gvosdev, 2015). The absence of any significant sponsored and
systematic integration of Muslim immigrants in the West and the devastating
conditions of refugee camps housing Muslims led to further alienation of them
(Gvosdev 2015); (Chinchilla, 2007).

Integration of Muslims within the West is now an urgency rather than an option
(Abu-Zayd 2010) as there are now more than 20 million Muslims living in
Europe under the fear of being attacked because of their religion (Chinchilla
2007). In 2017 alone, Germany recorded 1,413 verbal and physical attacks
against visibly Muslim individuals as well as 71 mosque attacks (Bayrakli and
Hafez 2017).

The concept of Mosque-phobia:

The Islamophobia phenomenon has given rise to a new phenomenon given
the name 'mosque-phobia’, which has the effect of subjecting, separating,
and limiting the role of mosques, Islamic centers, and Muslims (Alraouf 2011).
Alraouf (2011) defines mosque-phobia as the resistance of the Islamic physical
appearance in the public sphere of the European context. The diagram below
shows the increasing number of attacks on mosques between 2010 and 2017
in the western world.



Diagram 3:

The increase of mosque attacks from 2010 to 2017. Source:
(lvanov, 2019)

According to Avcioglu, representing mosques in Europe’s public sphere is
more difficult than representing any other religious building; even with the
considerable population of Muslims across Europe, mosques are still seen as
alien buildings that represent unwelcome culture and unwelcome nationalities
(Avcioglu 2014). Cesari expressed the belief that the influence of the resistance
to the construction of new mosques may be broader than the resistance to
the mosque building itself; it's a more in-depth socio-cultural resistance to
transiting the minor Muslim society from the private sphere into the public
one (Cesari 2005). The massive increase in the Muslim population in the
West creates a critical need to (re)connect mosques and Muslim communities
with the West by more creative and contemporary designs that capture the
essence of Islam rather than convey specific architectural features traditionally
associated with mosques (Alraouf 2011). This urgency can be seen in Western
Muslims’ calls for focusing on the primary role of mosques in a time of mosque
phobia, which is to reflect the values of Islam and to foster peace and tolerance
among people. Consequently, western Muslims and mosque designers began
to reshape western mosques, incorporating more contemporary forms in their
design. This idea of reinventing mosque architecture to fit the context took
many shapes through different times and cultures (Aksamija 2010; Khan 1990;
Alraouf 2011; Haraty and Utaberta 2018; Narkowicz and Pedziwiatr 2017; Géle
2011). The following section examines the history of mosque architecture
through case studies in modern Europe.

The reshaping of mosque architecture in the modern
European context:

Contemporary mosques in the modern European context are divided into two
different categories. The first category is mosques that are designed and built as
mosques. This type usually occupies ample space in the urban fabric, featuring
different architectural elements and ornamentation, and accommodating
diverse cultural and religious activity related to Muslim communities. They are
usually known as an Islamic center, “which has, in addition to the function of
prayer and worship, a number of social and cultural functions through various
forms of gathering (a Koranic school, courses, and opportunities for adults,
women, and converts to meet; conferences and other educational and cultural
activities)” (Aksamija 2010).

The second category is converted space, usually called Musallahs. They comprise
mostly renovated spaces of basements or industrial structures converted for the
use of Muslim communities. This type is characterized by its modesty: furnished
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only with carpets, and slightly altered from the inside to accommodate a Minbar
or simply to indicate the Qibla wall (Allievi 2016; Farrag 2017). The Mosque-
phobia phenomenon usually targets visually obvious Islamic centers as well as
purpose-built Mosques because they represent an unambiguous sign of Islamic
community in a non-Muslim context and mark a move for Muslims from the
private sphere to the public one (Green 2011; Cesari 2005). Recently, different
movements in Europe calling for pluralism and globalization encouraged Muslims
to exert their rights in Europe’s public sphere under the terms of secularist
legislation (Gole 2011; Avcioglu 2014). Consequently, the latter decades of the
20t century and the beginning of the 21% century have witnessed calls for more
inclusive and modern mosque designs. More simple and straightforward models
'liberated’ the mosque from its traditional elements added during different
Islamic dynasties discussed earlier in this study (Elkhateeb et al. 2018; Frishman
and Grabar 1995; Khan 1990).

Islam’s only mosque architectural regulation was set by the Qur'an and the
Prophet Mohammad (PBUH): for worshippers to face the Qibla direction
while praying ((Al Kalifa 2017; Elkhateeb et al. 2018) Bin and Rasdi 2008).
Accordingly, there is an increased recognition of the simplicity and modesty
that the Prophet (PBUH) emphasized and encouraged in general, and a desire
to extend this to mosque architecture: “The Prophet preferred [his] followers
to be simple, live in modesty and austerity, and one of the requirements is not
to have buildings designed for anything more than the basic needs, as God will
reward a believer with an affluent life in heaven including luxurious buildings”
(Islam 2000). Thus, there are no restrictions that limit the physical presentation
of a Mosque as long as it is functionally suitable for performing the rituals
of the daily prayers (Hoteit, 2015; Al Kalifa, 2017). The fundamental physical
features of mosque architecture that were historically added and linked to the
sanctity of mosques in people’s perception are minarets, domes, arches, and
Islamic decoration (Itewi 2007).

In line with Khan (1990), Verkaaik (2019) argued that religion’s core lies in
peoples’ beliefs, faith, and rituals and not related to specific architectural
features. Similarly, Alraouf (2011) argued for the need to reduce mosque
phobia by incorporating mosque architecture within the contemporary context
worldwide. Hotiet (2015) clarified that this incorporation should not compromise
the spiritual and physical function of the mosque while accommodating new
architectural trends (see also Bin and Al-Rasdi 2008). According to Allen (2017),
new mosques in the West should reflect the critical situation and try to reduce
the fear and the unacceptance of the “otherness” the west associates with
Islam . Accordingly, many scholars have supported the concept of freeing
the mosque from physical features that were historically associated to its
architecture.

The production of contemporary mosques and their
spiritual aspects:

As demonstrated above, mosque architecture is religiously bounded only
by the Qibla direction, and the architectural features that are historically
associated with mosque architecture were only cultural, structural and/or
functional additions. This liberates mosque architecture from the abundance
of architectural vocabularies associated with it. A mosque’s sacredness lies
beyond its architecture.

The development of mosque architecture through the different Islamic
dynasties added different symbolic features to the spatial organizations
of mosques; the features were added for different intentions such as a



representation of the economic and political power of the dynasty, the
declaration of Islamic political presence in a certain region, and/or serving
a congregational purpose in the main urban contexts as the most significant
building politically and religiously. Muslims developed through time a
psychological affiliation with certain architectural features, specifically domes
and minarets (even certain shapes of domes and minarets), as comprising
what constitute a proper mosque. These elements delimit the spiritual and
visual aspects of mosque architecture. Due to this psychological/historical
connection, the recent moves toward abstracting and reshaping the traditional
mosque may be resisted among Muslims themselves in Muslim countries.
However, such deviation in the West might be considered a move toward
spatial and temporal integration with the ‘other’.

The important role of the physical elements of Mosques in retaining the identity
of Islam and facilitating a sense of nostalgia on the part of Muslims for their
non-western origin and spirituality should not be underestimated. However,
the spiritual aspects of mosques are directly related to the rituals performed
in them that transcend the physicality of their architectural forms and their
spatial configurations. Retaining the spiritual aspects of a mosque requires
good environmental design treatments that correspond to site forces. For
example, the implementation of light and shade design theory in designing
the Bait Ur Rouf Mosque in Bangladesh retained the spiritual perspectives
expected in any mosque while providing a contemporary design that is
'liberated’ from traditional features of mosque architecture (figure 5). Despite
the project’s simplicity in concept and use of materials, the mosque won the
Agha Khan award of 2016. Simplicity, and lack of traditional features, proved
not to hinder the recognition of the mosque as being creative and ground
breaking. Confidence in approaching the function of the mosque, rather than
its function, with a sense of sacrality found its way among architects in such
endeavours, and the form of mosques were reshaped either totally or partially
as shown below:

Figure 5:

Bait Ur Rouf Mosque, an Agha Khan winner design in
Bangladesh. Pictures source: (Https:/www.dezeen.com/ 2017)
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Figure 6:

The totally deviated Mosque: this type of mosque design produces a new
formation of the mosque that either abandons or reinvents some or all of the
traditional elements in a creative way. This can be seen in the formation of
the Cologne Mosque in Germany (Figure 6), as the mosque presents a fully
deviated form of what is traditionally recognizable as a mosque. The formation
of this mosque eliminates most of the Islamic design features in order to create
a better integration with its German context. The mosque retained the element
of minarets found in traditional mosques and presented them in a creative
way, thus providing the mosque to inhabitants and visitors of Cologne as a
landmark that is integrated with its surrounding skyline.

The Cologne Mosque in Germany. Source: (Http://mosqpedia.  Another examp|e of the totally deviated

org/en/mosque/279)

mosque type is Mosquée de la Duchere in

Lyon, France. La Duchére is one of the most

multicultural French cities as it hosts many
working class people, including Muslims (Downing 2015). The mosque was
reconstructed in 2015, and it is now more of a cultural center as it includes
classrooms and a library in addition to its prayer rooms (Burlet 2016). The
architecture represents an interesting reshaping of traditional features where
the minaret was designed as a staircase that serves the different layers of the
mosque, while at the top of the minaret we can see the conventional indication
of Islam: the crescent. The building blends with the surrounding environment,
and the small openings in the Qibla Wall can be seen as analogous to the
openings found in Le Corbusier's Ron Champ cathedral, but reshaped and
re-organized.



The partly deviated Mosque: this type
of mosque design is the most common. It

Figure 7:
Mosquée de la Duchére, Lyon. Source: (Burlet 2016)

involves an integration of traditional mosque architecture with contemporary
architecture that results in reproducing the traditional architectural features of
the mosque in a novel way. This type of design is demonstrated in the proposed
project of Marseille Grand Mosque in France (Figure 8). The proposed Mosque
retains an Islamic identity but also capitalizes on contemporary construction
technologies to recreate the traditional features using transparent materials to
increase its visibility within the French urban context.

Another example is the Penzburg Islamic
Forum mosque in Penzburg, Germany.
The mosque retains the rectangular
shape of the traditional prayer zone but

Figure 8:

Marseille grand Mosque proposal, Form analysis. Source:

(Http://www.bamarchi.com/projets-chantiers-concours-

bamarchi-p26-Grande-mosquEe-de-marseille.html, 2008).
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Figure 9:

differs by making the inner space transparent. Interestingly, the Qiblah Wall
is fully transperent, creating a direct connection between the mosque and its
surrounding space, and inherently between Muslims and their fellow citizens
(figure 9).

Penzberg Islamic Forum Mosque proposal. Source:(AlFozan The traditional Mosque. despite or perhaps
. I

2019a)

as a reaction to, the Islamophobia movements

and the Mosque-phobia phenomenon,

some contemporary mosques have retained
the traditional physical appearance of mosques under the limitations and
regulations that countries announced to limit Islamic presence in the European
public sphere. As can be seen in the Al-Fateh Mosque in France, the mosque
retained all the typical Islamic design features; it represents a clear and
highly visible image of Islamic identity in the French context that cannot be
overlooked (Figure 10).



Figure 10:

Conclusion: Al-Fateh Mosque. Source:(https://alfozanaward.org/mosques/

. . . . alfateh-grand-mosque/, n.d.).
In their examination of how architecture can ° 9

be re-invented by “listening” to the situation

without paying much attention to being part

of any specific architectural movement, Lindstrom and Malpas (2021) describe
the architecture of the Museum of Islamic Art in Doha as being based on:

“Resisting any quest for forms or motifs and, instead, actively ‘listening’

to the situation...with its rich and complex interrelatedness, including
that of religion with culture, society, politics, and architecture; of
severity with sunlight, shadow, color, and surface; of site with city, state,
region, and world; and of each of these with the others and still more.
The response to these bounds of place defies stylistic categorization...
integrating with the larger region through a kind of separation and,
thereby, becoming an unquestionably modern part of its situation
without being part of its situation’s ‘modern’ sameness” (Lindstrom
and Malpas 2021).

This applies to mosque architecture in the contemporary context of
Islamophobia and the trials made to make architecture part of bridging the gap
between Muslims and the West. The beginning of the 21st century brought a
significant shift in Islam’s representation, specifically in the West; the calamity of
September 11th, 2001 redefined Islam’s presence in many parts of the Western
world. Although the term Islamophobia existed since WWI, September 11th
marked the beginning of a different level of Islamophobia that now includes
hate crimes against Muslims and mosques. The reshaping of the typical mosque
architecture promotes bridging the gap between Muslims and the West. The
reshaping of Islam-related architecture is required to maintain the spiritual and
functional role of mosques while staying relevant to contemporary culture and
the immediate built environment of which it forms a part. Literature proved that
apart from the Qibla orientation, there are no specific religious requirements
in mosque architecture. The physical restrictions were added through the
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Mosque presentation’s historical development and connected to the nostalgic
experience of humanity’s collective spiritual and visual perspective. This leaves
room for creativity and the reinvention of mosques in contemporary contexts.
With creativity, mosque architecture is expected to bridge the gap between
Muslims and the West and re-establish mosques as part of the landscape and

soundscape of cities worldwide.
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Abstract

The report focuses on the largest mosques in Russia (20 projects with a capacity over
1,000 people) built between 1999 and 2019 in various regions of the country either with a
predominantly Muslim population (Chechnya, Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, Dagestan, Ingushetia,
Karachay-Cherkessia), or in the predominantly Russian regions (Moscow, Samara, the Rostov
region). The rise of these projects was the result of the new administrative and financial
capabilities of the Russian Muslims, the assertion of their religious and national identity and
even some rivalry between the Islamic regions of the country. The strengthening of ties with
co-religionists around the world, large historical and cultural projects supported by the Federal
center were of prime importance also. The stylistic diversity of mosque architecture is the result
of the history and taste preferences of the inhabitants of the respective Russian regions, as well
as the results of international cooperation. The implementation of construction projects of this
kind is closely connected with political processes both in Russia as a whole and in the Muslim
regions of the country.

Keywords: Largest mosques in Russian Federation, 1,000 people and more, 1999—2019,
Islamic architecture and the politics, Southern federal district, Volga federal district, Chechnya,
Dagestan, Ingushetia, Karachay-Cherkessia, Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, Adygea, Moscow,
Samara, Saratov, the Rostov region.

Islam is the second largest religion in the Russian Federation after Christianity.
Followers of Islam live in almost all subjects of the country and belong to 40
different ethnic groups. 90% of Russian Muslims are Sunnis, Shiites make up
10% of their total number. Absolutely the most part of Muslims of Russia lives
in nine subjects of Federation from 85 ones. These are the North Caucasus
Federal district (Chechnya, Dagestan, Ingushetia, North Ossetia, Kabardino-
Balkaria, Karachay-Cherkessia and Adygea) and the Volga Federal district
(Tatarstan, Bashkortostan). Today, the number of Muslims is 12% of the country’s
population with the prospect of growth to 30% in 2030.

During the current religious revival, the number of mosques in the country
has increased many times (from 870 in 1991 to 8000 in 2015). In a significant
number of cases, we are talking about small quarterly mosques, but over the
years, many truly monumental structures have been built. The rise of these
projects was the result of the new administrative and financial capabilities of the
Russian Muslims, the assertion of their religious and national identity and even
some rivalry between the Islamic regions of the country. The strengthening of
ties with co-religionists around the world, large historical and cultural projects
supported by the Federal center were of prime importance also. We would
like to analyze shortly 20 projects of the mosques with a capacity over 1,000
people built between 1999 and 2019 in various regions of the country.

The Southern federal district

The Southern federal district with a population of about 1646 thousand people
(11.21 % of the population of Russia as of January 1, 2019) and an area of 448
thousand sq km (2.61 % of the territory of Russia) includes eight subjects of
the Federation, different in composition of the population and the degree of
industrial development. The Northern Caucasus part of it is the poorest one.
It has the highest population growth in Russia. Most of the local budget funds
are subsidies from the Federal center. At the same time, half of the largest
architectural projects for the construction of mosques in Russia are connected
with it.



The Chechen Republic which has now the population of about 1.5 million
people and 71 place in Russia in gross regional product (out of 85) is the
leader in the number of monumental buildings of a religious nature. The huge
amounts annually allocated by the Federal budget contributed not only to
the revival of Chechen villages and cities, but also created a reliable financial
basis for a series of impressive construction projects in both civil and religious
spheres. We are talking about five monumental mosques with a capacity of 30,
10, 5, 5 and 2 thousand people, respectively.

Among the most recent constructions of this type one can mention first of
all the mosque “Pride of Muslims” named after the Prophet Muhammad,
opened in the city of Shali quite recently, on August 23, 2019. According to
Ramzan Kadyrov, the Head of the Chechen Repubilic, this mosque is currently
the largest in Europe. The architectural composition of the mosque is mostly
connected with the Arabic classics and a combination of Persian, Central Asian
and Byzantine styles. The white mosque has four minarets 63 m high. The walls
are decorated by the Thassian marble (Greece). Nearly the mosque one can
find 12 fountains for ritual purification constructed in oriental style with marble
arbors. The height of the dome of the mosque is 43 m The author of the
project is the Uzbek architect Abdukahar Turdiev. He was among the designers
of the Hazrati Imam complex in Tashkent. The manufacture of carpet for the
mosque was entrusted to a Turkish company.

Central mosque of the Republic continues to be the “Heart of Chechnya”
named after Akhmad Kadyrov in Grozny, the capital of the Republic, which
was opened on October 17, 2008. The Mosque is located on the picturesque
banks of the river Sunzha in the mid of a huge park. It is built in the Ottoman
neoclassical style. The Central hall of the mosque is covered with a huge dome
(diameter — 16 m, height — 32 m). The height of four minarets is 63 m. They
are ones of the highest minarets in the South of Russia. The exterior and interior
walls of the mosque are decorated with travertine, and the interior is decorated
with white marble. Capacity is more than ten thousand people. The same
number of believers can pray in the summer gallery and square adjacent to the
mosque. The mosque was painted and decorated by Turkish specialists. For
the pattern painting (the patterns are made in the style of traditional Chechen
ornaments “bustam”), synthetic and natural paints with special additives were
used, thanks to which, according to experts, the mosque will retain the color
scheme in the next 50 years. For patterns and ayat from the Qur'an the spraying
of gold of the highest standard was used.

The mosque has 36 chandeliers. Their forms are reminiscent of the three shrines
of Islam — 27 of them imitate the mosque Qubbat al-Sakhra in Jerusalem,
eight are modeled the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina and the largest,
8-meter chandelier repeats the forms of al-Ka'bah al-Musharrafah in Mecca.
Chandeliers, also decorated with Chechen ornament made of Swarovski
crystals by the Turkish firm “Ustun Avize”. Mihrab (8 m high and 4.6 m wide) is
made of white marble. It creates the illusion of endless deepening intersecting
spaces. Qur'anic ayat are skillfully woven into the overall ornament of the
architectural decoration of the mosque. The vault of the main dome of the
mosque is crowned with surah “Al-lkhlas”. The concept of the mosque lighting
has three levels. The first level (the flood lighting) is providing the general
illumination of the lower part of the structure and minarets. The second level
is the accent lighting of architectural elements of the building. The third level
is the festive lighting. This lighting solution allows visually raising the height of
the minarets and making dynamic lighting on the central dome.

The mosque named after Aymani Kadyrova in the city of Argun (about
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45 thousand residents) was opened on May 16, 2014. It is named after the
widow of the first President of Chechnya Akhmat Kadyrov and was funded
by the public fund named after Ahmat Kadyrov. The concept of the design
is to symbolize and emphasize the human ability to conquer and overcome
hardships. According to the Turkisk architect Deniz Baykan, author of the
project, the main slogan of the design was "“yes, we can do everything for this
country, if we believe it”. The opening ceremony was preceded by a marathon
“From heart to heart”, in which more than five thousand residents of Chechnya
and other republics of the North Caucasus ran 16.4 km from the mosque
"Heart of Chechnya” in Grozny to the mosque named after Aymani Kadyrova
in Argun. The construction began in 2011. It is created in high-tech style and
it is the first mosque in Russia of this kind. During the day, depending on the
weather, the arches of the mosque change shades of colors — from light gray
to turquoise-blue. At night, the mosque and surrounding areas are illuminated
with colorful led lights and spotlights.

The walls of the mosque are decorated with marble. The oval vaults of the
main prayer hall are crowned by a dome 23 m high and 24 m in diameter. The
names of the Almighty are engraved in the dome of the mosque. llluminated
murals are used in the interior decoration. Three 55 m minarets rise above
the dome of the mosque. The crescent with a star is erected separately in
front of the entrance to the mosque. A five-ton chandelier in the shape of a
crescent measuring 31 m in diameter is suspended in the main prayer hall.
The mosque consists of four floors, three of which (under an oval dome) are
intended for men. The upper tier of the mosque is reserved for women and has
a separate entrance. The mosque is designed for five thousand people, but
together with the surrounding areas can accommodate up to 15 thousand. The
mosque is adjacent to the park and has a library. Argun Mosque is surrounded
by a complex of high-rise buildings called “Argun-City”. The construction of
"Argun-city” started in 2011 and was designed by the same architect as the
mosque as part of the large-scale reconstruction of the city’.

The Sultan Delimkhanov mosque designed for five thousand people in Jalka
village (around nine thousands residents) is the largest rural mosque in Europe.
The opening of the mosque in 2011 is timed to the 60th anniversary of the
first President of the Chechen Republic, Akhmat-Hadji Kadyrov. The mosque
is named after a man whose sons (two of them are Heroes of Russia) play an
important role in the politics and economy of the region. Adam Delimkhanov
is a Deputy of the State Duma (Parliament) of the Russian Federation since
December 2007. He is called in the press in different ways: “the future
successor”, “a confidant of Kadyrov”. Anyhow he is one of the closest
persons to the head of the Republic and perhaps the most influential person
in Chechnya after Kadyrov. The mosque has four minarets and is made in
Ottoman neoclassical style.

The Central mosque in the village of Alkhan-Yurt was built in 2012 and is
named after a local resident, former mufti of Chechnya, theologian Magomed-
Beshir-Hadji Arsanukayev who belonged to Nagshbandiyya. In 1992—1994
the village became a place of a sharp rivalry between different political forces,
one of which was supported by Nagshbandiyya and the other by Qadiriya.
Arsanukaev was ousted by the order of Dudayev, the first president of the self-
proclaimed Chechen Republic of Ichkeria, who had launched an anti-Russian
insurgency. Today, the village, which suffered greatly especially in the second

1 For details see: M. Darras. Argun Mosque. Third Cycle Short Listed Mosques Technical
Report.



Chechen war, is home to about ten thousand people. According to the mosque
architect Balaudi Magomadov, the Chechen businessman Adam Albakov
suggested him to prepare the project of the mosque, spacious and at the
same time elegant. The mosque consists of three volumes. It forms, although
reminiscent of Oriental architecture, have been used since ancient times in
Chechnya in the construction of large complexes. Therefore, the style in which
the mosque was built Magomadov calls “purely Chechen”. According to him
it is impossible to find the second such mosque in the whole world. The main
hall is designed for 1800 people, but in reality it can take up to 3000 believers
without feeling of discomfort. In addition, the second hall can accommodate
women who can see the Imam on the huge monitor. The mosque is very well
equipped technically. This is due, in particular, to the fact that it will house
two madrassas on the first floor — male and female, for 150 students each.
The mosque is notable primarily for the fact that it was built not on state, but
entirely on private money.

It is important that in many cases the creation of a monumental building of the
mosque means the beginning of large-scale works on the renewal of urban and
rural settlements. It is easy to see that the geographical locations of the new
mosques as well as their names are closely related to the power structures of the
Republic and its recent history. The construction of huge mosques, therefore,
has primarily political and symbolic-power importance. This is especially
evident in the example of the mosque named after Sultan Delimkhanov in
the village of Jalka (designed for five thousand people with a population not
reaching nine thousand). As we have seen, mosques in Chechnya are built
in different architectural styles and by different architects. At the same time
in many cases Turkish influence is visible and there is a wide involvement of
Turkish firms in the construction and decoration of buildings.

In the Soviet times the Republic of Ingushetia constitutes one federation subject
together with Chechnya. The Ingush are extremely close to the Chechens.
From cultural and ethnographic point of view they can be considered a
single people, but after the collapse of the USSR, the historical destinies of
Chechnya and Ingushetia (now about half a million inhabitants) diverged. The
latter escaped the deaths and destruction associated with the first and second
Chechen wars, but at that time became an asylum for hundreds of thousands
of refugees. Like Chechnya, Ingushetia is a subsidized region (Chechnya is 7 1st
in Russia in terms of gross regional product, Ingushetia is 79th) and is heavily
dependent on federal support.

The Central mosque of Nazran, the capital of the Republic of Ingushetia (about
120 thousand inhabitants), was built in 1996 and named in honor of Muhamad-
Basir Ozdoev, the first teacher of the Ingush Islamic Institute named after Imam
Al-Shafi'i. Ozdoev was killed during the Ossetian-Ingush conflict in 1992. In
comparison to Chechen projects the Central mosque of Nazran is much more
modest and accommodates about two thousand believers. It has one minaret,
the dome looks like as if recessed into the roof of the building. In total, the city
of Nazran has five large and about 15 small mosques.

Dagestan, neighboring Chechnya, is the largest subject of the North Caucasus
Federal district (more than 3 million inhabitants, 32nd in Russia in terms of
gross regional product). It has three monumental mosques built after 2000,
with a total capacity, respectively, 15, 8 and 3.5 thousand worshippers.

First of all, it is, of course, the Central mosque or “Yusuf Bey Jami”, located in
Makhachkala, the capital of the Republic (more than 600 thousand residents
in 2019). The mosque was built thanks to the help of one of the rich Turkish
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families and erected by invited Turkish architects in the Ottoman neoclassical
style close to Kocatepe mosque in Ankara?. The mosque was built in 1997.
Since 2005 it was reconstructed, and the number of believers attending the
mosque at the same time increased from 8 to 15 thousand people. The whole
construction consists of two minarets, each 42 m high, four small cupolas and
one large main dome with a diameter of 21 m and a height of 35 m. The outer
and inner walls are painted in white. It is two-storied building. The first floor
is intended for men and the second for women. The male part is covered
with green carpets, women pray on red ones. Temple walls, arches, vaults and
columns are richly decorated (geometric patterns, stone carvings, abstract or
floral ornaments, as well as Qur'anic ayat). Numerous chandeliers made of
Damascus glass give a special beauty to the interior of the mosque.

The mosque named after Abdulhamid-Afandi from Inkho (also in Makhachkala)
is associated with the name of a Sufi Sheikh who was engaged in mentoring
in difficult atheistic times. He secretly opened madrassah in the basement of a
private house in the city of Khasavyurt. It was this madrassah that trained many
well-known Dagestan ‘ulama’. The opening of the mosque which was built
on the initiative of the Dagestan mufti, Sheikh Ahmad-Hadji Abdullayev, took
place on September 25, 2015. The building is decorated with two minarets. The
height of the dome is 30 m. Its capacity is more than 3.5 thousand people. In
architectural terms, the building combines elements typical of Cairo mosques
of the 19th—20th centuries, and neo-Ottoman models.

Undoubtedly, the mosque named after Said Afandi Chirkei in the city of Kaspiysk
(around 120 thousand of residents) is also of prime interest. The mosque is
named after Said-Afandi of Chirkei, Nagshbandi and Shazili Sheikh and one
of and one of the spiritual leaders of the Muslims of Dagestan, who along
with six of his murids was killed by a suicide women-bomber. The mosque
opening took place on February 9, 2013. Specialists from Syria were involved
in the design and creation of the original interior. It is faced with local marble.
The mosque capacity is around eight thousand believers. Construction has
one white dome, little towers in four corners and one minaret. The building
of the mosque was financed by Suleiman Kerimov, Lezgin by nationality, a
Russian businessman and politician, in 1999—2007 — the Deputy of the State
Duma (Parliament) of the Russian Federation, and since 2008 — the member
of the Federation Council of the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation
(the Upper house of the Russian Parliament) from the Republic of Dagestan.
He controls the financial and industrial group “Nafta Moscow”. In 2019,
Kerimov took the nineteenth position in the ranking of “Twenty richest Russian
businessmen”, published by the “Forbes” magazine.

It is important for us that in Dagestan, as in Chechnya, the names of the new
mosques and the ideological connotations associated with them are directly
refer to the recent history of the Republic. However, in contrast to Chechnya,
Dagestan projects are much less financed from the federal budget.

The Central mosque of Cherkessk, the capital of the Karachay-Cherkess
Republic (over 465 thousand inhabitants, 78th place in Russia in terms of gross
regional product) was built in 2007—2013. Patrons of the construction were
various individuals and legal entities as well as the Mayor’s office of Cherkessk.
The main features of the building are its size and the domes, delivered to
Cherkessk from the city of Volgodonsk, where they were made at one of the

2 E.l. Kononenko. The Turkish mosques: between neoclassic and non-classic. Art studies. 2014.
No. 3—4. P. 155—182 (in Russian).



enterprises of “Atommash”, Russia’s largest nuclear engineering corporation.
A total of 33 domes of various heights and sizes were made. Their delivery
to the administrative center of the Republic became an important event in
the life of the city, as they were brought here on 20 long trucks. The Central
mosque (white stone, green domes and spires of minarets) occupies a huge
area, more than four thousand square meters. The building allows almost five
thousand believers to pray simultaneously. The architectural style is mostly the
Byzantine one, supplemented by elements of the classic Muslim architecture.
However, the Circassian mosque is not like any Turkish one. It is clearly possible
to distinguish in its decoration elements the features of the national Caucasian
style. The height of the temple is 32 m, four minarets are 52 m high. The
mosque has 220 windows, which makes the building very bright inside and
visually spacious. Outside, such a number of windows give the three-floor
mosque a unique appearance. The main dome has a diameter of 18 m, the
other domes are placed on the galleries of the building.

The Cathedral mosque of the city of Maikop, the capital of the Republic of
Adygea, is also the residence of the Spiritual administration of Muslims of
the Republic of Adygea and Krasnodar region. Maykop (over 140 thousand
inhabitants) is a predominantly Russian city (over 70% of the population,
Adyghe people make up about 19% of its inhabitants). The Republic of Adygea
(76th place in Russia by regional gross product) is a part of the Southern federal
district. This is the only region of Russia located inside another region —the
territory of the Republic is surrounded by the territory of the Krasnodar Kray.
The mosque was built on the initiative of the Republic administration in just
18 months in 1999—2000. The construction was carried out at the personal
expense of Khalid Bin Saqr al-Qassimi, Crown Prince of Ras al-Khaimah. The
project of the building was prepared by Abdulakh Bersirov, the Honored artist
of the Republic of Adygea. The external facade of the mosque is made of white
stone. The domes and tops of the minarets are bright blue, symbolizing the
sky. There are five domes, the main one is located in the center of the building
and is surrounded by four smaller ones, followed by four minarets. The inner
walls of the mosque are decorated with ayat from the Qur’an. The capacity of
the mosque is 1000 people.
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Rostov-on-Don, the largest city in the South-West of Russia, the administrative
center of the Southern Federal district and the Rostov region. It is the tenth
most populous city in Russia with population of more than 1133 thousand
people in 2019. The city is a major administrative, economic, cultural, scientific,
educational, industrial center and the most important transport hub of the
South of Russia. Informally, Rostov is called the “Gateway of the Caucasus”
and the southern capital of Russia. Russians make up over 90% of the city's
population, Muslims (primarily Tatars and Azerbaijanis) consist 1.1% of its
population. The city has about forty Orthodox, Armenian Apostolic, Greek
Catholic and Protestant churches, a synagogue, two Buddhist centers and a
Cathedral mosque. The mosque was built in 2000—2003 by local architect
B. K. Nogarbekov and with financial support provided by the Turkish patrons of
Rostov Muslims. The project is designed in a simple and laconic style, with one
27 m minaret. It accommodates up to 1.5 thousands believers. On the ground
floor of the mosque one can find a prayer hall for women, two Sunday school
classes and rooms for ritual ablution. The entire second floor is occupied by a
men’s prayer hall. The floors of the mosque are lined with the Turkish carpets.
There is a system of heating: in winter the floor temperature rises to 37 degrees.
The tall windows from floor to ceiling are looking to the four sides. They are
decorated with patterned bars. A huge chandelier with 830 bulbs is the centre-
piece of the interior finish. The prayer hall is lit by four side chandeliers also. An
artist from Turkey was invited to paint the walls (ornaments and Qur‘anic ayat).

Saratov Cathedral mosque is the main Muslim temple of Saratov was revived in
2005. Here now is also the residence of the Spiritual administration of Muslims
of the Saratov region (part of the Southern federal district). The mosque has
a library and madrasah named “Sheikh Said”. Saratov (about 900 thousand
inhabitants, 91.6% of the inhabitants are Russians) is one of the leading centers
of higher education, research and project activities. In addition to one of
the oldest universities in Russia, there are more than two dozen universities.
Mechanical engineering, oil and chemical industries are developed. Tatar
settlements in the borders of modern Saratov appeared in the 17th—18th
centuries. The first stone mosque was opened here in 1836. Later, a new
mosque was built on the same site. It was existed until the 1930s, when the
Soviet authorities began to persecute representatives of various religions.
The temple was closed, and then the building was partially destroyed. Only
in 1989 the mosque was returned to the Muslims. It was decided to destroy
the dilapidated building and to build in its place a new one. The new mosque
has two domes and a minaret with a height of 46 m. A characteristic feature
of its external appearance is the alternation of red and white brick strips. The
prayer hall has an area of more than 500 sq m. The mosque capacity is over
1000 people.



Volga Federal district

According to the 2002 census, the population of the Volga Federal district is
31 million people with 18.4% Muslims, primarily Tatars (over 4 million people)
and Bashkirs (1.4 million people) among them. The Volga Federal district share
of industrial production in the Russian economy is 23.9% — this is the highest
figures. The Republic of Tatarstan is one of the technologically developed and
richest regions of Russia (with the population about four million people and the
eighth place in Russia in terms of gross regional product). It is not surprising
that four monumental mosques with a capacity of 3, 1.5, 1.2 and 1 thousand
people respectively were built on the territory of the Republic.

Since 2005, the main Cathedral mosque of the Republic of Tatarstan and the
city of Kazan is the Kul-Sharif mosque, located on the territory of the Kazan
Kremlin. The construction of the temple was started in 1996 by the local
architects Sh. Latypov, M. Safronov, A. Sattarov and I. Sayfullin as a recreation
of the image of the legendary multi-minaret mosque of the capital of the Kazan
khanate. The opening of the mosque took place on June 24, 2005 and was
connected with the 1000th anniversary of Kazan. In terms of the construction
the Kul-Sharif presents two squares superimposed on each other at an angle
of 45° and forming an important Islamic symbol of “the Blessing of Allah”. The
lancet arches with Qur'anic ayat and elements of traditional Tatar ornament are
the important feature of the building. In the crosshairs one can find tall stained
glass windows. Four 55-meter main minarets rise at the corners of the main
building. They are complemented by two small minarets and two minarets at
the entrance — so many towers were at the ancient Khan's mosque

The dome (36 m high and 17.5 m in diameter) is decorated with the forms
associated with the image and decorative details of the “Kazan cap”, the gold
filigree crown, one of the regalia of the Russian tsars. This crown was made for
the Russian Tsar lvan Vasilyevich immediately after the conquest and accession
of the Kazan khanate to the Moscow state (1552) and the adoption of the title
of “Tsar Ivan of Kazan”. There is a legend that it was made by jewelers of the
conquered khanate.

The architectural multi-minaret solution of the appearance of the mosque
was achieved through the development of semantic elements that bring the
architecture of the mosque closer to local traditions. Granite and marble were
brought from the Urals, the interior-carpets are the gift of the government of
Iran, and colored crystal chandelier with a diameter of five meters and weighing
almost two tons were made in the Czech Republic. The building of the mosque
is faced with white marble (at sunset casting pinkish tones). The dome and
spires of the minarets have a turquoise color. The facade of the main building is
decorated with bronze inscriptions. Decorative paving tiles with green and red
ornaments (in the colors of the flag of Tatarstan) are laid on the square-yard.
The mosque has a spectacular night architectural illumination.

In 2021, Russia will widely celebrate the 1100th anniversary of the adoption
of Islam by the Volga Bulgaria. Tatarstan began to prepare for this date in the
early 2010s. So, the “White mosque” was built in the city of Bolgar. The snow-
white and cream complex was erected in record-breaking time (2010—2012)
by Sergei Shakurov, an architect from Kazan. The building of the mosque is
crowned with three domes and two minarets with a height of 47 m. The Inner
height of the main dome is 17 m, its diameter is 9 m. The drum of the main
dome is decorated with sixteen stained glass windows. The minarets of the
Bolgar mosque largely repeat the style of the minarets of the Prophet’s Medina
Mosque. It was the first Tatarstan President Mintimer Shaimiev who insisted on
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this, saying that he wanted to create a mosque similar to the Medina one, “but
cozier and less ambitious”.

On the walls of the white mosque one can see the classic Islamic decorative
ornaments (arabesques, mukarnas, tulips, geometric shapes). Thanks to the
diffused lighting, a special prayer atmosphere is created in the two-level prayer
hall. The area of the hall is 180 sq m. Here one can find a massive chandelier.
The diameter of the chandelier is 25 m. All entrances to the building are
framed by columns with the crescents on top of which. More than twelve
hundred thousand tons of marble were used in the construction. The buildings
of the mosque are built in the form of a square. Between them is an open area
(musalla) with the area of 1.5 thousand square meters and surrounded by the
park. The square in front of the mosque is paved with granite. It also has a
symbolic meaning. It is based on the image of Chahar Bagh, a Garden of Eden,
which is divided by rivers into four parts. An artificial pond has been created in
the center of the square. It is mirroring the entire mosque. The square is framed
by a kind of arcade, including 88 white marble columns. An open arcade allows
mosque visitors to observe the excavations of the ancient city, the capital of
the Volga Bulgarians. In 2016, the Bulgarian Islamic Academy opened its doors
near the mosque. It is a scientific, theological and educational center of all-
Russian significance established by leading Muslim organizations of Russia.

Both mentioned above mosques built in Tatarstan became symbols of the
Republic's special position within Russia, which was virtually semi-independent
during Yeltsin's reign. Here it is necessary to pay attention to the fact that the
symbolism associated with these mosques refers to the deep past of the history
of the whole of Russia, and not to recent events, as in the Caucasus. Within
the Russian Empire, the Tatars played an important role, for example, in the
islamization of the steppes of Central Asia and Southern Siberia. It was Tatar
intellectuals who played a major role in the Islamic revival, which at the turn
of the 19th—20th centuries gave to the world a galaxy of outstanding Islamic
thinkers. In architectural terms, the largest mosques of Tatarstan are examples
of mixing, combining and heterogeneous styles. It is important that they are
designed by local architects.

Nizhnekamsk Cathedral mosque is the central Muslim temple of Nizhnekamsk
(238 thousand inhabitants). It was built in 1989—1996 and was opened on
the eve of the thirtieth anniversary of the city (architects R. I. Makuev and F.
G. Khanov, designer |. Sabitov). The temple is a religious complex, which
carries out additional cultural and educational functions. It includes a culture
and history center, library, hotel and other services. The Cathedral mosque is
located in an open square, next to a high-rise residential building. It belongs to
the modern cult buildings with unconventional spatial composition and stands
out for its original appearance: when choosing an architectural solution, R. I.
Makuyev and F. G. Khanov leaned towards modern forms, organic for the city
in which young people live. The mosque accommodates one thousand people
and has one prayer hall, a gable roof (has no dome) and a corner setting of
four minarets with a height of 66 meters, which makes it one of the highest in
Russia. Square in plan minarets are cut by arched openings. In general, the
mosque reflects the neo-romantic trend of modern Tatar architecture. The total
area of the mosque is 2.5 thousand sq m, the area of the main prayer hall is
900 m.

Here it is necessary to mention the mosque named after R. G. Galeev in
Almetyevsk (about 158 thousand inhabitants). It is named after Rinat Galeev
(1939—2007), former Chairman of the Board of Directors of JSC “Tatneft”,
a large oil company that ranks fifth in Russia in terms of oil production. The



company’s headquarters is located in Almetyevsk. Galeev made a great
personal contribution to the creation of the mosque, built in 1990—1999 by
the local architects A. M. Zakirov and F. M. Mavlyutov and engineers S. S.
Abdullin, A.A. Gareey, V. |. Maslova. The mosque is located on a plot with
a relief difference of 10 m. It belongs to the type of domed mosques with
the main minaret on the roof. It is a three / four-storey brick building, in the
southern half of which there is a prayer hall for 1200 persons, covered with a
high dome. In the Northern half there is a conference hall and auxiliary rooms.
Classrooms are located on the ground floor of both halves of the building.
The main minaret with a height of 53.5 m rises above the Northern half of the
building. At the building corners one can find octagonal minarets with a height
of 36.2 m, and a gilded dome rises above the flat roof. In the interior of the
hall, the walls, ceiling, and inner surface of the dome are ornamented with
colored tiles. The second level windows on the dome drum are decorated with
colourful stained glass.

Bashkortostan is one of the most developed subjects of the Russian Federation,
ranks 10th in terms of gross regional product in the country and first among
Russian republics in terms of population (with Bashkirs — 29.5% and Tatars
— 25.4%). One of the attractions of Ufa, the capital of Bashkortostan, is the
Cathedral mosque “Lala-Tulip”. It was built in 1989—1998 by the local architect
V. Davletshin. The building is at the same time laconic, elegant and very well
inscribed in a park complex®. The construction includes the main building
(21 m) in the form of a blooming Tulip and two 53-meter white minarets, similar
in appearance to the buds. The building consists of three floors. At the top
there is a prayer hall for 500—600 persons, and a balcony for women (it can
accommodate about 200—300 persons). During major holidays it is possible
to use all the space of the building giving the possibility to one thousand
believers to take part in the common prayer. The entrances to the prayer halls
for men and women are different. Stained glass windows are really well done.
The walls of the mosque are covered with marble and serpentine. According
to its architect the modern appearance of the temple should make it more
attractive to young people. The original architectural form of the mosque “Lala-
Tulip” is quite dynamic, but at the same time it is balanced. Especially unusual
to the Eurasian view is the main volume, which gives rise to associations with
the characteristic silhouette of “Finnish houses” (gable roof, starting from the
ground) or bold avant-garde experiments with the form of modern Catholic
churches in Europe and the United States. Some critics even saw in the plan of
the building “a cross visible from the sky”.

The construction of the second Cathedral mosque in Ufa continues today. The
mosque named “Al-Rahim” was founded in the fall of 2007 in honor of the
450th anniversary of the entry of Bashkiria into Russia. In the summer of 2019
(after three years of downtime) construction work was resumed. The mosque
is made with the use of local motifs in its design. The building is planned in
the form of a huge Khan's tent with a gilded glass dome having the texture of
honeycombs. Minarets symbolize spearheads or arrows. Elements of Bashkir
ornament will be used in the design. The size of the building is impressive. The
diameter of the dome is 23 m, its height is 46 m, the height of four minarets is
almost 77 m. According to the plan the transparent gilded dome should look
soaring between four minarets of impressive height, crowned with crescents.
The men’s hall is designed for 1200 persons, the women'’s — for 400. During
major holidays, it is possible to use all the space: lobby, observation decks.
Thus, the total capacity can reach up to five thousand believers.

3 S. M. Chervonnaya. Art and Religion: Contemporary Islamic Art of the Peoples of Russia.
Moscow: Progress-Tradition, 2008. P. 253.
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We have written above about mosques built in cities with predominantly
Muslim populations, but huge projects of mosques have been implemented
in Russian cities, such as Samara, for example. The Volga Federal district also
includes the Samara region. Samara (more than 1160 thousand inhabitants in
2019, of which 90% are Russian) is one of the main scientific centers of the
country (mainly in the space and aviation fields). But, in addition, the city is
known for its research institutes, working both for the benefit of mechanical
engineering, metalworking and the agricultural industry. Samara is a multi-
confessional city. One can find in it many Orthodox, Old believer Christian,
Catholic, Protestant and Armenian churches, houses of worship of Baptists and
Pentecostals, mosques, as well as Jewish choral synagogue. The majority of
believers in Samara are Orthodox Christians.

The first Muslims were settled in Samara at the end of the 16th century. The
first mosque was built here in 1856. In 1907 the city Council decided to
build a second mosque. The new Samara Cathedral mosque was opened on
November 28, 1999. The project of a brick building was prepared by Rasim
Valsin, the local architect. It is a parallelepiped with a minaret of 67 m high and
a dome of 13.5 m in diameter. The mosques capacity is about five thousand
worshippers. First of all the mosque visitors are struck by the embodiment
of the idea of its mihrab, which is built of white marble. If you look from the
prayer hall towards the mihrab in the daytime, you get the impression that it is
illuminated by scattered rays. This effect is achieved by stained glass windows.
The entrance to the prayer hall is decorated in the same way.

The fence isa special architectural element of the mosque complex composition.
Laid out of red bricks, more than 500 m long and 2.5 m high, it architecturally
loops the composition of all the objects of the Cathedral mosque. The fence
is decorated by patterned bars with the image of a crescent. The pillars have
small domes on the top. The recreation park with the apple trees, grapes,
shrub trees and flower beds was created on the mosque territory.

And finally, the Moscow Cathedral mosque, which is built on the site of the
former, the creation of which dates back to 1904. The new building was
erected in 2011—2015 by architect A. Kopenteev (chief artist is |. Tazhiev). It is
a six-storey building in the Byzantine style with several different-sized minarets,
turrets and domes. The height of the main dome covered with gold leaf is
46 m, the diameter is 27 m. The two main minarets have a height of 78 m.
The small minaret which is located above the historical part of the complex is
crowned by a crescent, preserved from the old building. The roof and turrets
are painted in a bluish-green color, like the first Moscow mosque. The capacity
can reach 10 thousand worshippers.

The unusual appearance of the mosque is the result of an original combination
of techniques of Muslim and Old Russian architecture*: the main Golden dome
of bulbous outlines introduces the mosque in a number of Moscow churches,
and the main minarets at the same time resemble the Syuyumbike tower of
Kazan as well as the towers of the Moscow Kremlin. This symbiosis of different
forms emphasizes the modern role of Moscow as the capital of a single
multinational and multi-confessional state.

Similar directions in the search for the modern path in the religious
construction of the two most widespread religions of Russia are the visible
embodiment of this unity. This applies not only to huge projects, but also

4 O.l. Golovanova Searching for one's own way in the temple architecture of modern Russia.
Culture and art in the modern educational space. Materials of the Il All-Russian scientific-practical
conference. Ed. by T. V. Ludanova. Kostroma: Kostroma State University, 2018. P. 18 (in Russian).



to many small mosques built in Russia from the Far North to the Far East.
Currently everywhere in the mosques construction the old and traditional
local technologies proven for centuries in the construction of churches are
actively used. Returning to the projects presented here, it should be noted
that, in the author’s opinion, the most successful of them were those in which
architects received the greatest possible freedom of expression (Argun
mosque and “Lala-Tulip” mosque in Ufa), and those in which the local
traditions of temple architecture were used to the greatest extent (Moscow
Cathedral mosque, Central mosque in Alkhan-Yurt).
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ABSTRACT:

The Islamic religious architecture of Kashmir is a material witness to the syncretic cultural
traditions linked with Islam in this northern most part of South Asia. The architectural proclivities
associated with this tradition are represented by a vast outpouring of religious buildings:
khanaqah, shrines, and, importantly, mosques. Mostly constructed of wood, these buildings are
an important cultural link between native building traditions pre-dating the advent of Muslim
rule in the region in the fourteenth century and cultural exchanges between Kashmir and the
Turko-Persianate world thereafter. The materiality of these historical mosques is the most visible
material manifestation of a transcendent Kashmiri identity which transcends the established
non-native building traditions linked with the Muslim faith as seen in the rest of South Asia.

However, the march toward modernity and globalization during the last century has resulted
in an erosion of this native architectural tradition. In a search for a pan-Islamic architectural
form, Kashmiri mosques are being constructed in a non-native architectural idiom: with domes
and minarets. These new mosques, which are alien to the historical landscape of the region
are a conscious attempt to visually integrate new mosque construction with a homogenous
vision of an Islamic religious architecture, ignoring the peculiarities of the region’s own native
architectural traditions. This paper contrasts the narrative of native identity as represented by
historical Kashmiri mosques with the religious spaces under construction today. It seeks to
examine the reasons for this architectural ‘otherness’ and what this loss means both for the
region and as a part of wider architectural debate that includes change, continuity, and context.

INTRODUCTION: FORMATION OF KASHMIRI SULTANATE
AND ITS SYNCRETIC CULTURE

Unlike many other regions of South Asia, the transfer of authority to a Muslim
rulership in Kashmir was neither a result of invasion nor of armed conflict. The
transfer of authority was the result of subtle transformations in the Kashmiri
society over time. Located in the northernmost folds of the Himalayas, during
much of medieval period Kashmir emerged as one of the last cultural outposts
of Indic learning, before crossing the Karakoram into the vast plains of Central
Asia and into Tibet. At one time during the eleventh century when northern India
was under military pressure from annual military expeditions of the Ghanznavids,
Kashmir self-isolated itself by closing the mountain passes that lead into the
plains of South Asia’. Still, due to its geography, Kashmir found itself on one
of the branches of the Silk route leading into the plains of South Asia, and as
such was never totally devoid of external influences. The land was not only a
recipient of traditions from the east, of China and Tibet, but at various points
of its history Kashmir also formed a part of wider non-Kashmiri empires like that
of the Mauryas under Ashoka, the Kushans under Kanishka, the White Huns? or
the Mughal in the medieval period. This resulted not only in the introduction
of foreign elements into the overall cultural and social life of the inhabitants of
the region, but it also resulted in a certain cross fertilization of ideas, rendering
Kashmir a cultural melting pot. Nevertheless, such a fusion, such synthesis,
always reflected a sense of continuity with the past, culturally as well as politically,
reinforcing the Kashmir self-image of being unique and distinct.

The first Muslim ruler of Kashmir, Rinchana, was a Buddhist chieftain who had
established himself in Kashmir because of internal divisions within the local
polity. The conversion of Rinchana to Islam was a result of the preaching of a
reclusive Muslim saint, Bulbul Shah (1327CE/ 727AH), a sayyid hailing from
Ardebil in Iran, who had settled down in Kashmir. Unfortunately, the accounts
of Bulbul Shah as well those of early Muslim rule in Kashmir are lost in obscurity.
A study of available historical and hagiographical accounts indicates gradual
inroads into Kashmir made by Muslim preachers and men of letters hailing



from the Persianate world. These preachers and men of letters emerged as
catalysts for not only the conversion process but also the evolution of a new
cultural ethos in Kashmir. The brief but historically significant rule of Rinchana
was followed by the establishment of the Shahmiri Sultanate (1339-1555CE).
During much of the fifteenth century under the Shahmiri's and then under
the Chak Sultans (1555-1558CE), Kashmiri witnessed the efflorescence of its
Muslim material culture rooted in native pre-Islamic traditions. This was also
witnessed in the wider field of Muslim religious architecture, in the designing
of mosques, khangahs, and shrines. While this period also marked a significant
borrowing of motifs, designs, and ideas from the wider Persianate world, the
basic design was marked by Kashmir’s native architectural predilections as seen
in its Hindu and Buddhist past. Catering to the nascent Muslim community of
Kashmir, the mosques invariably tended to be cuboidal in volume, surmounted
by a wooden spire and pyramidal roof. The typical shape of the roof, the finale,
as well as the trefoil- window openings and some of the stone detailing in
plinth and entrance portico followed the same detailing as that of medieval
stone temples. The only significant departure was the absence of iconography
depicting human figures — this in many instances was replaced by basic
epigraphic stone panels — invariably in thuluth or kufic style.

The Kashmiri Sultanate collapsed in 1558 when the region was overrun by
the armies of the Mughal emperor, Akbar (1556-1605CE), resulting in the
incorporation of this mountain kingdom into an empire operating from Delhi
and Agra in the Indian plains. Mughal architecture, with its tradition of Timurid
sensibilities, became the new tarah for designing mosques and shrines in
Kashmir, under the imperial Mughal patronage. Built with stone and masonry,
employing an arcuate system of construction, this new architectural style found
little favour with the native Kashmiri community, especially in the designing
of mosques and shrines. The collapse of Mughal rule in Kashmir in the 18%
century marked a subtle change in the cultural landscape of the region. While
the memory of a rich and munificent empire remained a forgotten experience
of the past, isolated architectural elements linked with the Mughal architectural
vocabulary, like the baluster column (sarv tham) and the so-called Shah Jehani
cusped arches were beautifully rendered in wood in the design of mosques,
shrines, and residences.

SHIFTS IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY:

Within South Asia, Muslim religious architecture constructed after the decline
of the Mughal Empire in the nineteenth century has largely remained on the
periphery of academic research and investigation. Our understanding of
mosque architecture, especially in Northern India has remained confined to the
heydays of the Mughal Empire, stretching from the sixteenth to seventeenth
century. The steady decline of the Mughal Empire in the nineteenth century,
leading up to the collapse of the last remaining vestiges of Mughal authority
in 1857, is seen not only as a period of political decay but also as one with the
degeneration of art and architecture, especially in North India.

Yet, across North India from Ladakh and Kashmir in the Himalayas to
the plains of Punjab bordering the imperial Mughal city of Delhi, Muslim
communities continued to operate under diverse political domains. And within
these communities, a range of mosques continued to be built, fulfilling the
communities’ religious needs. While the neighbourhood mosque (mohalla)
remains the most ubiquitous manifestation of this demand, we also find
instances of major congregational mosques being constructed. Unlike the
mohalla mosque whose construction and maintenance were dependent upon
the local community, the congregational mosques continued to be patronized
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by those from the nobility as well individuals with a link to mercantile wealth.
These congregational mosques were distinct from the Jamia Masjids (Friday
Mosques), which were linked in patronage to the political authority of the
emperor and kings. Forming a unique, and so far, unexplored typology, these
mosques constructed in the nineteenth century represent an interesting
synthesis of monumental and vernacular, with stylistic variations representing
reworking of older, established Mughal motifs in a regional idiom. Additionally,
they also mark an increasing presence of a European style in decoration ranging
from elements of Baroque to those associated with the hybrid Indo-Saracenic
style, favoured by the British as part of their colonial outreach. Constructed at
a period which marks the regions transition to colonial rule, these buildings
also reflect a wide community of patronage, from the members of the surviving
old noble class to newer sources of patronage derived from mercantile wealth,
including merchants, traders and businessmen.

The thriving wealthy principalities which these mosques functioned would soon
be rendered desolate and scarred with the violence unleashed in the aftermath
of the withdrawal of the British from the subcontinent. The partitioning of the
subcontinent in 1947 saw massive and violent migrations of people across
the northern plains. Meanwhile, Kashmir, which escaped the horrors of the
Partition, continued to build mosques in the manner they had built them for
centuries. Basically, cuboidal in volume, these two to three storey structures
continued to be a hybrid of brick and wooden masonry using a trabeated
system of construction. Tre-foil arches were first seen in early fifteen century
mosques of Kashmir.

Traditional architectural features and elements continued to be used in
designing or redesigning of Muslim religious places in the post-1947 period,
with a few subtle changes. The more monumental wooden construction system,
such as the one employed in the construction of the Khanagah-i Nagshbandt
mosque, was proving to be increasingly unsuitable given the vast amount of
wood required in its construction. The wooden trabeated system had, in the
initial years of the community, found favour with Muslim builders because of
the ease of its construction. The same was now replaced by a more effective
and economical load-bearing masonry construction involving the use of
standard metric brick that had been introduced in the region by the British in
the twentieth century CE. Much of the European colonial influence that had
made its way into the local vernacular of Kashmir in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century CE, was also transmitted into the building of mosques
and shrines. An especially fine example of this transfer of ideas can be seen in
two important mosques of Srinagar: one mosque located near the shrine of
Alam Sahab at Narwara and the other the Kanil Masjid mosque at Maharaj Gunj.

Also, in the post-Independence period, we see that within the wide field
of Muslim religious architecture in Kashmir, there was a great focus on the
construction of mosques. While some of this was understandable as part of the
urbanization process experienced by the cities and towns of Kashmir, yet given
the resources spent on the construction and embellishment of the buildings,
it can also be seen as a reworking of the outpouring of Muslim religiosity. The
heart of Kashmiri Muslim culture had revolved around shrines and khanagahs,
not mosques. This in earlier times had earned the Kashmiri Muslims the
unsympathetic sobriquet of being pir parast (saint worshippers).

Given that many of the older surviving mosques of this period were either in a
dilapidated condition or hardly differentiable from the surrounding residences,
an age of experimentation began in the designing of mosques, in certain
cases involving the services of qualified engineers. This involved treatment



of building facades in a new eclectic style with the juxtaposition of local as
well as imported elements. The main mosques at Habba Kadal chowk and
Saraf Kadal, both of which were located on prominent junctions of the city,
were designed in this style. Their design included a combination of Dutch
gable, arched windows, and in the case of the Habba Kadal mosque, a dome-
shaped pavilion and minarets. Nevertheless, the architectural landscape of the
region comprising its mosques, khanaqahs, shrines and imambadas remained
mostly unchanged. Up to the time of the reconstruction of the Asar-i Sharif at
Hazratbal, we can observe in the Muslim religious architecture of Kashmir a
creeping spirit of innovation, although no distinct dichotomy between the past
and the prevailing architectural traditions had yet taken place.

It was the reconstruction of the Hazratbal shrine in the 1970s that marked a
paradigm shift in the Islamic religious architecture of Kashmir. The project was
undertaken in the 1970s by Shakyh Muhammad Abdullah (d. 1984 CE) after his
return from a tour of West Asian countries and completion of the Hajj pilgrimage.
Aside from the political implications behind the shrine’s reconstruction and
its ramifications on Shaykh Abdullah’s personal standing within the Kashmiri
Muslim community, there is the question of architectural imagery involved in the
construction of this highly revered shrine. Shaykh Abdullah had emerged in the
1930’s as the spokesman for the Kashmiri Muslim community in their struggle
against the Dogra regime. During this struggle for freedom, Shaykh Abdullah
aligned with the Indian National Congress and was instrumental in Kashmir's
accession with India in 1947. At some point between the 1930's and 1940’s, he
transformed from being a leader of the Muslim community to the spokesman
of Kashmir, which was reflected in his party’s vision for Kashmir enshrined in
a document, Naya Kashmir (New Kashmir). As a pan-Kashmiri leader, Shaykh
Abdullah and his party were representatives of a sense of Kashmiri identity —
Kashmiri nationhood. Yet, in designing the Hazratbal shrine, a process that he
was deeply involved with, no respect was shown for native-local architectural
sensibilities. Known as Madina-i Sani (The Second Madina), the building design
was based on a contemporary reworking of elements of Mughal architecture
in a canvas which would appeal to modern architectural sensibilities given the
building’s clear and distinct lines. The new building at Hazratbal with its bulbous
white marble dome, marble chatris, and slender single minaret, also showcased
the appeal of a more widely recognizable Islamic building, an appeal which
became more widespread with each passing decade.

Unfortunately, though the Hazratbal project was completed with public
donations, no public discourse ever took place on its architectural language.
What has been written about the project relates to its political importance. The
architecture of the shrine itself has largely remained untouched. The redesign
of the Hazratbal shrine was based on a universalist pan-Islamic inspiration that
ignored centuries of what can be understood as particularist realities rooted in
the experience of Islam in Kashmir.

The formulation of the shrine’s new design was undertaken by the architect in
consultation with the spirit behind the project — Shaykh Abdullah. Should the
design be seen as an attempt by its patrons to evoke an image that they believed
was more Islamic than what was being replaced? Or did it represent a notion of
novelty, simply of doing something new as compared to what was there before?
Or was the symbolic association between the shrine and the Prophet’s shrine in
al-Madina the guiding factor which weighed on the design process?

The reconstruction of the Hazratbal shrine in the 1970s in a modern and a non-
Kashmiri architectural idiom did not start a public debate on what should be
the "physical’ form of future Muslim religious buildings of Kashmir. But it did
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offer the Kashmiri Muslim community with a new visual image — a new design
pattern to employ in the construction of its religious places. The new shrine
building emerged as a prototype that would, in coming years, increasingly
influence the shape of mosques and shrines in Kashmir.

The pre-eminence of the Hazratbal shrine as the principal Muslim shrine of
Kashmir, drawing devotees from across the region, added to wider propagation
and dissemination of this new architectural style. It's worth noting that in the
post-1970 period, as ever-increasing numbers of Kashmiri pilgrims started
visiting the Arabian Peninsula to perform the Hajj, they became acquainted
with a totally different image of what an Islamic building constitutes. These new
images must have certainly made a deep impression on the minds of these
pilgrims, images they carried back to the various ends of their native land.
While not all of these hajjis would have been actively engaged in the building
activity centered on mosques and shrines in their localities, they developed
an appreciation for what they witnessed in the sacred land of Islam, which
manifested isteself over a period of time. And as the required technology
and building materials became readily available, this trend also became
more widespread. Interestingly, even before the usage of reinforced cement
or concrete became prevalent in the region, wooden domes with iron sheet
cladding had made their presence felt. This has to a large degree resulted
in the eclipse of the indigenous building traditions of the region especially
in the design or redesigning of major Muslim shrines in the area. Though
largely ignored for most of its historic past in Kashmir, domes and minarets are
increasingly becoming an important part of contemporary Islamic architecture
of Kashmir. The form has been adopted not only by architects and engineers
but also by local masons and carpenters who, for most part of the preceding
century, remained the actual designers on site. The work of these masons and
carpenters has resulted in the creation of an eclectic architectural style many a
times at variance with the historical architectural traditions of the region.

The burning of the shrine and mosque of the Shaykh Nur-al Din, the patron
saint of Kashmir, at Char in 1998 brought this debate to the forefront.
The architect was asked to revisit his initial design for the gutted shrine to
incorporate features such as a dome and minaret. This was certainly at variance
with the life and teaching of the saint, who is generally seen as the face of the
Kashmiri order of Sufism, the Reshis. The saint is also said to have resisted
attempts by missionaries of Persian origin to ‘Persianize’ the lifestyle of native
Kashmiri Muslims in the name of Islam. The building was later modified to a
more Kashmiri style, though the end image is more of an architectural kitsch.

The ongoing reconstruction of the historic imambada at Zadibal can also be
seen as a distinct echo of what happened almost half a century previously
at Hazratbal. The original building, with its wooden columns, papier-maché
ceiling and lattice work was demolished in 1999 to make way for a modern
cement concrete building which included a dome and minarets. The building
design, with its Safavid dome, also makes a clear and manifest reference to its
Shii'te origin, stressing the Iranian connection.

An interesting phenomenon related to both the Hazratbal as well as the
Zadibal reconstruction is the association amongst the local community of the
new design with holy Islamic building — an association belied by the actual
building design. The generally held belief at the time of reconstruc- tion of the
Hazratbal shrine, which still lingers on, was that the building was based on the
design of Masjid-i Nabvi at Medina. Similarly, widespread credence was given
to the idea that the new imambada at Zadibal was based on the design of al-
Agsa mosque at Jerusalem.



The second half of the twentieth century CE also witnessed renewed public
interest within the Muslim community on repair and reconstruction of various
religious sites. Unfortunately, this well-intentioned philanthropic process
was marred by a severe lack of understanding of the historic character of
the associated built fabric of these sites. Coupled with a functional need to
accommodate an increasing number of worshippers, the introduction of
new building materials, and a loss of traditional building knowledge was the
emergence of a new middle-class spirit, the nouveau-riche, which looked
down upon anything old as being representative of an image that is, in
essence, ‘poor and backward’. Consequently, a number of old buildings were
demolished, and new modern structures constructed in their place, a majority
of which lack any contextual connection with their surroundings as well as the
required aesthetes. Far more than any natural or manmade threat, it is this
spirit which essentially verges on ignorance and lack of respect for the past
that has emerged as the greatest threat to the historic built fabric of the area, a
threat that is both religious as well as of a more secular nature.

Endnotes

1 Alberuni's India, vol. ii, (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubbnbr & Co.,1910), 206

2 'Kashmir once had been a province of the Buddhist empire of the Mauryas, then had been
subject to the successive waves of foreign conquerors coming from the Near East and Central Asia,
and continued to be their outposts up to the 5th, even 7th century’, H. Goetz, Studies in the history
and Art of Kashmir and the Indian Himalayas.(Wiesbradan: Otto Harrasswitz pub. 1969),1.

3 His original name was Sayyid Sharif-ud din Ardebeli, see, Baharistan-i Shahi, transl. Kashi Nath
Pandita (Srinagar: Gulshan books, 2018).
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ABSTRACT

Most surveys of Ottoman mosque architecture focus on Istanbul and its surroundings, ignoring
the rest of the Ottoman territories, in our case Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Ottoman mosques
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Empire’s most western province, were given the ‘provincial’
label and deemed to be less important. They are usually divided in two typology groups:
mosques with a dome and pitched roof mosques, usually seen as mere copies of Istanbul
mosques. After applying the ‘centre-periphery’ model to Ottoman mosques in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the complexity of the issue is obvious. The model testifies that Bosnian mosque
architecture was not only inspired by Ottoman art, but also by the local heritage as well as
western art. This paper strives to identify the right approach to take within the centre-periphery
model, offering a new categorization of the Bosnian-Herzegovinian mosques.

Key words: Ottoman architecture, mosque, Bosnia and Herzegovina, centre-periphery
theory

CENTRE-PERIPHERY MODEL IN OTTOMAN ARCHITECTURE

The 'Centre-periphery’ theory theoretical framework is not new in art history
— it questions the relationship between the centre of art production and its
periphery. This relationship can be observed through the lens of geographical
distance, or analyzed through a kaleidoscope of different social and economic
progress. Whatever path is chosen - geographical, economic, social (etc ...)
— the centre-periphery model helps to deconstruct the common approach in
art history according to which only works created in the centre are noteworthy
and considered unquestionable axioms to confirm legitimacy of works created
in the artistic periphery. One of the pioneers of this approach is André Grabar
who in his study L’Art du Moyen-Age en Europe Orientale (Grabar, 1968)
pointed out that the geographical periphery can also be the centre of enviable
artistic solutions. Among those who most directly questioned the West-centric
and Eurocentric discourse in art history is Nicos Hadjinicolaou (best known for
his sociological approach), who stated in his text Kunstzentrum und peripheren
Kunst: "[...] namely the prevailing conviction in the United States and in Europe
(here, the West and East are understood as one entity) that everything which
is produced outside of these regions is simply inferior and, at best, could be
viewed favorably as the artistic expression of mentally impaired adults or as
"nice” folk art” (Hadjinicolaou, 1983, p. 38; Hadjinicolaou, 2020, p. 121).

If the centre-periphery model is applied to the two most popular surveys on
Ottoman architecture, one by Godfrey Goodwin (Goodwin, 2003) and the
other by Dogan Kuban (Kuban, 2010), the emphasis on Istanbul is obvious,
where architectural production outside this corpus is almost neglected. It must
not be forgotten that Kuban titled one chapter Architecture in the Provinces
(1520-1920), a survey of the architectural heritage of the Ottoman provinces.
In the introduction to this chapter, Kuban summarizes perhaps the greatest
problem of the centre-periphery model by stating, "it was in the capital that
the history of Ottoman architecture was written” (Kuban, 2010, p. 571).
This quote is one clear example of Istanbul-centrism in Ottoman studies, in
this case architecture, where works created on the fringes of the empire are
observed (almost) exclusively from the perspective of the capital. Still, it must
be admitted that Dogan Kuban is right when he says that the Balkan peoples
saw Constantinople as their model for centuries — which continued with the
arrival of the Ottomans, but it is forgotten that the artistic production in the
provinces was inspired also by aesthetics outside Istanbul.

The uniqueness and significance of the Ottoman architecture in the Balkans was
recognized by Ekrem Hakki Ayverdi, author of the six-volume study Avrupa’daki



Osmanli Miméri Eserleri (Ayverdi, 2000a; Ayverdi, 2000b; Ayverdi, 2000c)
in which he reviewed Ottoman architectural heritage in Romania, Hungary,
Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Greece, and Albania. Machiel Kiel made great strides in
this area through his numerous works, where a collection of essays, Studies on
the Ottoman architecture of the Balkans, should be singled out (Kiel, 1990). In
his research, Kiel concluded that about 20,000 Ottoman monuments were built
in the Balkans during the Ottoman period (Kiel, 2005).

The “centre-periphery” relationship in the Ottoman Balkan heritage was most
directly discussed at the international conference Centers and peripheries in
Ottoman architecture: rediscovering a Balkan heritage, held in 2010 in Sarajevo.
The complexity of the issue is best reflected in the conference proceedings, in
which authors approached the topic differently, with different methodologies
and different views of the phenomenon of Ottoman architectural heritage in
the periphery/Balkans, but with the unique conclusion that further research is
needed (Hartmuth, 2011a). The proceedings begin with a text by Maximilian
Hartmuth: The history of centre-periphery relations as a history of style in
Ottoman provincial architecture in which he concludes: “Therefore, four
periods emerge distinguished by the relationship between the centre and
the periphery and evidenced in its impact on architectural production [...]: ¥
polycentrism (ca. 1350 to until after 1453), ?centrism (late 15% to mid-18th
ct.), [...] ¥decentralization (mid-18"-mid-19% ct.), and “recentralization (mid-19t
to WWI)” (Hartmuth, 2011b., p. 29). With the exception of the first period,
Ottoman architecture in Bosnia and Herzegovina is almost entirely integrated
into the periodization offered by Hartmuth and according to which it is very
easy to follow the development of architectural activity in the westernmost
Ottoman province — the former Bosnian Eyalet.

After consulting papers and monographs (Bejti¢, 1953; Nametak, 1939; Pasi¢,
1994) dedicated to the provenance of Ottoman monuments in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, it is evident that the monuments have been mainly analyzed with
a focus on style and form. Of course, this is a legitimate and unquestionable
methodology that determines the place of architecture of the Ottoman period
of Bosnia and Herzegovina (and thus of Bosnian mosques). Truth be told, this
legacy takes on a whole other dimension when the approach is not based on
style and form, but on an architectural typology within the “centre-periphery”
theory.

An interesting theory about art in the periphery was proposed by Ljubo
Karaman (1878-1971), Croatian art historian and Viennese student. In his book
The Problems of Peripheral Art published in 1963, Karaman defined three
terms of local artistic production: provincial art, borderline art, and peripheral
art (Karaman, 2001.[1963.], p. 11). According to Karaman'’s theory, provincial
art is one that “receives motives, masters and works always from the same
cultural centre, within its more modest and social circumstances” (Karaman,
2001.[1963.], p. 12), so that “monumentality in scope and splendour in material
are not within the reach of the province’s limited economic resources”. On the
other hand, he believes that borderline art is one that “stands on the border
of two essentially different art circles under the influence of both those circles.
In such an area, different currents touch, intersect and intertwine, thus creating
something interesting and new [...]" (Karaman, 2001.[1963.], p. 13). The last
is peripheral art, id est the one that “at a certain distance from the leading
cultural regions receives motives from several sides, adopts and processes
them, developing an independent artistic activity on its own soil” (Karaman,
2001.[1963.], p. 13).
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The symbiosis of Hartmuth’s periodization and Karaman's categorization
creates a theoretical framework that inaugurates four typologies of Ottoman
mosques in Bosnia and Herzegovina, namely: mosques of centre, edge
mosques, borderline mosques, and regional mosques.

MOSQUES OF CENTRE

New aesthetic ideas emanate from the centre of artistic production, which
became a canon in a certain period and for a certain region, which was
Constantinople in the Ottoman period. In the Balkan provinces of the Ottoman
Empire there were no buildings such as the Istanbul’s Blue mosque (or Topkapi
Palace) (Kiel, 1990, p. X), but architectural solutions that keep pace with the
aesthetics of the centre are still recognizable. As this text focuses on mosques,
it would mean that in Bosnia could be found mosques that do not lag behind
the ones in Istanbul, and if they could be “transferred” to the capital by chance,
they would not be different from the mosques of the capital.

Compared to other Balkan cities where the Ottomans left their mark, Sarajevo
stands out as the most representative example of Ottoman architecture
and urbanism (Kuban, 2010, pp. 588-589). Therefore, it is not surprising
that in Sarajevo is found Gazi Husrev-bey’s mosque, which “contains all the
components of a large-scale complex” (Kuban, 2010, p. 589). Built in 1531 by
Gazi Husrev-bey, the grandson of Sultan Bayezid Il, this monumental complex
contains all the elements of the Ottoman kiilliya: next to the mosque is an
imaret, madrasa, hanikah, two turbes, hamam and arasta with a han. During
the entire Ottoman period in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the grandeur of this
project was never repeated, so it is not surprising why it was believed that
no one other than the great Mimar Sinan was behind this building (Redzi¢,
1983, pp. 169-208). This hypothesis is untenable, because at the time of the
construction of the Gazi Husrev-beg mosque, Mimar Sinan was not engaged in
projects of sacral architecture. The floor plan of the Gazi Husrev-beg mosque is
similar to early Constantinople monuments such as the Atik Ali Pasha mosque
(1496/97) in Istanbul, with which it has the most in common: — with similar side
rooms (tabhanas or tetimas) next to the central prayer area, half-dome on the
southeast, and five domes above the porch (sofa). Due to the architectural
complexity of the building and its decoration, researchers complian that the
only architect that was capable of designing it was no one other than the chief
sultan’s architect, Alatiddin (Acem Esir Ali) (S6nmez, 1988; Dedeyev, B., Najafli,
T., Uslu, R. 2014; Bilmis, 2020), who also designed the Sultan Yavuz Selim
mosque (Necipoglu, 2005, pp. 93-94), the palace of Pargali Ibrahim Pasha,
and the Coban Mustafa Pasha mosque in Istanbul.

The bridge of the Grand Vizier Sokollu Mehmed Pasha in Visegrad is not the only
building designed by Mimar Sinan in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The project for
the Karadoz Bey mosque in Mostar, dated 1557/1558, is also attributed to this
maestro of Ottoman architecture (Pasi¢, 1994, p. 67). After consulting several
of Sinan’s autobiographies (Tezkiretii’l-Ebniye, Tezkiretii’l-Biinyan, Tuhfe'tiil-
Miemarin) it is truly confirmed that he designed the “honorable mosque for
Sofi Mehmed Pasha in Herzegovina” (Crane, H., Akin E., 2006, pp. 67, 80, 93,
106, 355, 377). What confuses for a moment is the name of the legator, who
is referred to as “Sofi Mehmed Pasha”, but after a more meticulous analysis
of the Sinan’s autobiographies it is realized that slight omissions are nothing
unusual. In addition, no other mosque was built in Mostar with more expressive
features of architecture of centre and of Sinan’s style than the Hajji Mehmed-
beg Karadoz mosque.



Mimar Sinan marked the 16th century Ottoman architecture, but “[...] it
seems biased all valuable achievements and the autochthonous existence of
renaissance processes in the Orient, attribute to Sinan’s undoubted genius”
(Cengic’, 2008, p. 111). Court documents reveal the names of dozens of other
architects who worked during the time of Mimar Sinan and who also showed
remarkable talent (Diindar, 2002), like Mimar Ferhad who came to Sarajevo
in 1559 to oversee the construction of Ali Pasha’s mosque (Necipoglu, 2005,
pp. 562, 565-566). Historical sources provide interesting information — Mimar
Ferhad was in Sarajevo just to see how the works were going, while a completely
different architect was supervising the entire construction of the mosque. In
fact, Mimar Ferhad wanted to be personally convinced that the mosque in the
west of the empire was being built according to the aesthetics of the centre.
Compared to other mosques built in Bosnia and Herzegovina, “the supreme
artistic level of the classical style of Ottoman architecture was reached on the
building of the Ali Pasha Mosque, one of the most beautiful, and certainly the
best proportioned mosques” (Kurto, 1997, p. 38).

EDGE MOSQUES

A small number of Bosnian mosques were lucky enough to be designed by
an architect from Constantinople and to be carved by the most experienced
masters. There are a large number of those “other mosques” that arose within
the limits of the modest possibilities of the province. Of course, these mosques
also tried to imitate the artistry of the metropolis, but the discrepancy between
will and possibility gave (what is often recognized as) a provincial heritage. In
the humanities, the term ‘provincial’ is a legacy of the colonial narrative and
unfortunately has a hint of the primitive, the backward, the less valuable. In
order to avoid misinterpretation of the architectural heritage that originated far
from the capital (Kiel, 1990, p. X), the name ‘edge mosque’ will be inaugurated
- because it originated on the very edge of Ottoman cultural influence.

The largest number of domed mosques in Bosnia and Herzegovina have an
almost standardized form, a dome above the square prayer space, a porch
with three smaller domes, and a stone minaret leaning against the right side of
the mosque’s cube. This, of course, includes the mosques of the centre (e.g.,
Ali Pasha’s mosque in Sarajevo), but also the edge mosques. Unlike the first
ones, the edge mosques have a more rustic shape, poorer proportioning of
the masses, but also a more stingy decoration. The number of ‘edge mosques’
is not negligible and it is not difficult to recognize them. This group includes
the Buzadzi Hadzi Hasan (Logavina) mosque in Sarajevo (1555), the Sultan
Selimova (Selimija) mosque in Knezina (1566-1992), the Lala-pasa mosque
in Livno (1567), etc. At first glance, it can be seen that these mosques do
not have the grace of the architecture of the capital, to which they still strive.
Their minarets are often low, stocky, and without stalactite decorations on the
minaret gallery. The domes are either too low or too accentuated; that is, they
have deviated. Their edginess is not only reflected in the architecture and
architectural details, but also in the wall paintings such as the 18th century
decoration on the mihrab of the Magribija mosque in Sarajevo, or the wall
frescoes in the Mis¢inaa mosque in Sarajevo, built in 1870.

The basic feature of these mosques is “edginess”, and this term should
suppress the ever-present name of ‘provincial mosques’. In the context of
Bosnian edge mosques, their edginess is determined by their geographical
distance from the ‘centre’, but also by their conditional distance from aesthetic
norms. It can be said that the edge mosques do not have the capacity to meet
the high standards of the capital’s architecture, but nonetheless they are no
less Ottoman compared to the mosques of Istanbul.
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BORDERLINE MOSQUES

Bosnia (Bosnian Eyalet), as the westernmost province of the Ottoman Empire,
found itself on the border between the Orient and the Occident. Most often
Bosnia's position is viewed as a political border, while it is forgotten that it
was on the border of two different cultural phenomena. It's more fitting to say
that Bosnia was a part of the Orient, but was also directly connected to the
Occident. Therefore, it was to be expected that two different aesthetics would
complement each other in Bosnia. When it comes to Bosnian mosques and
borderline art, this means that Ottoman-era mosques have been influenced
outside the main cultural circle.

From the time of the Ottoman presence in Bosnia, neighbouring countries
went through various artistic and architectural periods, from the Renaissance,
Baroque and Rococo to historicisms in the 19th century. After analysis of a few
Bosnian mosques, deviations from Islamic-Ottoman aesthetics are obvious,
and clear influences of European styles can be easily noticed.

The example of this artistic practice can be found in the mosque of Nesuh
Aga Vucijakovi¢ in Mostar (around 1564), where the influence of the Dalmatian
Renaissance is obvious (Hasandedi¢, 1990, pp. 22-24). The mosque is
unconditionally Ottoman in form, but certain architectural elements and
decorations are non-Ottoman. The late Gothic and early Renaissance styles
are noticeable on the capitals, consoles, window frames, portal, and minbar.
The presence of Dalmatian masters is confirmed not only on monuments, but
also in historical sources (Zlatar, 2003).

Avrchitects flirting with different architectural patterns can best be seen in the
mosques of south-eastern Herzegovina, which Machiel Kiel sees as a, “blend
of Islamic and Christian elements in the architecture of an outlying border area
of the Balkans” (Kiel, 2011). This group includes the Sefer Aga mosque near
Stolac (1611) (Kiel, 2011, pp. 65-68; Mujezinovi¢, 1998, p. 390; Hasandedi,
1990, pp. 91-91), the Avdi¢ mosque in Plana (Bileca) (Kiel, 2011, pp. 70-71;
Hasandedi¢, 1990, pp. 174-175), and the mosque of Hasan Pasha Predojevi¢
in Bilec¢a (Kiel, 2011, pp. 74-76; Hasandedi¢, 1990, pp. 167-171). They are
characterized by a square prayer space, a four-pitched roof, and a square-based
minaret. The most impressive feature of the mentioned mosques are the square
stone minarets built exclusively on the territory of eastern Herzegovina. These
buildings are a combination of Ottoman architecture and the architecture of
Dalmatia, which in the end caused this interesting symbiosis on the border of
the Islamic world. Mosques with square minarets certainly deserve a thorough
study and are certainly not the only monuments worthy of attention with a
noticeable direct influence of European styles. Some researchers believe that
these mosques and their minarets owe their shape to social conventions and
the technological limitations of local builders (Hartmuth, 2018, p. 189), but we
are still of the opinion that they were created under the influence of Dalmatian
campaniles, in the same way as Bosnian clock towers were influenced by
Romanesque, Gothic, and Baroque styles (KreSevljakovi¢, 1956; Celi¢, 1991, p.
354; Pasi¢, 1994, pp. 190-192).

REGIONAL MOSQUES

It is indisputable that Bosnia, as a province of the Ottoman Empire, followed
the ‘instructions’ for the construction of its mosques, but it also can not be
overlooked that there were found new solutions which have enriched the
Ottoman architectural tradition. Bosnia’s contribution is reflected in the
mosques with wooden minarets, which were realized "in the ‘local” architectural
language” (Becirbegovi¢, 1990, p. 11). Compared to mosques inspired by the



aesthetics of the centre, the ‘regional mosques’ were created thanks to local
masters who “relying heavily on the tradition of folk architecture and natural
conditions of the place and region [...] created indigenous forms of mosques
with wooden minarets [...]"(Becirbegovi¢, 1990, p. 214). The prevalence of
mosques with wooden minarets is best illustrated by data from 1933, when 786
mosques with wooden minarets were recorded; id est, they accounted for 70%
of the total number of mosques in Bosnia and Herzegovina; examples include:
the Asik Memije mosque in Sarajevo (16th century) (Becirbegovi¢, 1990, pp.
96-98), the White mosque in Tuzla (16th century) (Becirbegovi¢, 1990, p. 107),
the Podzvizd mosque (Velika Kladusa, 17th century) (Bedirbegovié, 1990, pp.
75-77), etc. These mosques do not aspire to large dimensions or proportions,
but are extremely valuable because of their authenticity (Jahi¢, 2019, p. 1).
We cannot help but remember the words of Dzemal Celi¢, who wrote that “a
Bosniak, at the moment when he converted to Islam and changed his earlier
name to a Muslim one, did not demolish the house in which he lived until
then”, but adapted “self-acquired cultural heritage [...], and that heritage to
itself” (Celi¢, 1991, p. 348). Certainly, in Celi¢s words one can appreciate the
authenticity of the Bosnian mosque with a wooden minaret.
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ABSTRACT

The Bazaar Mosque (Carshi Mosque) marks the beginning of Ottoman architecture in the city
of Prishtina. The foundations of this mosque were laid in 1389 by Sultan Bayezid, while its
construction was completed in 1440 by Fatih Sultan Mehmet. Considered to be one of the
oldest mosques in Kosovo, it is also encountered in historic documents as the ‘Stone Mosque’,
as it was completely built by stones, including its minaret. Located on the western edge of
Bazaar (destroyed after WWII), this mosque also played an important role in the shaping of the
new social-urban fabric of Prishtina.

Its physical transformations started in 1902, when Sultan Abdul Hamid Il added a two-level porch
inspired by western classical architecture. This historic period marks the early modernization
of the city: a dozen landmarks were built and many pre-existing landmarks were physically
transformed. With this intervention in the mosque, the new administrative complex in Prishtina
gained the representative features of the modernizing socio-urban setting.

In 2012, the Stone Mosque lost some of its architectural treasures as a result of new conservation
works. The significant classical porch that heralded the modernization tendencies in the city was
replaced by a new three-domed concrete porch, thus wiping out an important milestone in the
urban history of the capital city, Prishtina (also the former center of the Vilayet of Kosovo). Its
degradation continued through the years since not only was the mosque never fully conserved,
but it was left in an abandoned state, falling prey to vandalism and neglect, covering its pristine
beauty by the unpleasant scaffolding even now.

This paper aims to draw out the importance of the Bazaar Mosque, in terms of urban-social-
cultural developments in the city of Prishtina, starting from its erection until its abandonment.
Moreover, the paper will analyze the causes and effects of the current state of degradation of
this mosque. Finally, this study will try to emphasize the importance of contextual interpretation
of heritage, and its role in the adjustment of the urban narrative, which in turn impacts the active
preservation and promotion of the heritage site, specifically, the site of the Bazaar Mosque in
Prishtina.

Keywords: Bazaar Mosque, Prishtina, conservation, architecture, socio-urban impact

INTRODUCTION

The Ottoman period is an important stage in the study of the socio-urban
history of Kosovo's settlements. Documents from the 20* century, compiled by
scholars of the former Yugoslavia with a focus on future plans, do not provide
substantial data on the importance of the socio-urban as well as economic
development of these settlements. The historic documentation on spatial
and demographic structure of the settlements has also left much room for
interpretation, which has often led to speculation related to the whereabouts,
socio-economic importance of, and heritage of certain settlements. One
explanation can be partly based on the fact that the historical records of the
European Turkish settlements between the 16" and 19" centuries were partial,
and sometimes incorrect, especially data concerning location, population,
and especially any data of economic or military importance for the Kosovo
settlements. However, relying on both Ottoman as well as European sources,
we may infer that Prishtina, as well as the nearby town of Vushtrri, were
important administrative centers of the Vilayet of Kosovo, while the mining
town of Artana (Novobrdo), continued to be the region’s most important
economic center, and “a major contributor to the Sultan’s treasure.” (Warrander
& Knaus, 2007, p.9). However, historical records offer no overview on Prishtina’s



urban growth during the period between the 15" and 16" centuries, although
the historical records for this period indicate major urban, demographic, and
economic devastation as a result of long wars. From the 17t century onwards,
historical records indicate that in the region of Prishtina, the mining activity
had ceased, agricultural land was abandoned, and trade had become the sole
source of income. (Altic, 2007, p.67) The commercial character of the region
and of the whole of Kosovo was strengthened in the following century.

As far as the preserved material evidence show, the most reliable evidence
for Prishtina’s socio-urban growth during the Ottoman era can be found in the
inner city of Prishtina, along with a few sites in its surrounding settlements. In
the inner city, only mosques, and more specifically, the main mosques, have
survived from the Ottoman era, while many public buildings such as schools
(maktabs and madrasas), libraries, inns, public kitchens (imaretes), and bazaars
(carshi) were demolished during the socialist rule. Given the fact that mosques
constitute an important part of the register of public architecture of the early
Ottoman period in Kosovo, historical interpretations and aspects of cultural
heritage — including descriptions on building structures along with spatial
elements, architecture, decoration, proportion, painted decorations, and
other stylistic details — have been available to the public, whether through
academic and commercial publications, or through various television reports.
Nonetheless, narratives of singular monuments do not provide insight into
their socio-urban influence, thus making it difficult to comprehend the city’s
built heritage as a complex organism, and monuments’ urban settings as a
fundamental determinant of a city’s diverse values and urban identity.

In order to contribute to the contextual interpretation of heritage and its role
in its active preservation, this paper focuses in the oldest mosque in Prishtina,
the Bazaar Mosque, drawing attention to the social and urban role that the
mosque has played in defining the historic center, and in forming the character
of the city, from the past to the present.

1. THE BAZAAR AND ITS MOST PROMINENT MOSQUE

The morphological transformation of Prishtina during the Ottoman period is
difficult to trace due to the limited information and paucity of resources on
the subject. However, in this paper we rely on the study of our co-author, who
suggests four phases in the development of Prishtina during the Ottoman
period (Jerliu, 2014): Phase 1) The beginning of the Ottoman period (1389 -
1423) - the period of vassalship with the Ottomans; the establishment of the
Bazaar area near the first Sultan’s Mosque, and the checkpoint on the road to
Novi Pazar; Phase 2) The Early Ottoman period (1460-1470 until the period
"‘before 1569') — 1569 is the year of population’s registration, and the data
analysis helps to identify the development of the ‘outer ring’ of mosques,
respectively, mahallas (neighborhoods), which have defined the border of the
Old Prishtina; this border did not change until 1878; Phase 3) The Ottoman
period (‘before 1569’ until 1878) — a period during which the ‘inner ring" of
mosques was created, indicating that the urban development of Prishtina was
based on the densification rather than on the expansion of the city beyond
the 'ring’ of mosques built before 1569; Phase 4) The Ottoman Modern
period (1878 until the fall of the Empire 1912) — a period during which the
city gained most of its administrative and public buildings, in the new spirit of
modernization tendencies under the western influence.

Sources indicate that the foundations of the prominent Mosque of Sultan Murat
[, were laid in 1389 by Sultan Bayezid, while its construction was completed in
1440 by Fatih Sultan Mehmet. This places the building within the first phase, as
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Plate 1.

The Bazaar of Prishtina in 1913 (Elsie, R., 2008)

specified above. Being located on the western edge of the Bazaar (destroyed
after the WWII), the mosque came to be known mostly as the Bazaar Mosque
(Carshi mosque), thus attaining socio-spatial attributes of the destructed
Bazaar, but also playing an important role in guarding the memory of the old
town, in the context of shaping the new social-urban fabric of Prishtina.

The first known physical transformation of the mosque was carried out in 1902,
when Sultan Abdul Hamid Il replaced an older, traditional Ottoman porch
with a new two-level porch inspired by western classical architecture, which
in terms of classification as per our study, puts the mosque also in phase four,
respectively, within the Modern Ottoman period.

1.1 The old bazaar of Prishtina

From its beginnings, the Old Bazaar of Prishtina was the urban nucleus and
the socio-economic and cultural center of the city. By the time of the visit of
the well-known Ottoman traveloguer Celebi in Prishtina in 1660, the Bazaar
had already established its urban features as an important trading center that
served the town and its surrounding villages. The presence of bazaar shops, as
well as of hammams, in terms of both number and quality, as noted by Celebi,
indicates the prosperity of the place. Celebi did not include information on the
existence of bezistans in Prishtina, which is an indication of the city’s average
level of growth in the 17" century. However, according to Dankoff (2006),
Celebi had a general principle when describing bazaars located in the lands of
the Empire; he would assure the reader that in all bazaars, whether they had
a covered part (bezistan) or not, the economic life was prosperous. (Dankoff,
2006, p.49-50)

Historical sources reveal that the Bazaar of Prishtina, as narrated by Celebi,
was destroyed en masse during the 19" century by fire or arson (in the years
1859, 1863) and as a result of the war with Serbia in the years 1877-1878.
(Municipality of Prishtina, 1987, p.17) Yet, as stated in Nusic’s notes about 30
years later, the Bazaar had recovered, and in the early 1900s it counted within
it approximately 500 shops. (Nusic, 1902)

In addition to being the main area of the city, the Bazaar was also the site
of religious and other public buildings such as the Synagogue, the Bazaar
Mosque, the Old Hammam (today the ruins visible in the courtyard of the
Parliament) as well as inns. The area of inns occupied the eastern side of the
Bazaar, and the road that ran between the inns and the Bazaar's shops defined
the western perimeter of the Old Bazaar.

During the ex-Yugoslav system, the Bazaar
was demolished by urbanism, making room
for new state institutions. The Bazaar Mosque
was the only building that was not part of this
planning scheme and was later designated a



cultural monument, as part of the so-called “Old Baazar Mosque complex with
Jashar Pasha Mosque, the Old Fountain, the Clock Tower, and the Museum
of Kosovo”. Except for a few photographs showing the bazaar during its
destruction in late 1940s and early 1950s, no written records about the socio-
spatial and physical aspects of the bazaar were produced nor preserved by
the previous socialist regime. Based on the photographs, one may identify
an atmosphere of the place: the views that frame the Old Bazaar convey an
image of a place with urban and architectural integrity of a scale similar to
other bazaars of Kosovo. However, the physical condition of the architectural
structures, which appear to be somewhat vague is rather comprehendible
when having in mind the devastating context of Kosovo after World War II. The
emergence of the autochromes of the Albert Khan Collection from 1913 (Elsie,
2008) enables further interpretation/observation of urban and architectural
details of the Bazaar. What can be noted is thatin 1913, the Prishtina Bazaar was
paved with Albanian cobblestones (Arnavut kallderm), which were very famous
throughout the Ottoman Empire, while the shop fronts had traditional timber
shutters, typical of bazaars in Kosovo and in the region. Perhaps the Bazaar’s
strongest point was not its architectural form and details; the atmosphere in
Kahn's photos conveys an important aspect of the city’s social dimension; that
is, the poverty and post-wartime occupation, with Serb soldiers standing on
one side of the road, and Albanians peering through the doors of their shops.

If preserved, the Old Bazaar, which embodied the city’s most vital socio-
economic, cultural, and political aspects, could have had a great potential to
shape Prishtina’s heritage and identity today.

1.3 The Bazaar Mosque

The Bazaar Mosque located at the western end of the main street of the
Old Town, appears as a welcoming gate to the historic area of Prishtina. As
mentioned earlier, the foundation of this mosque was laid in 1389 by the son of
Sultan Murat, Bajazit, while the building itself was completed by Sultan Mehmet
Fatih in 1440, who twenty years later built his mosque in the nearby area.
People refer to it as Carshi (Bazaar) Mosque, as it was located near the former
Old Bazaar, and is also known as Tash Mosque (‘tash’ in Turkish means stone),
as it was built entirely of stones, including the minaret. In historical sources, the
mosque is also named ‘Sagir Mosque’ as well as ‘Muradije Mosque’. (Vermica,
1997, p. 50)

The building belongs to the typology of early Ottoman period, with only one
space in a square floor plan of about 10m by 10m from the inside, and walls of
stone block of about 1.3m in thickness. The two-level porch, built in the spirit
of western classicism by Sultan Abdulhamid Il in 1902, was demolished 110
years later (in 2012) and at the time of this writing the mosque continues to be
abandoned and behind the restoration scaffolding. Little of what can be seen
behind the scaffolding suggests a new porch made of concrete, analogous
to the porch of the Great Mosque (King's Mosque, or Sultan Fatih Mosque) in
Prishtina. It should be recalled that Sultan Abdulhamid Il had also ordered the
interior decoration on the walls of the mosque in the ‘secco’ technique, as well
as some repairs in the upper part of the minaret. This historical and stylistic
period corresponds to what in this study is discussed as a period of early
modernization of Prishtina in which, the stylistic intervention of 1902 became
the symbol of the modernizing capital city (Jerliu, 2014). The introduction of
the classical portico in the oldest mosque in the city is also a narrative on the
modernization tendencies in the religious domain of the society and the state.
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Plate 2.

The mosque before and after removing the classical porch
(https://njekomb.org/konservimi-i-xhamise-se-gurit-dhe-
xhamise-se-madhe-ne-prishtine/)

Plate 3.
The current condition of the Bazaar Mosque (By authors, The major undertaking of the 2012 mosque
2021) . )
conservation works consisted of the
replacement by analogy of the classical portico
with the so called ‘original portico’ with three small domes. Unfortunately,
the restoration works have undermined the aforementioned aspects of city’s
modernization, by focusing the restoration aim solely on the stylistic and
historic-material features of the building in the pre-Sultan Abdulhamid I
period. In this way, the symbolisms of societal transformation of Kosovo at the
beginning of the twentieth century, as embedded in the mosque’s classical
portico, is partially compromised and risks further alienation, if the memory on
its purpose fades with time.
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2. THE MODERNIZATION(S)' PERIOD

2.1 Ottoman modernization of the mosque’s setting

The period of changes brought by the 1876 Ottoman constitution also marked
a new stage in the development of Prishtina as the center of the Vilayet of
Kosovo (1875-1888). In this new context as a capital city, new military and
central administration buildings were built in the city based on the traditional
European architecture of the 19t century, in terms of both use and style.

Central functions of the reformed Ottoman Empire in Prishtina, as the center of
the Vilayet of Kosovo, were mainly located in the historic center of the city. The
main concentration took place near the Bazaar Mosque, opposite the eastern
perimeter of the old Bazaar. The first and most prominent building erected in
this period is the central military administration building, once the ‘Ucumed
konagi’, today the building is home to the Museum of Kosovo. The building
was erected adjacent to the Bazaar Mosque and thus it contributed to its
setting in particular, and to the socio-urban context of the old city in general.

The new building of the courthouse was constructed on the side of the museum.
The local administration office (Beledyie) was built adjacent to the courthouse,
right behind the Bazaar Mosque, and on the right side of the Museum two one-
story structures were either built or adapted into public buildings which, based
on Nusic’s records, might have accommodated the police station, post office
and telegraph, savings bank, and other services (Nusic, 1902. p.8-9). These
structures, together with the building of Beledyie, were destroyed after 1912.

Plate 4.

In terms of urban layout, the building of The center of Prishtina during the modernization period
the central government (now the I\/Iuseum) under the Ottoman Empire, showing the new socio-urban

. R R . setting of the Bazaar Mosque (Jerliu, 2014)
defined the axis of this central city complex. d

It was positioned between two almost parallel

streets in a way that its front facade would face the bazaar, and together with
the courthouse on its left and the services on its right, it generated a regular
shaped block. In terms of architecture, we observe the influence of western
neoclassical forms, and a vocabulary of architectural detail which incorporated
basic ideas of order, balance, and harmony, through regular shapes and axial
symmetry.
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Plate 5.

As observed in Plate 3, the Bazar Mosque had gained the classical porch,
in order to establish an architectural harmony in the modernizing urban
setting of Prishtina. Through this intervention in context, during this phase of
development, the Bazaar Mosque and its setting was recognized as a socio-
cultural and historical landmark, a representative part of the city, as well as the
central political and social space of the reformed capital city.

2.2 Ex-Yugoslav modernization of the mosque’s setting

With the establishment of communist rule of the former Yugoslavia in Prishtina,
the centuries-old heritage of the city became subject to planned destruction.
Therefore, only a dozen buildings dating back to the late Ottoman period, also
the period of the early modernization of Kosovo, have survived. The heritage
of the city of Prishtina continued to be destroyed under the motto ‘destroy the
old, to build the new’, as spelled out in the first urban plan of 1950/53. The
demolition of the bazaar and the construction of new residential complexes and
administrative buildings began, as alleged, with great enthusiasm. (Sylejmani,
2010)

Since 1947, the Old Bazaar had been the target of modernist intervention.
Initially, the bezistan was demolished to make room for the building of the
former Regional People’s Committee for Kosovo (Oblasni Narodni Odbor za
Kosovo), today the building of the Assembly of Kosovo. Forced by the post-
war regime, the shops were demolished by the shopkeepers themselves, with
the assistance orof their families, oror more precisely, those family members
who survived persecution and execution. (Jerliu and Navakazi, 2019)

The demolishing of the bazaar of Prishtina, n.d. (Municipality The new modern state administration
Archive of Prishtina, retrieved in 2018) complex that was built in the location of the

Old Bazaar set the scene for the new national
representation of Kosovo in Yugoslavia. The
symbolic meaning of the space was transformed through the erection of a
commemorative monument to “Brotherhood and Unity” at the central part
of the former bazaar area. The role of the new monument was threefold: in



spatial terms, it intruded into the city’s skyline dominated by tall minarets,
in socio-political terms, it heralded the new political order and new national
representation of Kosovo in Yugoslavia (Jerliu and Navakazi, 2019), and from
an architectural perspective, it promised a modern future.

Plate 6.

The “Brotherhood and Unity” square and monument, with the
Bazaar Mosque in the background (mapio.net/pi/p-53190737)

3. THE BAZAAR MOSQUE: RESTORATION AND ITS ROLE

3.1 The restoration process of the Bazaar Mosque

The initiative for the restoration of the Bazaar Mosque in 2007 by the Institute of
Kosovo for the Protection of Monuments (IKPM), which was partly implemented
in 2011, had as its main objective the mitigation of damages caused by the
long lack of maintenance. Thus, the restoration works addressed only the
technical measures of the building and consisted of: cleaning the masonry from
pollution and biological colonization, repairing cracks by injection, reinforcing
perimetric walls by inserting carbon rods, and covering the dome with lead. A
critical moment of the 2007 restoration project was also ‘the reconstruction’ of
the porch. According to the project, the more than 100 year old porch was to
be demolished and replaced with a new one which, according to IKPM, was
the original porch of the mosque. (Ec ma ndryshe, 2014)
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Plate 7.
The fl.oorplan .of the mosque before the last intervention The implementation of the Bazaar Mosque
(Besnik Hykolli, 2018) . . . .
conservation and restoration project s
described in detail in a research report
conducted by the cultural heritage specialized local NGO “Ec ma Ndryshe” in
2014. According to the report, the conservation works started in 2011 after an
agreement was signed between the Municipality of Prishtina, as a donor of the
project, and the IKPM, as a contractor. From 2011 to 2013, the conservation
works were partially completed, but with significant delays. Although the works
were scheduled to be completed in 2013, they have not yet been completed
(Ec ma ndryshe, 2014).

In June 2018, a memorandum was signed between the Ministry of Culture,
Youth, and Sport (MCYS), the Turkish International Cooperation and
Development Agency (TIKA), and the Islamic Community of Kosovo (ICK),
aiming to continue the restoration works (Media Ndertimi, 2019). Ever since
signing the memorandum, no initiative has been undertaken regarding the
conservation of the Bazaar Mosque, and the monument still stands behind
scaffolding. Left to the mercy of time, the mosque conveys a vague image
and message of institutional and community will to preserve the historical
and cultural, as well as the mosque’s multi-layered attributes. Moreover, the
never-ending ‘conservation of the mosque’ presents a memory on the verge of
extinction: the memory of the role that the mosque and it's setting once had in
the forming of the modern core of the capital city of Prishtina.

3.2 The restoration and the role of the Bazaar Mosque in the city
fabric
Societies have long sought to protect and preserve their cultural heritage, for

reasons ranging from education to historical research to the desire to reinforce
a sense of identity. Based on this statement, the conservation works in the



Bazaar Mosque, which also include the reconstruction of the porch, create
confusion regarding a significant period of the modernization of the city of
Prishtina. In addition to the destruction of historic buildings during the period
of the former Yugoslavia — which caused the loss of the city’s Ottoman heritage
— the loss of classicist features through the recent intervention is another step
forward in the alienation of the city’s important milestone and the interruption
of its historical continuity.

Reconstruction has traditionally been criticized by heritage conservation
professionals because it has the potential to distort history and generate new
problems. (Cameron, 2017) Although the restoration project of the mosque
ascertains that the new porch is based on the original state of the building, the
destruction of the classicist porch, cannot be justified on the grounds of the
alleged originality of the new porch. This significant layer, which over time had
also gained an antiquarian value, is important for Prishtina because it conveyed
the beginnings of modernization of the city, in line with other places in the
Balkans and beyond.

Drawing from the present state of the mosque, with restoration works being
unfinished, we as well as the rationale we present about its socio-urban role
for the modernizing city, we argue that the continuation of works in the future
should consider reinstatement of the classicist portico.

In the urban scale, the reinstated classicist portico would return the clear
image and memory of an almost compact complex, designed according to
an urban and architectural concept, as introduced in the period of Prishtina’s
modernization at the turn of the 20" century.

In order to adopt to the contemporary life of the city, we argue that the Bazaar
Mosque setting should be redesigned, initially by defining the area as the first
modern historic center of Prishtina and by integrating it with the rest of the city.
The proposal in Plate 7 is an integrated conservation approach, which bridges
the historic center of Prishtina with Mother Theresa boulevard and the modern
city of the 20" century. (Jerliu, F,, et al., 2013, p. 21).

The aforementioned interventions, in architectural and urban scale, would
reinstate the active role of the mosque in its own spatial context, as well as in
the socio-spatial and cultural context of the city fabric.

Plate 8.

The integration of monuments of the historic center of
Prishtina’s early modernization with the Mother Theresa
Square and the modern cluster of the 20th century. (Jerliu, F,

etal., 2013, p. 21)
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CONCLUSION

Throughout its historic development, Prishtina and its historic zone went
through various socio-political changes, which impacted the conception of the
Bazaar Mosque's setting as the center of the city. This context was changed
during the communist system of the former Yugoslavia; the Bazaar area was
completely destroyed and the new city center emerged in its location. The
Bazaar Mosque was not destroyed and as such it remained a testimony of the
pre-socialist socio-economic and political nucleus of Prishtina in general, and of
the Bazaar specifically, only by retaining its name: Bazaar Mosque. By guarding
this popular name of the mosque, regardless of the material destruction of
the area, Prishtina managed to preserve the intangible values of the Bazaar,
embodied in the memory and heritage of the city and its people.

In 2012, the Stone Mosque lost some of its value as a result of conservation/
reconstruction works that implied the replacement of its classical porch with a
new, three-domed concrete porch, thus wiping out an important milestone in
the history of the capital city Prishtina (former center of the Vilayet of Kosovo).
Its degradation continued through the years, since not only was it never fully
conserved/reconstructed, but it was left in an abandoned state, allowed to fall
prey to vandalism and neglect, covering its pristine beauty with the unpleasant
scaffolding even now.

Based on the mosque’s state of affairs, its significance in the historic
interpretation and presentation of the city’s values, and drawing from the
potential of the mosque to narrate the most important moment of the city’s
modernization, we suggest that no historical period of cultural heritage sites
should be demolished and substituted for the sake of a sort of analogy;
each period is considered important either in terms of its historical, cultural,
architectural or social value. In our case, the socio-cultural set of values prevail,
as they are embodied, not in the building or its close setting alone, but in the
entire city as a living and developing organism.

Finally, the cultural heritage of Prishtina in general, and the Bazaar Mosque in
particular, should be valued and preserved in its totality and without prioritizing
one period over another or one set of values over another. These buildings
narrate various social strata and architectural layers in time and place, each
leaving a footprint in our history and collective memory.
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Abstract:

As one of the earliest mosques in China, the Great Mosque of Xi'an (also known as the
Huajuexiang Mosque) was built in 742 AD and has undergone multiple reconstructions.
It is an active place of worship for local Muslims while serving as a popular tourist site for
non-Muslim visitors. Unlike mosques in other countries, this mosque has maintained strong
Chinese architectural traditions such as timber frame structures, curved roofs, and wooden
ornaments. The building layout, derived from courtyard-style residential architecture, consists
of five courtyards along a long east-west axis. The presence of Islamic elements such as the
orientation towards Mecca, Arabic calligraphies, and the prayer hall are well incorporated into
the entire mosque complex. In short, the Great Mosque of Xi‘an is an excellent example of
combining traditional Chinese architectural forms with Islamic religious activities.

As a place of worship, mosques foster a meaningful relationship between people and God
(Allah). Mosques can help identify and orient people’s faith and beliefs through physical symbols
and their meaning of social-cultural behaviors. This paper examines the spatial meanings of
courtyards of the Great Mosque of Xi‘an by analyzing how the courtyards, a form of traditional
residential architecture, was transformed into a meaningful Islamic symbol. Specifically, this
paper uses courtyards at the Great Mosque of Xi’an as a case to demonstrate how different
cultural meanings were presented and converged through physical spaces by the spatial
articulation of religious activities and their functions.

The findings will bring a better understanding of a unique mosque architecture that is
characterized by architectural forms different from the mainstream Islamic world but still
performing the same purposes and activities.

Keywords: China, mosque, courtyard, spatial identity, Islamic architecture

1. Introduction

Comprehending meanings is a basic instinct of the soul and a primal need
of people living in a meaningful world. The range of existing meanings can
be found in a person’s daily life. Thus, a place implies the establishment of a
meaningful relationship between a person and a given environment. Schulz
(1985) observes that the relationship consisted of an act of identification, that
is, a sense of belonging to a certain place. Human beings find themselves
when they settle somewhere, and their being-in-the-world is thereby
determined. As a result, humans can comprehend meanings through symbols,
which give substance to and embody abstract concepts and ideas to turn
the unknowable into the knowable, the intangible into the tangible, and the
intricate into the simple.

Architecture can be considered a system of symbols. By the availability of
certain materials and the constraints and capabilities of certain technologies,
human beings can construct a space, which becomes a shelter not only for their
physical needs of daily life but also for their intrapsychic peace. Architecture is
more than art, because it produces the domains of human society, separating
the inner from the outer by creating layers of distances. More importantly,
those layers of distances are arranged by a certain order that forms a series of
symbols helping users discover their social, economic, and political hierarchies
and positions in the world. Through representing humans’ being-in-the-world, a
space becomes a human space, a meaningful place to humans'’ interpretations
and creations. Therefore, only when someone reveals the meaning of a place
through symbolic expressions, and makes other people understand it, does the
space become meaningful to everyone. Rapoport (1969) argues that building
forms, representing the aims and desires of a unified social or cultural group
for an ideal environment, reveals the meaning of social-cultural purposes by



symbolic expression. Every social-cultural meaning in architecture is expressed
by a group of special architectural languages.

Schulz (1985) also poses that the meaning of space has two fundamental aspects
— identification and orientation. Through identification, humans achieve an
ownership of a place, and thus create and develop their identities that are
generally bonded with that place. A group of people’s social identity consists
of an interiorization of shared understandings on things, which consequently
develop shared values and beliefs. In addition, in order to develop an identity,
the group of people should expand their identifications of a place and
consequently develop an ownership by constantly adjusting their surroundings
with agreed symbols and forms. On the other hand, orientation refers to spatial
organization, which creates an order of spatial functionality and understanding,
leading actions and lives to take place. Symbolism through identifications and
orientations was an intrinsic part of traditional approaches in both China and the
Middle East, creating a meaningful dialogue between humans and buildings.
This dialogue, in turn, instigates the growth of shared understandings and
shared values, which lead to further development of the identity.

During the 7% Century to the 15" Century, both China and the Islamic world
were experiencing high levels of economic and cultural development. With
vibrant trading activities between the two major civilizations, ideas, knowledge,
and ideologies were exchanged along with goods like spices and silk. When
the Chinese taught Arab and Persian merchants and traders technological
tricks, such as papermaking and use of the compass, the visitors also learned
advanced astronomy, mathematics, and the beliefs of Islam. There were
two main trading routes to China from the Middle East at that time: 1) sea
route, sailing through the ancient sea trade route of Persian (Arabian) Gulf
around the Malay peninsula, providing links with cities along the southeast
coast of China such as Guangzhou, Quanzhou and Yangzhou; and 2) by land
using the northwest area of China of the so called “Silk and Spice Road,” a
more conventional land trading route (network) that connected China to
Constantinople and on to Rome in earlier centuries (Sun, 2003, p. 118).

Through those two routes, influences of Islamic principles and teachings,
including the ideas of mosque architecture, were introduced to residents
in different regions with different levels of cultural, social, and economic
development. The sea route took a shorter travel time but accommodated
smaller numbers of travelers and traders while the land route made longer trips
but allowed more people and goods access to the destinations. This formed
the two different styles of mosque buildings in China: one is mainly located
in southeast China along the coast regions that adopt traditional Chinese
planning and architecture; and the other can be found in places along the
land route in northwest China that were dominated by imported styles from
the Middle East, such as Arabic domes and minarets (tall towers used for the
call to prayer).

The distribution patterns of these two architectural types reflect the interplay,
negotiation, conflict, exchange, and incorporation between the two main
cultural forces: between the Arabic-based Islamic and the traditional Chinese
ones. The former is more prevalent in major Chinese cities where the traditional
Chinese cultural identity is so strong that the imported styles need to be
modified to redefine the Islamic characteristics. The latter is located around
the edges of the old empire of China where the cultural battles have always
taken place in history. In spite of their differences in forms, all mosques in China
are located in the center of Muslim communities and follow the essential norms
of mosque architecture: a prayer hall-centered layout with its orientation (gibla,
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i.e., direction) toward the Ka’bah in Mecca, the bath or cleaning facility, and
teaching /learning halls. Steinhardt (2015) examined about one hundred “early
mosques” of China before 1900, illustrating regional and stylistic differences
within local Chinese Muslim communities. Steinhardt found that all Chinese
mosques virtually accommodate all Islamic functions and activities.

This paper utilizes the comparative analysis and case study methods to examine
spatial identity and meaning in early China's mosques, particularly the Great
Mosque of Xi‘an. A case study approach was adopted to provide an in-depth
understating and detailed illustration (Alajmi & Al-Haroun, 2022). Taking the
Great Mosque of Xi‘an, one of the oldest mosques in the world, as a case
study, demonstrate the convergence and interplay between the traditional
Chinese architecture and the Islamic symbolisms by analyzing the meaning of
its courtyards. The primary sources of spatial patterns studied in this paper are
the authors’ own observations.

The Islamic representation in a Chinese context is a complicated architectural
product. Therefore, this study does notrestrictitself to the boundaries of Chinese
architectural history or the history of Islamic architecture. This study does not
employ a chronological or descriptive study to explain such complicated
architectural product as it will only produce overly broad understandings and
fail to develop meaningful arguments. Rather, this study performs social and
synchronic analysis based on the building features of the Great Mosque of
Xi'an, particularly its courtyard spaces, and develops critical arguments and
theorization. The purpose of this study is not to describe what happened in
China’s mosque architecture in the past, but to analyze the symbolic meanings
of its product with social concepts and theories and interpret them to form
intelligible understandings.

2. Spatial Features of the Great Mosque of Xi'an

Itis not surprising to find that classical features of Islamic architecture, including
domes and arches, are not part of the Chinese tradition of building in wood.
The best example of early China’s mosques is its largest mosque, the Great
Mosque of Xi'an (Steinhardt, 2015, p. 121). It can be dated back to 742 AD and
has been destroyed and rebuilt several times in history and the most recent
rebuild took place in 1764 (Zhang, 1981). Surrounded by densely-packed
residences of Chinese Muslims, the mosque is located close to the landmark of
the traditional city center of Xi’an, the Bell Tower. The entire complex occupies
an elongated rectangular site 245m long and 47m wide, inside which a group
of halls, gates, pavilions, and structures are organized within five courtyards (Fig
1). This mosque complex is considered one of the oldest and largest mosques
in China. It serves as a major place of worship for over 60,000 Muslims living in
its vicinity and is a tourist site today.

In contrast to all other religious temples in China, whose layouts normally
adopt the south-north orientation, the Great Mosque of Xi‘an is built along
its east-west axis with the main entrance at the east end and the Prayer Hall at
the west end, reflecting the Islamic principle of gibla, orienting prayer in the
direction of the Ka'bah in Mecca which is now to the West of China. The whole
complex covers an area of 12,000 square meters. The first courtyard is located
right behind the main entrance and is featured by a 9m tall wooden archway
highlighting the entrance, while serving as the first visual focus within the first
courtyard. This courtyard contains the ‘Unmatched Pavilion’, in the center of the
northern wall. This pavilion has a hipped roof and central projection and wide
raised eaves. It serves as a library today. On both sides lie the two guest rooms.



Figure 1 The layout of the Great Mosque of Xi'an. (1) screen wall (2) wooden pailou (3) side gate (4)

first courtyard (5) gate (6) second courtyard (7) stone paifang (8) stele pavilion (9) third courtyard (10)
Shengxinlou (11) hall for ablutions (12) lecture hall (13) conjoined stone gates (14) Yiyizhi Pavilion (15)
hexagonal pond (16) stele pavilion (17) yuetai (18) prayer hall (19) yaodian (20) screen wall (21) location of
screen wall. (Steinhardt, China’s Early Mosques, 2015)

Figure 2 The layout of the Great Mosque of Xi‘an and its key buildings/structures. (Fan, 2013)

The second court separates from the first by a shallow roofed pavilion. In the
center of this courtyard, a rectilinear stone with three doorways is erected
to resemble a wooden structure. The central doorway is higher and wider
than the other two flanking ones, reinforcing the east-west axis. The most
significant elements in this courtyard and, probably in the mosque, are the
two freestanding vertical brick piers, each of which has a carved floral motif
topped with an eave roof and dougong brackets. The most confronting
representation can be found in these monumental piers, the representation of
animal figures (Fig. 4). Unusual in Islamic architecture but not surprising to find
them in Chinese architecture, these monuments have dragon heads crowning
their hipped roofs. What is more confronting is that they look predominant and
visible. Figurative sculptures and paintings are rare in Islamic architecture, and
if found, they are often located in hidden surfaces or in unnoticeable areas.
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Figure 3 The central gate of the three marble Figure 4 Dragonheads crowning the hipped roof
gates that leads to the fourth courtyard from the
third one (Photo by the author).

The third courtyard is called the 'Place of Meditation.’ The dominating octagonal
structure is known as the ‘Pavilion for Introspection’. It is an octagonal pagoda
10 meters tall with three eaved stories and wooden balconies featuring
dragonheads carved into the ridges. A library, imam’s residence, and two halls
for ablutions can be found along the north and south sides of the courtyard.

The fourth courtyard is the mosque’s main courtyard which brings people to the
prayer hall through the ‘Phoenix Pavilion’ and two halls for ritual ablution that
connect to the other two halls for ablutions at the third courtyard. This courtyard
is separate from the third courtyard by three marble gates with wooden doors
(Fig.3). The central gate leads to the ‘Phoenix Pavilion,” one main pavilion with
two smaller ones on both sides. All three pavilions’ rooflines connect to the
central one, the largest and hexagonal, extending the invisible east-west axis.
The apparently Chinese pyramidal roofline of the pavilion conceals a highly
carved wooden cupola that crowns the central space. Its main supporting
elements are the Islamic squinch vault form which helps bridge the transition
from squared corners to the circumferential perimeter of the dome’s base. In
this transition, a Chinese bracketing system has been subtly ‘Islamicized’ so
that three tiers of free-standing squinches gracefully transform the hexagonal
space into a hemisphere. In fact, this copula demonstrates the importance of
some Islamic elements in interior space to attain spiritual identity.

The front entrance of the prayer hall marks the division between the fourth
and the fifth courtyards. As the focus of this ceremonial layout of the Great
Mosque of Xi‘an, it is also the climax of a series of spatial sequence of the
five courtyards and preceded by a large platform in the fourth courtyard. The
prayer hall is comprised of a porch and a great hall with a projecting gibla
wall and mihrab space that orients worshipper prayer toward the Ka-bah in
Mecca. The prayer hall covers an open space of 1,270 square meters by a
single roof with three distinct hipped roof segments (Fig.5). The hipped roof
of the projecting gjibla area is perpendicular to those of the main hall that run
north-south to stress the direction of the worship space.



Figure 5 The prayer hall (photo by the author).

3. Spatial Hierarch through Courtyards

Islamic doctrine does not directly command the form of sacred spaces where
Islamic activities and events take place. As a result, the evolution of mosque
architecture has not been driven by religious laws but rather by the needs of
the Muslim users. In every Muslim community, a mosque not only is a place
of worship but also serves for community gatherings, teachings, cultural
practices, and sometimes, markets. The built forms of a mosque reflect various
environmental and cultural contexts. However, every single mosque serves as
a worship place for all Muslims according to the laws of Islam, which implies
that the forms of mosques should indicate the shared values and identities of
all Muslims throughout the ages and across regions (Hillenbrand, 2000).

The first mosque was originated from Prophet Muhammad's Mosque where
a large rectangular courtyard was defined by a hypostyle hall, structures, and
walls (Fig.6). In this humble place, there was no special architectural style or
symbolic form that could be used to deliver the shared values or identities. But
the open courtyard allowed Muslim believers gathered to stand behind the
imam to complete their prayers and other religious activities. It was the group
activities that facilitated the formation and development of shared values and
identities. Hence, the sacred quality of a mosque could be achieved by offering
a spatial function through an open courtyard to fulfill prayers’ needs.

Mosques are places of encounter, where people exchange ideas, products,
and sentiments. Meeting other people and conducting group prayer implied
togetherness, which referred not only to physically being together, but also to
mentally being together to shape shared identities. The form of a mosque was
the logical consequence of the needs of a Muslim community and served as a
symbol to describe and spread the idea of ‘community.’
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Figure 6 Drawing of Prophet Muhammad's house (Leacroft & Leacroft, 1976)

Since then, mosques across the world employ open courtyards as a fundamental
form that is simple, legible, and easily replicated into different forms. Most
mosques in the Middle East adopt the single courtyard pattern where the
prayer hall, hypostyle halls, and walls enclose an open courtyard in the center
with four minarets located at the four corners of the courtyard.

Although the Great Mosque of Xi‘an shows a different courtyard pattern —
there are five courtyards, one leading to another along the central axis — it
attempts to create a sense of community in a different way. In the Middle East,
most residents are Muslim. Hence, mosques’ forms aim to create an inclusive
community where everyone is welcome. Courtyards become a symbol of
community inclusiveness, turning mosques in the region into places for
worshipping Allah for sure, but also serving as public spaces, markets, and
community centers. The focus of courtyards in mosques in the Middle East
is to define "togetherness.” However, this does not apply to the context in
China, where most residents are non-Muslim. As a result, mosques in China
cannot become public places for everyone, but only belong to the Islamic
groups. Particularly, in a non-Islamic context, it is critical to foster the sense
of community among Muslims through place-making that highlights the
differences between Muslims and non-Muslims while promoting the similarity
and shared values among Muslims.

In the Great Mosque of Xi'an, multiple courtyards create multiple gates
through which users move between different courtyards. Spatially, those
multiple gates and courtyards create more physical layers of distance. The
open courtyards are occupied by gardens and vertical structures in the middle,
blocking views to see through all courtyards, which also creates more mental
layers of distance. Those enlarged physical and mental distances further
isolate the interior religious spaces from the outside streets and surrounding
communities, defining clear boundaries between the non-Islamic places and
the Islamic ones. In addition, the gradually reinforced spatial divisions provide
an improved privacy and an enhanced security: non-Muslims are kept outside,
and the Muslims are protected inside. This practice has been critical in China’s
history when the Muslims were always the minority and there has always been
political or social chaos from time to time.

Along the longitudinal east-west axis, a series of courtyard and building
compositions are clustered together in the Xi'an Mosque. Every composition



is separated and connected by defined spatial boundaries — courtyards. From
the inside out, the prayer hall, the courtyards, the gates, and the main entrance
yard formed one sequence of descending order in religious status and spatial
positioning: it becomes more non-Islamic when moving from the prayer hall to
the entrance of the mosque. In this dispersion of space from the innermost to
the periphery, there is a clear hierarchy in religious terms. On the one hand, the
prayer hall is in the inner central courtyard, and therefore claimed a higher social
and religious status. On the other hand, with the superior scaling of inner space,
there is a relative height differential and therefore a relative domination of an
inner and more central space over outer and more distant areas (Zhu, 2004).

Courtyards not only encircled the entire complex, down to smaller spatial
units, but also further dissected, internalized, and deepened spaces (Fig. 7).
At the spatial level, courtyards are the only material and constitutive element
that defined the overall concentric, hierarchical position. In the Great Mosque
of Xi‘an, the five courtyards form five spatial units, each of which is relatively
independent — all of them have designated functions and spatial centers. In the
meantime, this composition also creates five layers of boundaries between the
east side of the complex (the entrance) and the west one (the place behind the
prayer hall).

A hierarchical order in a concentric layout of enclosures is imposed either
from the center to the periphery or from the innermost to the outermost.
Typical mosques in the Middle East prefer to employ the former while Chinese
mosques adopt the latter. In the Great Mosque of Xi'an, the multiple courtyard
layout imposes a social hierarchy by placing the activity of praying and its
place, the prayer hall, with the highest status at the innermost locations while
other non-prayer activities and spaces at less significant locations. The hierarch
of the prayer hall can also be evidenced by the large, erected platform leading
people to the prayer hall from the 4" courtyard which makes the prayer hall
spatially higher than all other buildings in the complex, literally requiring
believers to step up to it, a place in which they are about to speak to Allah,
through their prayers, and in which Allah is about to speak to them, through
recitations of the holy Qur'an in the prayer hall.

Figure 7 Courtyards encircled the whole complex down to smaller spatial units.

Located at the inner center, the prayer hall of the Xi'an case assumed the
higher status and claimed the best spatial resources. Hence, the prayer hall
was the biggest, highest, and most exquisitely decorated built form of the
entire complex of the Great Mosque of Xi‘an. Other activities such as teaching
or ablution are usually conducted in the outer compounds, such as the 2
or the 3" courtyard, which represent a lower position, implying less religious
significance. The spatial segregation formed by courtyards creates a spatial-
hierarchical framework of a higher inside and a lower outside just like a higher
central and a lower periphery in cases of mosques in the Middle East. Naturally,
as more courtyards are inserted, more hierarchies are created, and, as a result,
the inner takes on more significance.
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There is a dialectic relationship between the courtyards in the Great Mosque of
Xi'an. The courtyards dissect space into fragments, while the openings connect
and integrate the spatial fragments. The openings, in the form of gates and
archways in the Xi'an case, have critical effects in the exercise of connection
between the two sides of the courtyards. Although openings are the locations
where space and human activities move across or overcome the courtyard,
they are also the points where the control and defense are reinforced. Only
through the openings can the inside and outside space establish an asymmetry.
This demonstrates the different religious hierarchs: the inside is more religious
while the outside is less religious. Going to the prayer hall from the entrance
is an experience of religious ascension from the outside to the inside (Fig. 8).
Through the boundaries — defined by courtyards, doors, and archways - the Xi‘an
Mosque's designers have successfully created a spatial sequence, which strongly
demonstrates the differences of the inside prayer hall and the outside streets —
this reflects the difference between an Islamic place and a non-Islamic place.

When a Muslim worshipper goes through different courtyards from the street
to the prayer hall, he passes through various distances, experiencing alternate
spatial changes between the interior and exterior. He is also undergoing a
spatial promotion from the lower to the higher step-by-step, with increasing
religious significance. The perception of space reaches its peak when he
arrives at the prayer hall, the climax of the spatial progression and sequence.
In addition, this spatial sequence stimulates a strong desire to continue the
discovery of the inner space that is concealed by courtyards, which increases
the fascination of the innermost space.

Figure 8 the axis-based spatial sequence promotes an experience of religious ascension.

4. A Cross-Cultural Convergence

It is obvious that religious functionality is the top priority of all mosque
buildings worldwide. However, the transmission and development of Islam in
China showcases a different path compared to its counterparts in the Middle
East. Islam had to face China’s long cultural traditions of “Buddhist, Daoist,
Confucian and imperial monuments in the cities and countryside for nearly
1,400 years.” (Steinhardt, 2015, p. xix). This leads to the fact that many Chinese
mosques tend to employ the language of Chinese architecture for the purpose
of Islamic representation.

In the Great Mosque of Xi'an, the entire complex followed the traditional
axiality of Chinese urbanity, but instead of the ubiquitous south-north axis, the
Xi-an Mosque is oriented toward the west, with the main prayer hall at the west
end of the axis. Furthermore, entering the five courtyard arrangement with
its main entrance behind a freestanding screen wall, or the yingbi, resembles
a Buddhist or Daoist monastery more than a mosque (Steinhardt, 2015, p.
147). Shengxinlou, the Chinese-style three-story octagonal tower in the third
courtyard, serves as a stout minaret in the Xi'an Mosque (Fig 9). The most
obvious non-Chinese features in the Xi'an Mosque are the Arabic calligraphy



inscriptions placed in the stone gateways and the prayer hall. The prayer
hall interior decoration, with its vegetal and floral scheme, bears a strong
resemblance to decoration found in early mosques of the Middle East.

Figure 9 Shengxinlou, Xi'an Mosque’s minaret (Steinhardt, 2008, p. 347)
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5. Conclusion

An essential difference between the design patterns of mosques in the Middle
East and the mosques of China can be traced back to differences in building
materials. In the Middle East, local building techniques that made use of
brick and stone, which later incorporated building techniques from ancient
Rome brought by Alexander’s conquests, enabled the development of a set
of complex architectural vocabularies that were later adapted to mosques.
Meanwhile, the Chinese had a long history of making wooden buildings for all
purposes of life. This fundamental difference led to a different understanding
of spaces and a different application of forms and compositions. However,
mosques in China attempt to combine elements from both cultures to produce
symbols that can trigger in worshippers the recollection of a larger scale of
shared values and identities, Islamic values and identities. The Great Mosque
of Xi'an provides solid evidence of this approach — it clearly demonstrates that
buildings are carriers of culture and tradition.

Another essential difference lies in the context — in China, Muslims have
always been a minority group, which naturally makes them possess a stronger
desire for internal cohesion by highlighting their unique shared identity.
This identity should be obviously different from the mainstream society. As
a result, the Great Mosque of Xi'an clearly displays the social differences
through spatial boundaries defined by a series of courtyards. In addition, the
religious significance is expressed in a hierarchical order — the inside hosts
more important Islamic activities while the outside is associated with more
non-Islamic activities. Hence, the courtyards in the Xi’an Mosque contribute to
separating spaces to dissect human activities in order to distinguish Muslims
from non-Muslims.
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INTRODUCTION

Vernacular mosque architecture in the Islamic world is a growing research field, but few studies
have explored this in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), and the Arabian Peninsula in general.
Vernacular mosques have never been considered from point of view of their previous users.
This paper presents for the first time the vernacular architecture of the two mosques in Al-
Khabra heritage settlement in Al-Qassim region and analyses their urban role and associated
social and cultural practices.

A sample of eight previous residents from the older generation of Al-Khabra Settlement (who
lived in the settlement before its population moved out in the 1991) were interviewed in the
summer of 2020. The semi-structured interviews were aimed at collecting valuable data about
their experiences and memories of spatial practices of the two mosques.

The mosque is considered as a strong link between dwellings and between people inside and
outside settlements. In addition to its primary purpose of accommodating worshippers for
religious practice, the mosque served various social, cultural and environmental community
needs. Given its religious importance and function, it plays an important role in the Islamic
settlements. It is important to study the characteristics of the mosque in relation to the local
socio-cultural, environmental and economic context.

Aside from early description of vernacular mosques in Saudi Arabia were
provided by Western travellers (King 1978, 1980). However, very few studies
have been conducted since then on the vernacular mosques of Saudi Arabia,
indicating a historical lack of interest among local scholars concerning their
indigenous culture and traditions. However, there has been a recent renewal
of interest is such heritage as indicated by the published studies of El-Johary
(2008); Schiettecatte et al. (2019); Mahmoud (2021). The most recent initiative
in that of Al-Fouzan Award established in 2014 (see Historical Mosques in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Investigating Architectural Styles Typology | Abdullatif
Al Fozan Award for Mosque Architecture (2019) via: alfozanaward.org).

Various studies have been conducted on the architectural typology of mud
brick buildings in vernacular settlements is Saudi Arabia. This is particularly
the case of the Central Region (Shamekah, 1975; Aldusari 1995; Eben Saleh,
2001, 2002; Al-Hemaidi 2001; Al-Hathloul, 2002, 2018; Mubarak 2004; Al-
Nowaiser, 2010; Alsheliby, 2015 Bin Sulaiman 2017 Alnaim 2020). However,
these studies do not provide any descriptions or analysis of the mosques in the
studied settlements.

Only two PhD theses could be found directly related to the mosque architecture
and vernacular settlements of the Central region of Saudi Arabia known as the
Najd region (Shamekah, 1975 and Alnaim, 2020).

The initiative of Al Fouzan is therefore addressing a real gap. No studies have
been found on the social and cultural practices associated with the vernacular
mosques. This paper addresses this gap as it investigates the lived experience
of vernacular mosques in Saudi Arabia based on the memories of previous
residents who used to live in heritage settlements where these mosques are
located in the previous local residents of Al-Khabra, who are still alive and have
been contacted by the researcher with the assistance of the Municipality of
Al-Khabra. These considerations raise the following questions: what are the
specificities of the vernacular mosque architecture of Al-Khabra as compared
to other mosques in other mud brick settlements in centre KSA? How can the
mosque inform future plans for the rehabilitation and restoration of historical
mosques in the region or even new mosques by reproducing certain specific
elements that are specific to the region? What was the historical role of the



structures in local society, and what is their contemporary relevance? What
are the contemporary challenges facing the reconstruction or rehabilitation of
existing mosques in the KSA?

This research studies the architectural typology and history of two mosques
of Al-Khabra village, looking at behavioural aspects which have not been
considered in terms of the role of the mosque as a kind of thermal comfort
refuge during extreme heat. Closer familiarity of researchers with researched
issues concerning local environments generally yields more in depth results
to understand complicated perceptions and performance under certain
circumstances, especially with regard to occupant behaviours and other socio-
cultural, physical and environmental attributes.

CONTEXTUALISING AL-KHABRA MOSQUES

Studies on Al-Khabra are very rare. Only one study was identified and dealt
with the urban scale of Al-Khabra settlement without any information about
the mosques (Al-Nowaiser, 2010). Furthermore, vernacular mosques have
never been considered from the point of view of their previous users. The
Central region of KSA comprising Riyadh, Al-Qassim and Hail known as the
Najdi style” has distinctive properties based on clay as the main construction
material.

This paper aims to fill the knowledge gap about investigating residents'’
perceptions, behaviours, and cultural meanings of mosque spaces and
investigates the particular characteristics of mosque architecture in Al-Khabra,
in comparison with those of other mud vernacular settlements in the same
region such as Al-Tannomah, Al-Diriyh and Ushaiger (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Location of Mosques in four mud brick vernacular settlements in KSA Central Region. Source:

Adapted from Google maps
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Al-Khabra, as with the other settlements, has two types of mosques, the large
congregational mosque for Friday prayers and small neighborhood mosque
for the five daily prayers. The other villages have one or two large mosques
and several small mosques as is the case in Ushaiger and Al-Diriya (see figure
1). However, Al-Khabra and Al-Tanommah which are both located in Al-Qassim
region have one mosque of each type.

The examination of the mosques in each of the four mud vernacular villages
of Al-Diriya, Ushiager, Al-Tannomah and al-Khabra, reveals that mosques
have many purposes, beyond the rituals of prayer. The two mosque types in
villages represent an important observation that increase understanding of the
concept of mosques, explicitly and implicitly, indicated by physical shape and
areas served by the structures. This was illustrated in the following participant’s
observation:

"many activities were held in the large mosques, such as Friday prayer,
a learning space for the community, general meetings and hospitality
places for the guests to sleep”. (Ali Alsalamh)

As illustrated in maps shown in Figure 2, the large mosques where the Friday
prayer is held are mostly located in the central areas of the settlements and
close to the market “Souq”, at the intersection of the main streets linking
the main gates of these walled vernacular villages. On the other hand, the
small mosques are placed in semi-public and private realm of residential
neighborhood.
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Figure 2. Maps showing mosques in relation to main public streets.

The large Friday mosques are located in proximity to the large market areas
or sougs, allowing both local people and visitors to use the mosque. This was
observed by Doughty (1888:412):

""Their mosque stands by the mejlis, and is a low clay building. Neraby | saw a
brackish well—only a fathom deep, where they wash before prayers... Mejlis is
held in the Friday market when the nomads, come also to pray at noon in the
masjid bringing camels, small cattle and samn (a form of butter)”.

The Friday prayer as a weekly event brings together all members of the
community, with an associated Friday market that would attract traders from
the surrounding regions and provides the inhabitants of the settlement and
its adjacent region with trade opportunities. Conversely, small mosques are
devoid of connections to commercial functions, and are simply for the local
people to perform their daily prayers in their neighbourhood.



MINARETS

Minarets in the Central Region have a distinctive cylindrical funnel shape,
reminiscent of the minaret of the Great Mosque of Samarra, with a raised head
atop a bevelled or square base. The minaret is often located above the prayer
hall with a staircase leading to it. Some minarets are very large with rooms
used for additional prayer space during Ramadan, as is the case in the Unaizah
Mosque in Al-Qassim (Al-Naim 2019) (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Unaizah Mosque in Al-Qassim was built in 1940. Source: (Al-Naim 2019)

The minaret may be one of the main features that distinguish the Najdi
mosque in particular. The region illustrates some observations and provide an
interesting area of research for the scientific knowledge of those mosques. The
latter have sometimes been mentioned in several studies but have not been
the subject of intensive, detailed fieldwork analysis so far.
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STUDY AREA PRESENTATION: AL-KHABRA VILLAGE

Figure 4. Image of Al-Khabra. Source: (Saleh Al-Hathlol 2015)

Al-Khabra is a village located in the west of Al-Qassim region in central KSA.
Surrounded by the Najdi desert, it sits atop massive aquifers, and it a fertile
land capable of producing abundant vegetation and crops. It is commonly
called the "bread basket” of KSA due to the availability of wheat. There are
several valleys running through the region, the most important of which is Wadi
Al-Rummah, where the settlement is found (Figure 5). The village is bordered
on the south and east by the valley and mounds of sand and on the north and
north-west by numerous farms.

Al-Khabra was described by Doughty (1888:411) in his book Travels in Arabia
Deserta as:

"‘an ancient name of a principal oasis in the desert Al-Qassim. It is a
naked clay bottom in the desert where shallow water is pounded after
heavy rain surrounded by mud-brick fence. It has some butchers stalls
and a smith’s forge”.



Figure 5. Wadi Al-Rummah beside the settlement of Al-Khabra. Source: Abdullah

The standard of living of village residents continued for centuries to be based
on agricultural prosperity with a rich urban fabric, manifest in safe walls, farms,
spatial system, local resources, building orientations and inhabitant skills
forming a liveable and interdependent local ecosystem with a sustainable
economy.

The vernacular village of Al-Khabra has been standing in the Central Region
of KSA for hundreds of years as an ideal example of sustainability. Al-Khabra is
inclusive, protective, environmentally friendly, self-sustaining and embedded
in its local context; its urban fabric and spatial system show exemplary
integration, interacting with various inhabitant activities and the surrounding
natural features (Alnowaiser 2010). The system spatially and behaviourally
intermingles to facilitate different human activities within their corresponding
domains in their local built environment. The spatial systems are based on an
inclusive sustainability to achieve a living comfort zone and well-being. The
level of sustainability has been expressed through supporting and maintaining
inhabitants over many centuries and generations. The village organization and
its farms, streets, adjacent buildings, courtyards, local materials and water wells
contributed to the sustenance of human life, culture and community.

There were three spatial phases manifest in housing styles, representing three
remarkable developments of the settlement (Alnowaiser 2010). Firstly, the
centre of the village with initial inhabits and closest houses to the central place.
Secondly the middle area with first immigrants and medium houses. Thirdly,
the external area was inhabited by late settlers with the biggest houses in 1950
(Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Three spatial phases of Al-Khabra development

The settlement is formed of many neighbourhoods, typically separated
by streets. The neighbourhoods were directed inward to public plazas and
dwellings were similarly focused around a central courtyard. This urban and
domestic model provided residents with their needs for privacy, safety, security,
social bonds, climate resistance and ecological protection.

The concept of urban fabric relates to the expression of spatial justice for
everyone in the village from children to the elderly; consequently, the village
is shaped by integrating spatial, behavioural and ecological systems (Al-
Nowaiser, 2010). It exhibits many sustainable systems for social interactions,
self-supporting services and economic activities. Al-Khabra was described by
Doughty (1888:411) thus:

'’ The house-building of Al-Khabra is unplanned and the place is not
unlike certain village towns of upland Syria".

Figure 7. Urban planning of Al-Khabra



It had numerous defensive systems, including a perimeter fence around
each side, with a number of watch towers and continues external blocks with
limited accesses points. The watch towers were often located surveying empty
areas of open desert, with some towers placed to secure farms and overlook
sand dunes positioned to the south and west. Sustainable protection from
the environment was reflected in Al-Khabra’s orientation and the design of
buildings, streets, roads and neighborhoods, with continuous blocks from
the south and south-east limiting the encroachment of sand dunes in these
sides (Figure 8). Therefore, it is clear that long blocks help to block sand dune
expansion from those directions.

Figure 8. Continuous blocks to the south and south-east limit sand from dune encroachment

The long blocks, closely clustered houses and the usage of mud as the major
construction material reduced the indoor temperature of houses. Dwellings
in the village shaded open spaces, streets and buildings most of the time,
creating less sun exposure and direct solar heat gain.

Al-Khabra has four gates supported by long blocks to control outer access
to settlements. Three main roads were built oriented externally to outside
adjacent farms (Figure 8). These roads lead to the central area of Al-Khabra
(called Al-Majles in Arabic), which was the main area for residents and visitors
to exchange goods (mainly farm products produced locally exchanged with
visiting merchants’ wares). Traders arrived by camel as described by Doughty
(1888:412) in the extract quoted above.

On the other hand, houses, plazas, streets and neighbourhoods were oriented
inward in direction and each house was directed inward focusing around its
central courtyard with monitored accesses and very few windows. In addition,
houses had secure access to the inside, controlled via long blocks of housing
with few outside openings, whereas the large openings were directed to the
inside courtyards of houses. Cool air circulation was improved via narrow
openings as illustrated in the following participant’s observation:
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""Windows in some places were at a high level of the external wall,
whereas large openings were located in low level of the walls towards
central courtyards for smoke extraction in winter and air circulation in
summer” (Al-Hudaythi)

In mosques, small windows were typically placed in the upper level, while open
central courtyards with no walls inside mosques facilitated air circulate on.
These methods enhanced cool air infiltration in summer and warmer air inflow
in winter. As a result, these urban fabrics enhanced the spatial arrangements to
be sustainable and secure.

DATA COLLECTION AND METHODS

This study was split to two (2) main phases, data collection followed by analysis.
The first phase of the investigation attempted to collect data about the position
of the two mosques in Al-Khabra. However, in the case of dilapidation or
reconstruction of mosques structures, the study analysis was carried out based
on fieldwork including observation. The history of the mosques was reviewed
to inform the reconstruction of both mosques in Al-Khabra (the large and
small Mosques described below) as collected from fieldwork calibrated with
available historical sources. The data collection also relied on the oral memory
of previous residents who are now elderly to give their voice on the memory
of these places and to fill gaps in respect to the mosques. Consequently, the
current study interviewed a sample of eight elderly local residents in depth who
had experience of living in Al-Khabra vernacular houses. Therefore, fieldwork
was carried out in July 2020. It is important to consider what people with lived
experience have to say about vernacular architecture, because this can inform
future practices, and avoid mistakes associated with academic abstractions
and sheer ignorance of traditional ways of life.

The second phase of the investigation concentrated on urban fabric. Al-Khabra
was compared with other mud-brick villages and mosques in the KSA such as
Al-Tanomah, Al-Diriya and Ushiger, to combine the findings on all of these sites
to draw some lessons for sustainability. The studied cases were purposively
selected due to their manifestation of historical Najdi style of the 18th century,
before the establishment of the KSA in 1932.

ABOUT THE MOSQUES: HISTORY, POSITION AND SCALE

The vernacular settlement of Al-Khabra was vacated in 1981 when the
government bought all houses on the site and relocated people into
contemporary houses. This left the houses empty, and the settlement was
considered as a heritage site being rehabilitated for internal tourism. This was
illustrated by a participant’s comment:

“All the residents of the village left after the relocation of people into
contemporary houses located nearby settlement, except some elderly
people who refused to get out and stayed for a few years” (Ali Al-
Salamh)

As these houses were vacated, the study relied on the oral memory of previous
residents who are now elderly gathered via recorded phone and online
interviews. The aim of the interviews was to investigate mosques, giving the
voice of the elder generation who used to live in the vernacular houses before
they moved to contemporary houses.

Fieldwork investigation of the chosen mosques is a beneficial method to fulfil the
research objectives about investigating the characteristics of the two mosques



(Figure 9) which are significant in the development of vernacular mosques in
the current search for a sustainable paradigm. Based on the available cases
in Al-Khabra, two mosques were selected for the study. The “Large Mosque”
is a larger complex near the centre of the village close to the Mejlis open
space; the “Small Mosque” is a smaller structure close to the north gate in the
north-west side of the village. The large Mosque has a basement known as the
""Khalwa" means seclusion, and both have open central courtyards. The large
Mosque and its surroundings were observed by Doughty (1888) in Al-Khabra,
as described previously.

Figure 9. The location of the two studied mosques

Prior to restoration efforts, the large mosque was in a bad condition, while
the small mosque was still essentially intact, but it was not in use (Figure 10).
Consequently, Al-Khabra Council in cooperation with the Tourism Ministry
worked on the large central mosque and it has been rehabilitated, but not
with its original features. A covered courtyard and single glazed windows have
been introduced which are inefficient for energy because hot air is trapped
inside (the vernacular open courtyard benefitted from air movement). These
modern solutions will turn the space into an oven, with intensive heat gain and
it is essential to allow hot escape, to achieve some ventilation and convection
cooling. According to the local Council, the rationale for this system was
to keep the carpet clean, which is counterproductive as the carpet and the
mosque itself are instituted for worshipper comfort and it is not for building
users to suffer in the interests of the carpet. The carpet material is also wool
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which is warm when praying directly on the floor. The carpets could be kept
clean with a different mosque design that is more environmentally friendly and
thermally comfortable.

Figure 10. Picture taken in 2004, showing the bad condition of the Big Mosque (left) and the intact but
unused Small Mosque (right). Source: Google map

Sometimes the design might create problems, particularly in very hot arid
climates, with the large area of the roof of the Large Mosque being exposed
to maximum solar heat gain particularly during the summer. This mosque
needs to be saved, rehabilitated and protected within it original features.
The original characteristics of the Large Mosque may have been irretrievably
lost in reconstruction (Figure 11) while the Small Mosque retains some of its
original features, which can inform future practices, so that some mistakes in
reconstruction or rehabilitation are not repeated again.

Figure 11. Picture taken in 2018, showing the reconstructed Big Mosque (left)and the intact unused Small
Mosque (right). Source: Google map

The following subsections examine these two cases to identify their
characteristics in relation to the local socio-cultural, environmental and
economic context.

The Large Friday Mosque (Central):

The large Mosque is located close to the open central market space in the
central part of the village, constructed in 1700 AD. The main prayer hall is
supported by stone circular columns, using vernacular construction materials.
The mosque is a distinctive local vernacular heritage structure with an
exceptional basement that makes the building unique. The total area of the
mosque is approximately (560 m?). It has a tall minaret narrowing upward
to a cone with a height of 10 more than double the height of the mosque’s
rectangular prayer hall (3.60 m). Local building materials used in construction
include wood and adobe bricks (manufactured using sun-dried mud, water and
straw or grass). These distinctive building materials are characteristic of local
vernacular techniques, with implications for passive cooling to achieve thermal
comfort, as explored by qualitative interviews with local residents. Figure 12



shows the basic layout of the large mosque. Here (M) refers to the front covered
pray space “Almisbah”, (C) means the open courtyard “Alsarha”, (A) indicates
the ablution space, (S) refers to the storage area; (B) indicates the basement
"“Al-Khalwa” and (E) means outdoor Alesha and indoor women'’s prayer space.

Figure 12. Architectural plans (top) and section (bottom)

The original features of the mosque were lost after the covering of 'Alsarha”
described previously. The modern retrofitted roof prevents air movement
and overheats the space. Figure 13 illustrates the mosque before and after
reconstructing, showing covered courtyard with single glazed windows.

Figure 13. ""Alsarha” the open courtyard as it was (left), and covered after rehabilitation in 2015 (right)

People retired to Al-Khalwa during extreme heat to enjoy the cool basement
space of the large Mosque which is an example of vernacular behavioural
adaptations. The architecture and the construction of the basements was
important and it was used without any air conditioning into the late 20*
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century because of its basement passive cooling and heating system (utilizing
the underground temperature). In the summer season during peak high
temperatures, users went at noon to rest in the Al-Khalwa basement space
which remained relatively cold, while it was used at night in the winter due to
its relative warmth, as indicated by an interviewee:

"Al-Khalwa was used in extreme hot and cold seasons “ (lbrahim Al-Omem).

People mostly prayed in the ground floor, but in summer basements were used
in the day to avoid the extreme heat, while roofs were used at night. The open
courtyard space Alsarha was avoided in summer at noon when the sun was
high, but in winter at mid-day people could sit this open ventilated place.

In terms of ablution, devotees used to take water from the well next to the
mosque and carry it to the “Gero” (stone basin) (Figure 14) in an ablution area
as recalled by an interviewee:

"“There used to be a garo close to the entrance which was full of water to be
used in Wudu (ceremonial washing before prayer) .. water was taken from the
well of Jama‘at Almasjed (the habitual congregants), surrounded by a fence
and there was a tamarisk tree” (Ali Alsalamah)

As recalled by interviewee, the well of Jama'at was located close to the ablution
area, as shown in Figure 14, but the local Council removed it from the site
as a part of its botched rehabilitation efforts. It should have been preserved,
possibly as a working well or at least as an artefact (perhaps with a transparent
cover for safety). Perhaps it can be restored as a core part of the heritage of
the mosque.

Figure 14. Left picture shows the well in circular dots, (right) an example of a stone basin (garo)
traditionally used for wudu
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Figure 15. The large Mosque with real images.

The Small Mosque (North-West Side):

The Small Mosque is situated at the north-west gate of the village, constructed
in the late third spatial phase of settlement development in 1950. The total
area of the mosque is about (415 m2) and it has three separated spaces, each
of which is used at a particular time, exhibiting behavioural adaptations where
people move around the mosque to find suitable indoor environment. The
prayer area is separated to two spaces. The front one is opened partly from
north side used in summer called ” Almisbah”. The rear one is totally closed in
the winter time, performing the same functions as Al-Khalwa when used in the
winter, but it is above the ground. Both spaces are supported by some stone
circular columns. Figure 16 below shows the basic layout of the mosque. Here
(M) refers the front covered prayer space opened from north side "Almisbah”,
(C) means the open courtyard “Alsarha”, (B) indicates the rear covered pray
space, and (S) refers to the storage area.

Figure 16. Architectural plans (left) and cross section and elevation (right)

The mosque is described with reference to the labels used in Figure 17: "Al-
Makzan" the storage space (S), “"Al-Misbah” the main front prayer space that
opens in north side (M), and the rear closed prayer space (B) (from the highest
to lowest levels respectively). Al-Misbah front spaces is 3.30 m high, while the
rear prayer space is 2.70 m.
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It is clear that the front space is higher than the rear, but people moved spaces
according to seasonal adaptation strategies. For instance, people used the
front covered space in summer which opens in the north to allow air circulation
during the summer time, while they used the lower back space in winter time
to maintain a warm space warm, sheltered from the winds. Al-Sarha, the open
courtyard was mostly used in spring season, whereas "Al-Sath” was used in
autumn as recalled by participants.

Figure 17. Three different levels in the Small Mosque

The surviving form of this mosque and its original feature can inform future
practices, and help avoiding some mistakes in future reconstruction or
rehabilitation projects in contrast to the lost characteristics of the large Mosque.
Figure 18 below shows some real pictures of the Small Mosque interior and
exterior.

Figure 18. The Small Mosque

COMPARING AL-KHABRA AND OTHER CENTRAL REGION
SETTLEMENTS

In general, there is some similarity between the settlements in the Central
Region, alongside some differences in urban planning on a large scale or in the
design of buildings on a small scale. This section compares Al-Khabra village
with some other settlement types of the Central Region.



Four city gates in Al-Khabra lead directly to the large Mosque and central
"souq”, where the market was held each Friday (Figure 19). The urban fabric
is a distinctive feature with an exceptional circular form, which makes the
settlement unique with eight towers distributed around the village as city
gates. Other villages have one or multiple gates leading toward the center, as
at Al-Dereyah, Oshegr and Al-Tanomah.

Figure 19. An example of open central “Souq” in Al-Qassim Region (left) Shamekh (1975), and the Souq
in 2020 (right)

These mosques have various physical shapes and heights according to the
context of achieving privacy and not visually harming the surrounding houses.
For example, mosque roofs were similar to the surrounding roofs of dwellings,
while minarets were slightly higher. The concept of the minarets enhances
differentiation between large mosques which have higher minarets, and the
smaller Mosques which have lower minarets (Figure 20).

F'—T

Figure20a. Al-Khabra small mosque Figure20.b Al-Khabra Friday mosque

™
0

However, the mosque spaces in both architectural scales reflect how people
dealt with the local climate and their lifestyles, and residents used both the
large and small mosques to achieve their requirements. The physical differences
between the mosque types were observed in relation to their spaces used and
organized (Figure 21).
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Figure 21 Architectural plans in 4 studied settlements
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The small mosques consist of one or two to three closed spaces while the large
mosques consist of five distinct spaces, consistently found in the large mosques
of Al-Khabra and the other three presented settlements of KSA central region
(see figure 21). These spaces are as follows:

1. Al-Misbah, consisting of a front covered main prayer hall

2. Al-Sarha, consisting of an open courtyard separating the front and back
prayer hall

3. Al-Esha, consisting of a space for women
4. Al-Sath, consisting of an accessible roof space.
5. Al-Khalwa, consisting of an accessible basement praying space

The large Friday mosques accomplish additional functions such as a community
space, a shelter, and a social and cultural hub for the local residents.

Figure 22 The five components of the large mosque in Al-Khabra

Al-Misbah Space (Main Prayer Hall)

This is the main front prayer hall of the Friday mosque, used in most of the
year, but more in summer as the main space. Its local Arabic name means the
lantern. This is where lanterns are placed for lighting the mosque. Windows are
at a high level of walls for natural lighting and ventilation as well.

Al-Saraha space (an open courtyard)

This is the Arabic local name of the mosque open courtyard. It is used for
prayers during the summer nights, when the indoor spaces are warmer than
the outdoor ones due to the release of heat accumulated during the day in
the thick mud brick walls, especially in Ramadan. The courtyard also acts as a
sink of cool air during the night, allowing the indoor spaces to lose their heat
during the night and remain cool during the day. The use of Al-Saraha space is
however avoided in the summer noon time when the sun is high in the sky and
heats directly the courtyard.
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Al-Eshah (Women'’s Prayer Space)

There are two spaces, the first space tends to be located at the front of the
mosque. During the Friday's prayer, the small window located on the gibla wall
next to the “mihrab” (niche in the wall of a mosque indicating the direction of
Mecca) is opened so that women could hear the Imam’s preach (see Figure 24).
Named Al-Eshah, meaning nest in Arabic. The second indoor space typically
located at the back of the mosque used temporarily as Ramadan begins,
indication that the number of women worshipers visiting the mosque is rather
limited as women tend to pray at home.

Figure 23. Architectural plans of Friday mosque (left); women's front space "Al-Eshah” (right)

Figure 24. Participant pointing out the window left open during the Friday sermon for women

Al-Khalwa Space (Basement Praying Space)

Al-Khalwa is the name given to the basement praying space in the Friday
mosque. It is an Arabic word meaning “retreat”. Being an underground space,
Al-Khalwa provides a thermally comfortable environment, particularly in the hot
summer days and the cold winter nights when temperatures reach extremes.

Vernacular mosques in the Central Region had different usages depending on
the climate changes over the year. Local people recalled using the spaces in the
large mosques in many ways according to the time of the season, particularly
Al-Khalwa being used in extreme winter and summer temperature. This was
mentioned by one of the interviewees as follows:

“In the summer, Al-Khalwa is the best place and a very comfortable
environment, it is like having an air conditioning, while it becomes
warm in extreme winter time.. sometimes we slept in Al-Khalwa during
the extreme heat noon time". (Ali Al-Salamah)

Al-Khalwa is both a social and learning space as well as a thermal comfort
spatial adaptation of the mosque architecture. In the extreme of the summer



heats, worshippers choose to stay in the cool space of al-Khalwa between
afternoon prayers to read the Quran or have a nap. This practice of staying
in the mosque to avoid extreme summer heat is found today in the mosque
air-conditioned prayer halls during the Hajj and Umrah pilgrimage, when
worshipers often choose to stay inside the mosques and even sleep in them
between prayers as they are cooler than any other spaces.

Al-Sath (roof space).

Additional cool spaces for summer night praying are also available on the
accessible roof of the mosque which is named Al-Sath, meaning the flat roof.
Due to generally low yearly rainfall, buildings in the Middle East have flat
roofs, which traditionally served multiple functions as a cool praying space in
mosques and a cool sleeping space for the houses during the hot summer
season.

A modern concrete roof, conversely, serves to radiate heat throughout the
night. This was reflected in the following participant’s observation:

"In the summer, we sleep in an open place, such as courtyards or roofs

. we do not sleep in rooms at all and its advantage if dawn comes
people are awake and we hear the call of prayer, but now the air
conditioning is over your head and your feet are numb and there is no
one who will wake you up except for the alarm and you wake up lazy
this is the differences”. (Abdullah Al-Oremah)

Information gathered from interviewees provides a better understanding
of the many ways mosque spaces were used in different seasons and times
of the day. The role of the mosque as a community space has been clearly
emphasised in the accounts of the previous residents of al Khabra who have
been interviewed in this study. They recalled that the village did not have a
school until 1950 in the third spatial phase of the village developments and
mentioned that the large Friday mosque served as the place of education, with
lessons being provided to children between prayer times. Another participant
recalled the deeply cohesive nature of the local community who came together
in the mosque at prayer times:

""There was someone who looked after people and looked at attendance
for those in the mosque who came to pray ... naming worshippers,
Ibrahim Saleh, Ali etc ... and people would respond present!” (Ali Al-
Salamh)

Another interesting spatial practice revealed by the interviewee is the gathering
of worshippers at “Al-Mishraq” means the East. It is a mud bench located at
the exterior of the East facing wall of the mosque, allowing men to gather
outside to enjoy the sunrise after the al- Fadjr prayer at dawn prayer (Figure
24). Aside from its social role, Al-Mishrag was important in adaptive strategies
for the winter, enabling people to enjoy solar warmth in the morning in an
open space receiving direct solar exposure often next to or within the Central
market (souq). Usually public meetings and appointments would occur there
after prayers.
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Figure 24. Al-Mishraq with east-facing bench

In addition to its social and environmental role, Al-Mishraq plays an important
role for both the physical and psychological wellbeing of the worshippers,
allowing daily exposure to early sun rays hence setting the physiological clock
and providing vitamin D" necessary physical and mental wellbeing.

The current excessive use of indoor environments that are artificially lit and
ventilated has led to the spread of major deficiencies in vitamin D in the
contemporary Saudi population as indicated by various studies (see Kaddam
et al.,, 2017). Al-Mishrag was used next to the mosque as illustrated by
participants:

"“men used to sit outside the mosque after the sunrise prayer, they called
it “warm Mishraq” ... Al-Mishraq time is a place where the sunshine
shines, until it rises (perpendicular) at noon” (Abdullah Al-Tasan)

It is clear that residents of theses vernacular settlements met regularly after
prayer, as mentioned by an interviewee:

“we were always seeing each other in the past, helping and standing
together as one community” (Abo-Waleed)

The mosque played an important social and was used to meeting the diverse
need of the local community. The data gathered through interviews indicate
that the architecture of Al-Khabra mosques provide a versatile environment
that is thermally comfortable at different times of the day and seasons flexible
in use allowing many functions to be performed. The large Friday mosques
accommodated a larger number of worshippers praying to Allah, but moreover
served as an educational, social and cultural space for the local inhabitants.
The mosques are also climatically resilient as they provide an underground
gathering space that is comfortable in extreme high or low temperatures.
The use of Al-Mishraq as a waiting space between the dawn and the sunrise
prayers in the winter, allows for an enjoyable start of the day and exposure to
sunlight that is beneficial to the physical and psychological wellbeing of the
worshippers.



CONCLUSION

Mosque architecture is a central element in Muslim communities used to
facilitate daily prayers and numerous other functions. With many shapes, styles
and characters, the mosque architecture has become a lively and growing
research field, but few studies have explored these subjects in the Arabian
Peninsula, despite it being the cradle of Islam. This research has focused on the
vernacular architecture of the two mosques in Al-Khabra heritage settlement
in Al-Qassim region and analyses their urban role and associated social and
cultural practices. It has aimed to explore residents’ perceptions, behaviours,
and cultural meanings of mosque spaces and investigates the particular
characteristics of mosque architecture in Al-Khabra, in comparison with those
of other mud vernacular settlements in the same region such as Al-Tannomah,
Al-Diriyh and Ushaiger.

A comparative analysis was undertaken to Al-Khabra mosques compared to
other settlement mosques in the region, illustrating the specificities of five key
components of large vernacular mosques’ architecture: Al-Khalwa (basement),
Al-Misbah (front covered prayer space), Al-Saraha (open courtyard), Al-Eshah
(woman'’s area), and Al-Sath (roof space). The findings also reveal that people
moved around the mosque to find suitable indoor environments in response
to temperatures, exhibiting adaptive strategies. Nevertheless, mosques served
local needs including social, cultural and environmental requirements.

The mosque is a gathering space in extreme heat; it is a space of resilience
where people can go and congregate together in a cool space improvising
social life in the basement “Khalwa" instead of staying in very uncomfortable
environments on their own. It is a social space that can be a learning space
as explored by qualitative interviews with previous local residents. This is a
behavioural aspect that has not been considered previously about the role of
the mosque as kind of thermal comfort refuge in extreme heat indicating a role
in urban resilience.

The paper has also shown that the mosques had various physical shapes and
height, achieving privacy and not visually harming the surroundings. The
minarets enhanced differentiation between large and small mosques. The
large mosques across the settlements were on main arterial roads, close to the
central market “Souq”, while the small mosques were located in less connected
residential areas. Al-Khabra is the only village that had several public streets
from the main gates, rendering it unique accessibility features not found in the
other studied settlements.

This research can be extended to include the vernacular mosque architecture
of the KSA as a whole, taking into consideration the fact that, some of these
vernacular mosques have been restored by the “Mohammed bin Salman
Project for Historical Mosques Renovation Program” which renovated 30
vernacular mosques out of 130 mosques in 10 different regions of KSA at a
cost of $13.3m.

Future studies can explore newly recognized historic mosques and highlight
certain specific elements associated with particular regions, particularly in
terms of thermal comfort adaptations and ways in which building users move
around mosques to find suitable indoor environment. In addition, the height of
minarets should be considered in new mosques. In North Africa, for instance,
square minarets had proportional height-width dimensions (the height was
five times the width), with municipal authorities having clear regulations about
these aspects within regions, but there appears to be no historical knowledge
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of similar phenomena in Najd and other parts of KSA. Many opportunities have
been found to restore Muslim religious heritage and reproduce architectural
cultural heritage to connect the past and present, and learn from the former to
increase climate resilience and sustainability for future generations.
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Abstract

A number of historic mosques spread throughout the Eastern Province of the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia serve the affluent architectural culture. It is important to recognise and appreciate
the significance of preserving architectural legacy because it reflects socio-cultural situations
of the local people. Therefore, conserving and reconstructing architectural heritage in their
original state is important, because it may inspire future generations to respect and follow their
culture. This paper has adopted Jawatha Mosque as a case study and analysed its construction
techniques, architectural elements, design, and function. The mosque is located at Al-Hofuf
and is considered to be the earliest in eastern Saudi Arabia. It was constructed during seventh
Hijri and is the first mosque to hold Jumaa prayer after the Masjid Al-Nawabi in Al-Madina. Most
of its initial architecture collapsed and was buried in the sand. The remaining structure was at
risk of disintegration but continued to be used for daily prayers. This led to the decision of
conserving the mosque and currently, the newly constructed mosque is being used for prayers
besides being a popular tourist attraction. People are not sure if the reconstructed Jawatha
Mosque represents its initial construction material, technique, function, architectural elements
and design. Therefore, this study is aiming to examine and analyse its construction techniques,
architectural elements, design and function in relation to local culture. To achieve the aim of this
paper, the author adopted Case Study Methodology with several research methods employed,
such as, review of the literature, in-depth interviews, sketches and photography. According to
the in-depth interview carried out in this study, the construction technique, function, geometry,
architectural elements and design adopted in the reconstructed Jawatha Mosque were based
on local authorities’ best judgment and imagination. However, socio-cultural influence is
evident on the current image, architectural elements, design and function of the mosque.

Key words: architectural design, culture, heritage, construction, function, Jawatha
Mosque

1. Introduction

According to Heritage Canada Foundation (1983), physical interference
to prevent deterioration in a building, safeguarding its structural strength,
cleaning of wallpaper, plastering, repointing and consolidation of masonry,
stabilising existing foundation, are all included in the architectural conservation
work (Heritage BC, 2013). Heritage conservation is a process that is linked
with the definition of culture which gives importance to customs, traditions,
lifestyles, urban, heritage management and construction (Al-Naim, 2011). Saudi
Avrabia is prominent for compassing diversified architectural styles amongst all
the countries in the Arabian Peninsula. The Saudi Arabian architecture in the
seaside, hilly and plain areas is very distinctive and influenced by the traditional
architectural characteristics (King, 1998). Vernacular architectural styles and
practice of Saudi Arabia did not change for the past few hundred years before
the economy was fully dependent on oil. However, discovery of the oil triggered
a lot of changes in built environment in the form of development and expansion
of urban areas causing minimalizing vernacular construction and architecture
(King, 1998). Therefore, it is important to understand the requirements of
completing successful conservation work as it is related to the achievement
of the aim of this study. According to Gharaibeh and Kabir (2011), traditional
architecture, cultural history, heritage, natural landscape of the eastern Province
of Saudi Arabia should be precisely documented and preserved because
cultural heritage is one of the major determinants of identifying nationality (Al-
Saud, 2011). It is a challenge to quantify the long term benefits of preservation
and restoration of tradition, architecture, cultural practices of Saudi Arabia
and their effects on the development of sustainable communities. There is a
relationship between the rate of conservation of urban heritage and the rate
of appreciating cultural identity by the future generations of Saudi Arabia. The



more the local heritage is restored, the more it will be preferred (Nouf, 2011).
However, according to Nouf (2011), restoring and preserving architecture and
vernacular culture in the long run will positively influence national and regional
development significantly creating employment, community participation,
investment opportunities, as well as boosting the tourism industry.

According to up-to-date literature, the local administration in the Arab
subcontinents are blamed for neglecting urban heritages of their urban areas
(Alkhamis, 2011; Boussaa, 2010; Sutton and Fahmy, 2002; Williams, 2002;
Steinberg, 1996). As cities are expanding and developing in most of the
Arabian land, old traditional settlements are being demolished, vernacular
architectural design elements are rapidly fading away from the Arab continent’s
skylines, and traditional construction materials (such as, mud, brick, coral) are
disappearing with traditional construction technology skillsets. As a result of
this rapid urbanisation, land prices are skyrocketing and therefore old houses
with valuable heritage are being destroyed, which led to Saudi Arabia losing a
considerable amount of heritage mainly during the 1970s and 1980s. However,
city authorities had insignificant trials and efforts to document old urban areas
and residences before they were replaced and reconstructed (King, 1998). It is
evident from the sources of literature on conservation requirements that cultural
practices of construction must be examined and studied to carry out successful
conservation work. Therefore, authenticity is important in any restoration,
preservation project and be considered while conserving any heritage of
Saudi Arabia. The aim of this paper is to examine and analyse construction
techniques, architectural elements, design and function of Jawatha Mosque in
relation to local cultural context.

2. Historical background of earth construction in Al-Hofuf
culture

The Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia dwells on a long seaside, many arable
wellspring, marshy land and heavy silty areas, highlands, canyons and sand
dunes. The calcareous sedimentary layers capped most of the eastern region
and this geological structure hold huge volumes of belowground water and oil
reservoirs (Al-Rashid, 1999). Al-Hofuf is a city in eastern Saudi Arabia and it is
treated as one of the largest oasis in Saudi Arabia. Al-Hofuf is located about
170 km south-west direction of Dammam and 330 km east of Riyadh (Figure
1). The greater Al-Hofuf area has been inhibited for the last thousands of years
and archaeological evidences prove that many civilizations have established
their settlements in this oasis because of availability of water and suitable soil.
Water was the key driver for food production and soil for the construction of
shelters of the civilizations. However, one of the oldest land features in Al-
Hofuf is Jabal (mountain) Al- Qarah Caves (Figure 2). They are situated roughly
13 km east of Al-Hofuf, whereby sophisticated cave system has been formed
in the calcareous sandstone, marl and clay of the Upper Miocene to Lower
Pliocene Hofuf Formation. This area consists of well-preserved palygorskite
type clay minerals because it was submerged in the mudflat that dominated
the coastal location (Hussain et al, 2006). Al-Qarah Mountain is the place for
pottery manufacturing whereby weathered rock is used as a major ingredient
for this famous pottery works (Figure 3). Standing on the top of this mountain,
one will be able to view Al-Ahsa’s largest palm oasis in the world (Figure 2). The
mountain caves are well known for their extraordinary rock formations and is
naturally cold during summer and warm during winter.

According to Wood (1975), Al-Hofuf of eastern Saudi Arabia was specifically
renowned for the establishment of Jawatha Mosque during early Islamic time
(i.e. 635 AD), and the mosque was known to be the first mosque built in this
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region. Jawatha Mosque is situated twelve kilometre northeast of Hofuf, Al-
Hassa, in the Al-Kilabiyah Village (Nabataea.net, 2020). The mosque is open for
daily prayer (Lawton, 1991). It is believed that the second Jumaa congregation
in Islamic history was held in this mosque and the tribe of Bani Abdul Qais
constructed it (Wood, 1975; Al-Rashid, 1999; Al-Hussein, 2020). Most of
the major portion of the original earth structure of this important mosque
collapsed and disappeared in the sand, however, according to Nabataea.net
(2020), its remaining small portions were about to collapse (Figure 4) before
its recent reconstruction. The visible ruins of this earth mosque in Figure 4
perhaps date back from the 9th century CE (Al-Moghanam, 2006; Al-Hussein,
2020; Nabataea.net, 2020).

Figure 1. Figure 2.

Location of Al-Hofuf in Saudi Arabia Al-Qarah Mountain and Part of the Al-Ahsa oasis
Source: Gharaibeh et al, 2011 Source: Saudi Friendship Committee, 2020.
Figure 3. Figure 4.

Al-Hofuf pottery shop situated in Al- The earth walls of Jawatha Mosque ruin before restoration.

Qarah Mountain

Source: Al-Moghanam, 2006.

Source: Lionnel Aricayos Blog, 2020

In 1871 the Ottomans invaded the eastern region of Saudi Arabia and since
then the lbrahim Palace of Al-Hofuf was used as headquarter of the Ottoman
government. However, it was reclaimed by the local Muslims in 1913 under the
leadership of Ibn Saud. Al-Hofuf endured under his leadership thereafter and
it became one of the province of the newly formed Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
in 1932 (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2020). Ibrahim palace complex (Figure 5)



covers an area of 16500 m?(Al-Rashid, 1999) with high boundary wall, bastions,
mosque, bath, army quarter, etc. Locally available earth and sandstones were
used in the construction of this palace complex. However, Al-Hofuf was the
major business hub in the eastern Arabian Peninsula and Souq (traditional
market) Al-Qaisariya (Figure 6) was the place where all the trading used to take
place. Figure 6 shows Souq Al-Qaisariya with Al-Hofuf city wall constructed
out of locally available earth and sandstone. In addition to lbrahim palace,
there are a number of palaces that were constructed during 1790-1806 AD in
Al-Hofuf. Sahoud and Khozam Palaces are amongst the most notable ones.
These palaces were used as headquarters to defend the city and managing
agricultural lands, as a watchdog for the Bedouins and seasonal camps;
however, they were constructed using local earth materials and construction
technique.

Figure 5. Figure 6.
Ibrahim Palace in the Al Koot district of Al-Hofuf Souq Al-Qaisariya with Al-Hofuf city earth wall in 1937
Source: Aramco expats (2018). Source: Saudi Friendship Committee, 2020.

According to King (1996), Saudi Arabian cities have been rejuvenated since
the 1990s and many of the ancient structures with the detailed work of the
indigenous Arabian architectural heritage have disappeared. The construction
materials of these traditional buildings were such that regular care was
essential, and this is absolutely true for the traditional structures constructed
out of earth, coral, sandstone and gypsum. However, it is evident from this
section that earthen settlement, buildings, and construction are encapsulated
in the culture of the Al-Hassa people for the last thousand years. It is the claim
of this article that there is a paucity of research on the cultural practices of Al-
Hofuf earth construction. Therefore, the aim of this research is to examine the
function, construction techniques, and architectural elements and design of
the restored Jawatha Mosque in the context of local culture.

3. Archaeological study on Jawatha Mosque

By the end of 2006, Ali bin Saleh Al-Moghanam had written his PhD thesis
focused on archaeological study of the Jawatha Mosque. According to Al-
Moghanam (2006), this mosque is one of the finest examples of earthen
buildings. It is accurately constructed and is a result of homogenous planning
and measurement. Al-Moghanam (2006) described the Jawatha mosque as
follows: -

“The archaeological clues support that this mosque was constructed
by people with professional experience. The early structural walls of
this mosque were constructed on a stone foundation and the entire
mosque was originally built on a high ground (Figure 7). However, the
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Figure 7.

Original stone foundation of the mosque.

bottom part of some of the initial structural walls were still intact when
found during the excavation work and these walls were 30-50cm high.
The cracks found on the collapsed wall proved that the mosque had
fallen down several times and was reconstructed on its initial foundation
following the original design. The width of the interior and exterior walls
of this mosque ranges 50-90cm with different construction techniques
(Figure 8). To increase the stiffness of the exterior walls, additional layers
of walls were added. This was proved as gaps developed vertically
between the layers of the walls.”

Figure 8.
Original lower part wall in the foundation is thicker than the

Source: Al-Moghanam, 2006. upper wall.

Source: Al-Moghanam, 2006.

Archways in the interior of this mosque were constructed out of locally available
stone with mud mortar and plaster. The archways were adequately wide to
pass through (Figure 9). The northern part of the mosque had Mihrabs and
it is assumed that this was an expansion of the Jawatha cemetery whereby a
number of Sahabas (companions of the Prophet Mohammad) were buried. An
old clay pot was found with ashes and many graves were discovered there. In
the main prayer hall, many circular holes were found on the floor. It is assumed
that palm tree trunks, or some other type of tree trunk, were placed in these
holes as columns to hold up the ceiling of the mosque in the early days of
construction. Indeed, the west side of the internal wall was discovered with
disintegrated palm fibres that is most probably the remains of the palm trunk
columns. Its original mihrabs were slightly recessed in the wall as shown in
Figure 10, and their function was only to mark the Qibla orientation on the wall.
Furthermore, they were not fully recessed in the way of contemporary mosque
mihrabs with semi-circular projected spaces; therefore, the mihrabs could not
be seen from the exterior.

Gypsum stock was discovered in the mosque galleries; therefore, it is assumed
that the mosque roof was constructed with vaulting as shown in the Figure
11. However, there are other explanations to support the assumption of the
mosque having a vaulted roof. The distance between the mosque’s interior
walls was wide. It was difficult at the time of construction to find long palm
tree trunks or wood joists to cover the wide distance. Therefore, a timber
roof structure was impossible to construct. The mosque had Thelat Al-Qibla



with the main internal prayer area divided into three separate arcades. These
partition walls with arches were constructed out of earth and a layer of gypsum.
However, initially the mosque’s Thelat Al-Qibla consisted of one arcade which
had a Qibla wall constructed out of local stones, clay mortar, and plaster. This
initial gallery roof was supported by a series of palm tree trunks and the Qibla
wall. Archaeological excavation work discovered and observed that there
were three construction phases whereby three prayer galleries developed.
The discovery of the rock foundations underneath suggest that there was a
fortress or castle built on the rock foundation and at some point demolished,
even before the many phases of the mosque were constructed (Figure 12).
There was an additional chamber discovered in this mosque that was used for
storage of dates (Jessah), which is a common space that existed as a part of the
mosque complex design in the Al-Hassa and Najd areas.

Figure 9. Figure 10.
Typical archway to connect galleries. Partially recessed Mihrab in the second gallery.
Source: Al-Moghanam, 2006. Source: Al-Moghanam, 2006.
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Figure 11.

Archaeological evidence indicates that the prayer galleries
of this mosque may have been covered by vaults. Source: Al-
Moghanam, 2006; Zami, 2013

Figure 12.

Archaeological evidence suggests that this mosque complex
may have been used as a fortress. Source: Al-Moghanam,

2006; Zami, 2013. backed by the archaeological excavation and

The description of the old Jawatha Mosque

study proved that the Jawatha Mosque build-
ing was not only a place for prayer alone but was associated with socio-cultural
and political activities and there were facilities related to commerce, educa-
tion, security, and defence. Therefore, this mosque complex crossed cultures
in the past. One of the claims of this paper is that mosque complexes not only
serve a function of prayer but also support cultural activities. The following sec-
tion is intended to describe existing condition of this mosque after undergoing
conservation and reconstruction.

4. Current state of the Jawatha Mosque after conservation

The reconstructed floor space of the Jawatha Mosque is approximately 120
m?2. At present about 130 people can manage to pray together in the galleries.
Figure 13 shows the South West exterior view of the reconstructed Jawatha
Mosque. The internal main gallery area is divided into three arcades for prayer
as originally designed. There were courtyards found in the early mosque
complexes in Al-Madinah, such as in Masjid Al-Quba and Masjid Al-Nawabi.
However, a courtyard area is not part of this Jawatha Mosque complex and
is considered an exception in early Islamic period mosques. There are two



major entrances to access the main prayer spaces, one from the eastern side
and another from the western side of the mosque (Zami, 2013). The west side
(Figure 14) entrance is normally used by the Imam (leader of prayer) to access
the mosque without disturbing the public, while the east side (Figure 15)
entrance is commonly used by the public.

Figure 13.

South West view of the Jawatha Mosque. Source: Author.

Figure 14. Figure 15.
Exterior of the west entrance. Exterior of the east entrance.
Source: Author Source: Author.

According to Zami (2013), reinforced concrete, blocks, and cement mortar
were used as the primary building materials in this mosque conservation and
reconstruction. The roof slab was originally made of reinforced concrete. Locally
available un-stabilized earth was only used as a plastering material making the
mosque look like a mud building from the exterior. The original earthen Mihrab
was also replaced by a concrete Mihrab as shown in Figure 16. There are two
timber windows (Figure 17) used in the north and south exterior walls of the
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second prayer gallery. The window and door design bear a resemblance to the
windows and doors used in the nearby lbrahim Palace and similar designs of
many old, local houses in Al-Hassa.

Figure 16. Figure 17. Figure 18.
Renovated Mihrab of the mosque. Window design of the mosque. The southern bastion accessed by
Source: Author Source: Author. steps.

Source: Author

Minarets are not found in this mosque which is a clear exception of ancient
Turkish or newer mosque complexes. The calling of Muslims for prayers by
the muezzins (people who perform the call to prayer) originated the idea of
minarets. Four round foundations were discovered in each corner during the
excavation of the Jawatha Mosque remains. Archaeologists were not able to
determine if they were foundations of minarets or of bastions. As they were
circular, the local authorities concluded that they make them the similar to
bastions (Figure 18). The southern bastion top can be accessed by steps
and the parapet wall of the bastions is designed in a way that resembles the
battlement of the nearby Ibrahim Palace (Figure 19). Tree branches and reeds
from the interior (Figure 20) cover the reinforced concrete roof of the mosque
complex while mud plasters the roof top (Figure 21).

Figure 19. Figure 20. Figure 21.
Parapet wall of the bastionof Jawatha False Ceiling made out of tree branches ~ Roof slab is covered with earth plaster.
Mosque. and reeds. Source: Author.

Source: Author.

There is no evidence that shows that Jawatha Mosque originally had gutters
fitted in the parapet wall. But in the reconstruction exercise, gutters were
designed as a copy of the palm tree trunk and made out of wood (Figure
22). The design of these gutters is similar in appearance to the gutters of



the nearby lbrahim Palace. There are concerns regarding the quality of the
reconstruction work of the Jawatha Mosque. A number of areas on the external
plaster came away from the wall surface as the mud plaster did not bond well
with the concrete surface (Figure 23). Also, cracks were noted on the rooftop
as illustrated in Figure 24.

Figure 22,

Gutter made out of wood in the newly renovated Jawatha

Mosque.
Source: Author

Figure 23. Figure 24.
Earth plaster falls out. Cracks on the roof earth plaster.
Source: Author Source: Author.

5. Methodology

After a thorough literature search on the Jawatha Mosque, it appeared that
the number of studies carried out to examine the construction technology,
architectural design and function of the Jawatha Mosque is sparse. In addition,
the architectural design (especially the description of the mosque’s functional
space) described by a number of professionals and authors mentioned in the
literature lack justification, verification and validation through a typical research
methodology. The information found in the literature are written in light of
each researcher’s perceptions. In contrast, the research technique adopted in
this paper includes in-depth interviews which adequately collect data from the
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interviewees that worked on the conservation of this project and compares this
study’s information with the information gathered from literature.

In order to understand the architectural design and construction technology
of Jawatha Mosque, the in-depth interview method was appropriate and
successfully gathered data by unlocking vital experiences of the professionals
engaged in the in-depth interviews. This study employed in-depth interviews
with two professionals who were involved in the conservation exercise of the
Jawatha Mosque. The accumulation of the information (data) permits the
author to build a more robust foundation of knowledge and to validate the
information gathered from the literature search. According to the Wallace
Foundation (2020), there are two traditional ways of analysing data gathered
from the transcription of in-depth interviews. They are: 1) arranging by
question, and 2) arranging by theme. Data and analysis could be organised
and presented following both forms of arrangement. However, both ways can
be followed simultaneously. Discussion and analysis may start by using the
‘arranging by question’ approach, but then move to a ‘thematic’ approach as
themes come up during the process of interviews. Both strategies were taken
and followed in this study simultaneously by the author.

Validating information (data) gathered from the literature search was the major
aim of the in-depth interviews. The information validated by the in-depth
interviews is based on the opinion of the Saudi Arabian professionals and
lead to a scientific base of the critique on the renovated and reconstructed
Jawatha Mosque. It is worth mentioning here that there are very few Saudi
Arabian experts who have worked with the conservation issues of Jawatha
Mosque. Therefore, in fact, data was gathered via face-to-face interviews from
only two Saudi professionals. The interviewees were archaeologists working in
the Al-Hassa local authority. They have been engaged in various conservation
activities of the eastern province for the last 30 years. However, the identity of
the interviewees are kept anonymous in this research. In choosing interviewees
for the in-depth interviews, a set of criteria/guidelines were followed, such as,
the interviewees had to be Saudi Arabian born, locally trained professionals,
they should be aware of the conservation issues of the eastern province of
Saudi Arabia and the interviewees should be professionals who are involved in
the conservation activities of Saudi Arabian local authorities.

6. Findings from the in-depth interviews

Following informing the aim of this study to the interviewees, the author asked
a series of leading questions to gather information on the Jawatha Mosque’s
architectural elements, design, construction techniques, and function relating
to the local socio-cultural context. The findings are analysed and presented in
the following subsections:

6.1 Architectural elements and design

Responding to the question on the accuracy of the dimensions of the
reconstructed Jawatha Mosque, the interviewees confirmed that the
dimensions of the mosque are exactly according to what they found from the
excavation work. However, they found three (3) roofs: first for a room to store
dates (called Jessah); second for a guest room; and third for a storeroom. The
interviewees did not carry out any interviews amongst the local people to find
out whether there is any old painting or sketch of the Jawatha Mosque that
may show the original image of this mosque before the conservation work.
The reasons for not carrying out interviews were explained by the interviewees
and it was because of the fact that Al-Hassa has a perennial problem of moving



sands from the North side which cover the northern gardens every year with
3 or 4 meters deep of sand. It is for this reason that the government decided
to implement a project to stabilize the sand on the North side of Al-Hassa.
Jawatha city is located in the North, and according to its history, Jawatha city
underwent a siege for two or three months, and it had high walls and gates.
Therefore, the original Jawatha city that once existed is now buried under the
sand. A similar situation of such a problem was faced by the area called Al-
Kelabiyah, which is an approximtely 150 year-old settlement, and now it is
completely covered with sand. In the case of Jawatha Mosque, it is more than
1,400 years old, it was covered in sand for a long time. As a matter of fact,
according to historical events, Jawatha Mosque was built in the 7th year of the
migration after the second delegation from the sons of Abdul Qais. Because of
the rapid and frequent sand movement, the people of Jawatha city abandoned
it and settled in the Southern side of the Al-Hassa Gardens. The year the
Jawatha Mosque site was excavated by the archaeologists, the excavation site
was buried 2 meters under the sand at that time. Therefore, one could not see
the Jawatha settlement or its mosque for a long period of time.

In answering the question of why there are no minarets in the restored mosque,
the interviewees stated that there were no minarets in a mosque complex
during the early stage of Islam. The minarets were introduced at a later stage
with the introduction of domes, but one can see in the corners of Jawatha
Mosque there are towers. They were common in castles and palaces, and
it may be that the towers became part of Jawatha Mosque at a later stage.
These towers were not copied from nearby castles such as, Qasr lbrahim as
the archaeologists discovered the circular foundations at the four (4) corners
of the mosque which they believe go back to an old time, the time of early
Islamic civilization. However, according to the interviewees, the minarets had
originally developed from the concept of the bell towers in Christian churches
that were used to call people to church by ringing a bell. Likewise, the minarets
were used by the muezzins (Callers to Prayers) to call Muslims to prayers. The
interviewees confirmed that the battlement of the tower design of the current
mosque may have been influenced by the nearby Qasr Ibrahim battlement
design. The interviewees were asked why the Jawatha Mosque’s mihrab was
not similar to the mihrab’s that exist in contemporary mosques. They replied
that, they are two of them, they are flat, and between them there is enough
prayer space for two rows. So, was it supposed to be one mihrab or two?
The respondents stated that if one makes a visit to any mosque in Riyadh
or Al-Hassa, one will notice that there are two mihrabs in the mosques, one
permanent and one temporary (which is usually placed in the middle of the
mosque and used when there are a small number of people praying). In Al-
Hassa, a mosque called Al-Battaleyah has two mihrabs in the front wall (the
Qiblah Wall). In the old days, Muslims followed different schools of thought
(Hanbali, Hanafi, Shafee, and Maliki), and each group would pray with its Imam
behind the mihrab that belonged to their school of thought. In Qasr lbrahim
Mosque, there are four (4) mihrabs, each mihrab representing one of the four
Islamic schools of thought. Similarly, in the Makkah Al-Haram, there are four
corners for the four (4) schools of thought. Therefore, it is not a new discovery,
and it is not difficult to understand why Jawatha Mosque had two mihrabs.

The interviewees also stated that the Mihrab, as a component of a mosque’s
structure, started coming into use about the time of the Umayyad period.
Even the Prophet's Mosque in Al-Madinah had no Mihrab, and the prophet
Mohammad (PBUH) used to pray in the beginning toward Al-Agsa mosque
in Jerusalem. He was instructed to change the direction of prayers toward
Makkah. After the spread of Islam and conquering lands outside the Arabian
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Peninsula, the Muslims started to see different civilizations and witnessed
different architecture, including worship places, i.e., churches. Around
that time, Muslims started using the mihrab in the wall facing Makkah to
differentiate mosques and churches, and to help travellers easily recognise
the Qibla direction by seeing the mihrab on the Qiblah Wall of the mosque.
It is noted from the interviewees’ statements that the mihrab was added later
in Jawatha Mosque. The reason for adding a mihrab in the earliest mosques
was to show the worshiper the direction of prayer (Qiblah) and was visible
only from the interior as evident in the Jawatha Mosque. Later this mihrab
was added as a semi-circular additional element easily visible from the exterior
too, so that one can identify the structure as a mosque distinguishing it from
church buildings. Furthermore, the interviewees believed that the concept of
the minaret originated from the bell tower of a church.

6.2 Construction technique

The interviewees were asked to explain how they conserved the Jawatha
Mosque to honor its original design, especially given that they found different
geometries and shapes on the level upon finishing the excavation and digging
process of the entire site. According to the interviewees, the contractors
provided trained labour in earth construction, but the challenge was to instruct
and supervise them in the exact design and construction technique that they
had to follow to construct the mosque. There was a lack of knowledge on
durability of contemporary earth construction techniques such as stabilised
rammed earth, compressed stabilised earth blocks, and precast earth
construction methods. It is noted from the interviewees responses that the
knowledge of traditional local earth construction techniques is not held by the
local construction labour force. As a result, local construction labour was not
considered for the conservation work of Jawatha Mosque.

According to the interviewees, mosques in early Islam were simple. Typically,
the construction method involved simple materials such as mud and palm
tree trunks. Later, when Muslims took over other lands, they used the pre-
existing church buildings and repurposed them as mosques with minimal
changes, such as is the case of the current mosques in the lands of Sham and
Turkey. The interviewees were asked why the current roof is made of concrete,
while the roof of the Jawatha Mosque was originally made out of the trunks
of palm trees, earth, and palm reeds. Furthermore, two flights of stairs that
are part of the reconstruction take people to the roof perhads did not exist
in the original mosque; if they did, what was the function on the roof? The
responses confirmed that it was the issue of maintenance and durability of the
earth-based vernacular materials that forced the conservation team to select
concrete material for the reconstruction exercise. The interviewees stated that
using palm trees would create problems because they must be replaced every
three or four years, and that's why it was decided to go with the concrete
structure which is protected against water. For the stairs, the excavation team
actually found stairs during the excavation process of Jawatha Mosque. They
stated that in the nearby Qasr (palace/castle) lbrahim, there were similar stairs
found, they were used to go to the roof level and made out of palm trees.
However, the conservation team guessed there was no function on the Jawatha
Mosque roof and nobody has seen it.

6.3 Function of the Jawatha Mosque

At the beginning of the interview both the interviewees were asked open
ended questions to describe the conservation and reconstruction process of



Jawatha Mosque in general. The interviewees stated that historically, Jawatha
Mosque was raised by four or five steps. The mosque had originally two
arcades: a Qibla arcade which had three arches, and the other arcade which
had only two arches. They were not convinced that Jawatha Mosque was just
a mosque not a Jamee' (a Jamee’ is a mosque that qualifies for Jumaa prayer,
meaning it is a bigger mosque) because historical sources indicate that it was
a Jamee’, and according to an authenticated Hadith (found in Al-Bukhari &
Muslim) by lbn Abbas who said: the first Jumaa’ prayer made after the Jumaa’
prayer in the prophet’s mosque was in a mosque of the sons of Abdul Qais in
Jawatha. All historical evidence refers to Jawatha Mosque as a Masjid Jamee.
Therefore, when the interviewees wanted to reconstruct the mosque, and
because they are archaeologists, they thought that they had to reinforce the
foundations that the walls are setting on. They disassembled the existing tiling
around the walls and dug down to trace the walls to their foundations. As
they were moving down, they first found out that the walls were setting on a
sandy ground, so they were not convinced about it. Thereafter they continued
digging down until old foundations of the old original mosque were found.
They also found something like an arch, therefore, they had to secure the
whole area until the excavation and exploration was completed. They then
found evidence of the old mosque with two Mihrabs, one of which was just a
groove in the dry wall with a semi-circular in shape. However, it is noted from
the interviewees’ statements that Jawatha Mosque was not a Jamee mosque
though much of the literature considered it as a Jamee mosque. Furthermore,
the mosque was originally constructed on a lower ground with respect to the
current ground level and archaeological study proved that sand covered the
original mosque foundation level. This may have been repeated many times as
each time the mosque structure may have fallen, been buried under the sand,
and subsequently reconstructed.

According to both interviewees, mosques in the early Islamic era were built
within the castle complex, and had two Minarets usually on the Northern
side. They did not know why two Minarets and not some other number. When
they discovered Jawatha Mosque, circular foundations of four (4) towers were
found, one in each corner. However, when they discovered the foundations of
the Minarets in Jawatha Mosque, they were circular, and thus they decided to
build two and preserve the other two for future construction. Therefore, the
reconstructed Jawatha Mosque design was based on the archaeologist’s best
intuition and thoughts. Furthermore, the number of rows of prayers beside
the shape of the mihrab confirmed that Jawatha Mosque was built at an early
stage of Islam. This is because they discovered certain artifacts during the
excavation work that may suggest that Jawatha Mosque passed through a
period of improper worship, such as the presence of idols. It is similar to the
Makkah Al-Haram that was full of idols until the prophet Mohammad (PBUH)
removed them when he conquered Makkah at a later stage in his life. It is
noted from the interviewees that Jawatha Mosques may had been used as
castles too. Minarets, a prominent element of contemporary mosques, might
be replacing the towers in a castle. The Jawatha Mosque is surely not restored
to its original state, but according to the interviewees, the restoration work was
completed with their best judgment.

Conclusions

This paper investigated and analysed Jawatha Mosque’s construction
techniques, function, architectural elements, and design in relation to its
local socio-cultural context. However, emphasizing the importance of good
conservation practice of architectural heritage in respect to local socio-cultural
context is also highlighted. According to this study, Jawatha Mosque in earlier

[ovrE: ot S o) | (O80T =0 jmps FOYe oTES | |rs6i 220z

173



174

THE MOSQUE: A CROSS-CULTURAL BUILDING | 3% INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON MOSQUE ARCHITECTURE | KUWAIT, 2022

days not only served as a mosque butas a castle too. It contributed to the spread
of Islamic learning and culture. It is one of the earliest examples of a mosque.
Jawatha Mosque gives us indications of how some of the design elements of
mosque architecture originated, such as, the minarets and the mihrab, or even
in some mosques, mihrabs. According to the in depth interviews carried out
in this study the architectural style of the reconstructed Jawatha Mosque was
determined by the local authorities’ best intuition and thought. The minarets
had basically originated from the concept of the bell towers of churches and
may have been inspired from castle towers as well. Similarly, the contemporary
shape of the mihrab went through a series of changes for socio-cultural and
political reasons. Therefore, it is important to recognize and appreciate the
importance of conserving mosque heritage because a mosque building goes
beyond just functioning as a building or structure for prayer. There is a need
to save local mosque architecture and foster a generation that recognises and
acknowledges a sense of pride for their own history and culture in the future.
One must acknowledge the need to formulate a clear-cut plan at the national
level to prepare a list of the early mosques of the Eastern Province and take
necessary steps to properly document various mosques that were already
demolished. However, itis understood that one cannot rebuild all those valuable
heritages even if the local authorities will be willing to reconstruct them. A
proper action plan could be devised to prepare accurate documentation of
the destroyed mosques before initiating conservation work. Involvement of
appropriate professionals such as Architect, surveyors, historians, planners and
engineers in the conservation process is essential. In addition, as some of the
mosques may be covered in sand, newer satellite technologies that can peer
into the sand' may be able to identify the locations of heretofore lost heritage
mosques in the Kingdom and elsewhere in Ummah.
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Abstract:

In spite of its richness, the corpus of published research about Islamic architecture presents
some gaps of knowledge about the architecture of the peoples who lived in the lands ruled
by Muslims. Similarly, the dynamics of influence that might have operated between the
“monumental” architecture in these lands and their popular architectures are insufficiently
addressed. Furthermore, the material culture related to Islamic civilization suffers from some
geographic and chronologic gaps. The present research aims to contribute to the closing of this
gap by providing new knowledge about the traditional mosque architecture in Oman. More
specifically, it will formulate interpretations regardingthe origins and development process of
the practice of Mihrab decoration in Oman between the 13th and 17th centuries. A total of
twenty-two such Mihrabs have been identified to have been the only remaining examples of this
traditionin Oman. The paper presents the outcomes of a systematic survey and analysis of the
architecture and artistic featuresof these Mihrabs and the mosques where they are located. The
mosques and their Mihrabs are presented within their historic and geographic contexts, before
discussing the emergence of the craft of Mihrab carving in Oman, its origins,sources of influence
and the main artisans known to have practiced the craft. Ultimately, the discussion will address
the uniqueness of this craft in a context like Oman in the 13th to 17th century and its parallels
with similar crafts in the Muslim lands in the same periods.

1. Introduction

The Sultanate of Oman is among the few countries where it s still possible to find
mosques built following the Ibadi school of thought[1]. They are also present
in some regions of Algeria (Wadi M'zab), Tunisia (Djerba Island), and Libya
(Jabal Nafusa). In the sultanate, they are distributed geographically following
the areas of influence of this Madhab (literally “way to act”, or Islamic school
of thought). Previous studies have detailed the main characteristics of these
mosques [1], [2] and some others have even interpreted these characteristics
following the precepts of the Ibadi doctrine and linked them to other samples
of thisreligious architecture in other regions where this Madhab was or still is
predominant [2], [3]. Themain specificities of the lbadi mosques consist in their
pure volumes, the modesty of their architecture, and simplicity of their spaces’
architecture. They do not present any minarets or domes as it is common to
see in the mosques of other madhabs. The only prominent volume atopthe
building consists of a coupolette punctuating one of the corners opposite to
the Qibla. It's called a buma, a unique feature characterizing the Mosques of
Oman [4, p. 80]. Furthermore, and in the case of the Ibadi mosques in Oman,
these mosques are differentiated from the others by their flat Mihrabs, occurring
as a recess within the Qibla wall and with no protrusion in the outer side of the
wall [5, p. 232], a particularity that is not shared by other Ibadi Mosques in the
Maghreb. If it was not for the elevated platform where they have been erected,
and the buma characterizing one of their roof corners, the mosques in the Ibadi
regions of Oman cannot be distinguished from the rest of the dwellings in the
settlements.

It is probably due to this humble character that the Ibadi architecture of Oman
did not attract muchof the published research about Islamic architecture until
the end of the 20" century. As stated by Costa, the published research, in
English, about the architecture in Oman and the Arabian Peninsula in general
was relatively late to emerge. In the case of Oman, it was even later, with

the first published works being those of E. Galdieri and D. S. Whitcomb in the
late 1970's in the Journal of Omani studies [6]. In the Arabic records, however,
Oman has been in the spotlight since the10™ century, such as in the descriptions
of the Sohar Friday mosque by al-Maqgdisi and the 13" centurydescriptions of
the Friday mosque of Qalhat by Ibn Battuta [7]. The journal of Oman studies



was a key source for the publication of the archeological surveys in Oman. In
addition to the two mentioned works, Le Cour Grandmaison, Bonnenfant, and
Al Harthy have covered the traditional architecture and social organization in
Ibra and al Mudhairib [8], [9]. Kervran studied thetraditional houses of Sohar
[10], [11], d'Errico with Galdieri focused on the military architecture [12],
while Paulo Maria Costa was the most prominent author, with his multiple
contributions related to the traditional settlements and architecture in Oman
[13]-[17].

An interest in religious architecture in Oman was sparked in the last years
of the 20 century, with the work of the Arabist E. Baldissera [18] as well
as Archeologist and Art historian M. Kervran [19] focusing on the carved
Mihrabs in Oman. These initial works were followed by more comprehensive
documentation and descriptive study by Costa [20], [21], then a comparative
investigation by Benkari [2]. The focus on stucco-carved Mihrabs has been
continued with the research of Bandyopadhyay [22], [23], Goffriller [24],
Kanaan [5] and a few amateur Omani writers on the local architecture, such as
al-Hadhrami [25]. However, none of these studies performed any research on
the stucco-carved Mihrabs in order to identify either their formal composition,
their stylistic typology and origins, ortheir production process. Similarly, these
Mihrabs have never been analyzed from the point of viewof their chronology
or their geographic distribution or the school of thought to which they
belong. The present research aims to examine this craft of Mihrab carving in
Oman by shedding light on its main formal characteristics and their origins,
in addition to the socio-economic context that accompanied the emergence
and development of this craft. More specifically, this research will address the
following questions:

1. How did the craft of Mihrab stucco-carving evolve in Oman?

2. What are the formal and aesthetic characteristics of this craft? And how was

its practice organized?
3. How does this “Omani style” of Mihrab carving relate to the larger context
of Islamic art and architecture?

The main contribution of the present study consists of providing a holistic
understanding of this phenomenon by examining all Mihrabs still standing
today. An analysis of their physicalcomponents will identify the main formal and
aesthetic characteristics of this style of Mihrab decoration. Finally, this research
formulates the historic evolution of this craft, its geographic expansion, and
the social organization of the artisans and other participants in the production
of these pieces of art. Ultimately, it will provide a corpus of themes and design
options that could be adapted to and implemented in contemporary mosques
in Oman to imbue in them a local character.

2. Methodology

To address the formulated questions, the present study relied essentially
on extensive primary data collected through exhaustive architectural and
photographic surveys of all the decorated

Mihrabs and the mosques that contain them extant in Oman. Twenty-three (23)
buildings, with their Mihrabs, have been documented. The first documentation
campaign took place during the winter of 2017. It targeted all the concerned
mosques in a-Dakhiliya region. It was then followed by multiple short missions
to the rest of the mosques in al-Batinah and A-Sharquiya governorates. The
primary data collected was also checked against the findings of previous
research about these mosques, especially in the work of Costa [21] and
Baldissera [18], as well asthe recent book of Al Hadhrami [25]. The present

[ovrE: ot S o) | (O80T =0 jmps FOYe oTES | |rs6i 220z

179



180

THE MOSQUE: A CROSS-CULTURAL BUILDING | 3% INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON MOSQUE ARCHITECTURE | KUWAIT, 2022

research owes a lot to the meticulous work of the Arabist Baldissera who
deciphered the inscriptions embedded in the carvings of twenty-two of the
twenty-four Mihrabs studied here.

A comparative analysis between the studied Mihrabs allowed the researchers to
characterize their style and components, as well as identify the evolution of this
craft. The exploration of the available literature aboutthe history of Oman and
its architecture helped understand the socio-political conditions in which the
craft of Mihrab carving has emerged and developed in Oman. This exploration
along with the interpretative analysis of the primary texts gleaned from the
text inscribed in the studied Mihrabs enabled the formulation of a possible
work organization for this craft. Finally, and in order to locate the sources of
influence and propagation of the Omani Art of Mihrab carving, a comparative
and interpretative approach was used to examine the Omani stucco-carved
Mihrabs within the wider context of Islamic Art and Mihrab decoration.

3. Results and discussion

3.1 The circumstances of the emergence and development of the
stucco-carved Mihrabs inOman

a. The art of stucco-carved Mihrabs in the socio-political context of Oman,
13th -17th centuries CE (7th-13th H)

The corpus of decorated Mihrabs studied in this research were produced over
a period of more than three centuries and under three different dynasties. The
earliest decorated Mihrab in the studied collection is still standing in Jama’
So'al (in the city of Nizwa, Interior governorate) with the date of 650H/1252
CE’ carved in its frame [4, p. 97], [18, p. 23], [26, p. 187]. In this period, Oman
was ruled by the “laic” leaders of al-Nabahina dynasty, with the exception
of the coastal regions, which were under the intermittent control of the king
of Hormuz, who built the city of Qalhat [27, p. 24]. During al-Nabahina rule,
Oman went through a few tumultuous political circumstances, but most of the
time, Omanis enjoyed stability and their commerce with India, South-east Asia
and East Africa flourished. The different artefacts found in the constructions,
datedfrom this period, reveal the extent of this maritime exchange. The same
circumstances were behindthe flourishing of the Craft of Mihrab carving in the
country, probably under the influence of the neighboring regions on both shores
of the Arabian Gulf, in spite of the general opposition of the Ibadhidoctrine to
such practices [3], [28]. This idea is even more evidenced by the presence in
the frames of many Mihrabs from this period, of porcelain plates and bowls,
probably of Chinese origin, usedas colorful decorative elements [5], [19], [24].
Such decorative technique could also be found in other buildings in later
periods, such as the mansions of lbra, built by wealthy merchants of Sharquiya
in the 17 century and earlier, when this region was among the richest in the
country [29].

Nevertheless, the core of the Omani decorated Mihrabs, still standing today,
were produced during the 10th century Hijra (between 909-1029H/1503-
1619 CE) Figure 3. In this period, Oman was ruled by elected Imams (such as
Mohamed b. Ismail 907-943H), then the resurgent Nabahina dynasty, towards
the end of the 10" century of Hijra. A certain number of the later Mihrabs
studied here were carved during the al-Ya'ariba dynasty, which started in

" The Gregorian year of completion of the Mihrabs are presented here as mentioned in the
reference book of Baldissera which provided all the primary information which was carved in the
Mihrabs [18, p. 23] and from where Paulo Costa also took the dates of the Mihrabs he addressed in
his book [4, p. 97].



1034H/1624 CE. The name of the second Ya'rubi Imam (Sultan b. Seif) is still
visible in the Mihrab of masjid al-Burashid (al- Brashid) (1068H/1658) [18, p.
132], [26, p. 245]. Similarly, based on the remaining words inscribed in the
Mihrab of Jama" Nakhal (994 H/1586 CE), the calligrapher seems to refer to the
"Greatest Sultan” (??) b. Malik (??) b. Bilarab (??) [18, pp. 111-113], [26, p. 32].
Was he referringto the latest Nabahina ruler, or was his reference to the father
of the founder of al-Ya'riba Imamate: Murshid b. Malik b. Bil'arab? As for the
latest specimens of Mihrabs (al-Masjid al-Qadim in al-Qabil (Northern Sharqjiya
govrnorate), 1171 H/1758 CE [18, pp. 134-139], [26, p. 243], and Jama' al-
Aghbari in Samail, 1252H/ 1829 CE), were carved during al-Busaidi dynasty
(1157H-present),as stated in the frame of Mihrab al-Aghbari[18, pp. 95-99], [26,
p. 191]. Some of the previous studies that holistically described the decorated
Mihrabs in Oman agree that we are in thepresence of a “decorative style” that
is specific to this region (Baldissera 1994, 146; Kanaan 2014,257). The question
is: where did this style come from and to what extent it is possible to identify
it as an “Omani style” within the large repertoire of Islamic decorative arts?

Figure 1.

Location of the mosques cited in this research

b. The Omani Stucco-carved Mihrabs and
their geographic context

The classification and analysis of the collected data informed the development
of a holistic understanding about the geographic distribution of the studied
Mihrabs and how this three centuries long phenomenon had evolved in the
geography of Oman. Figure 2 shows that the earliest still standing evidence
of such Mihrabs was accomplished in 650 H, and is located in Jama™ So'al in
the city of Nizwa [18, p. 23], [20, p. 20], [26, p. 187]. The following Mihrab in
date was achieved some three hundred years later. It is located in the city of
Manah, also in the interior region (20 kilometers south of Nizwa), Figure 1. As
shall be discussed in the following sections, Manah can be considered as the
epicenter of the Mihrab stucco-carving craft, since the 10th century Hijri. It was
also the city of origin of the most influential and prolific Mihrab decorators in
the 300 year period that this practice seems to have lasted. Indeed, the earliest
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surviving Mihrabs of the 10th century Hijri are mainly in the city of Manah,
especially in Harat al-Bilad which counts four of them. It is worth noting that for
the two first decades of the 10th century Hijri, only one Craftsman (Abdullah
B. Qasim b. Mohamed B. Humaymi (Humaimi) al-Manahi) will be remembered
today through the Mihrabs he finely carved in Harat al-Bilad in Manah first
(Mosques of al-Ali in 909H and al-Ayn 911H/1505CE) [18, pp. 69-71], [26,
pp. 199-200], then in the Fort of Bahla, 45 Kilometers, North-West of Manah,
where he carved the impressive Mihrab of fort's Jama' (?17H/1511CE) [18, pp.
57-61], [26, pp. 193-194] Figure 6.

924

With the turn of the third decade of the
10th century Hijri, a new master (Mushmil
b. Omar b. Mohamed Al Manahi), also from
Manah, starts sharing the “Mihrab carving market” with Abdullah B. Qasim al-
Humaymi. In this period, the practice expands to reach some Mihrabs of Nizwa
mosques, after having been confined to Manah and Nakhal Figure 2. In the
next decades, other masters will join this expanding profession. Among those
are Mushmil's son (Talib), followed by his grandsons (Ali b. Talib), as well as four
other craftsmen, who will participate, with the Mushmil family and the pioneer
Abdullah B. Qasim al-Humaymi, in producing the impressive ensemble of
Omani decorated Mihrabs of the 10 Century of Hijra Figure 4. Their works are
found in other cities of the Dakhiliya region such as Izki (Masjid Mugazah

1029H/1619 CE) [18, pp. 89-93], [26, p. 202] or Adam (Jama' Harat Al Bousaid:
941 H / 1534)?,as well as in al-Batinah (Samail mosques: Sarooj 970H/1562CE;
Mzar'a 974H/1567 CE) [18, pp. 101-104; 105-108], [26, p. 31], and reach as
far as a-Sharquiya governorate (Masjid al-‘Awina inwadi Bani Khalid, 969H /
1561C3, and al-Burashid in Sinaw 1068H / 1658CE) Figure 1. The surviving
Mihrabs are confined within these geographic limits (in the expansion area of the
IbadhiMadhab in Oman), and the practice will eventually fade away by the turn
of the 11* century Hegir. A couple of mosques: al Masjid al-Qadim in al-Qabil:

2 The date is assumed by Al-Hadhrami following Baldissera. It was difficult to decipher the date

of completion of this Mihrab and the name of the craftsman who did it. Baldissera makes the
assumption that the artist is the same Abdullah B. Masoud B. Seif Al Bahlawi who also carved the
Mihrab of the great mosque of Manah. He builds his assumption on the fact that the two Mihrabs
are very similar in the decoration around the calligraphy [18, pp. 74-77], [25, pp. 137-139]. He also
mentions that the artist of A-Shawadhna mosque, who has also a similar name: Issa B Abdullah b.
Yusuf. As a result, Baldissera suggests the interval 936-940 H as the probable date of completion of
this Mihrab. In fact, both Mihrabs are indeed similar. However, the one of Adam and A-Shawadhna
don't have Quranic verses inscribed, unlike the one of Manah. Our suggestion is that the craftsman
could rather be Issa b. Abdullah b. Yousef.

3 The date of 969H is assumed by the author based on the remaining words reported by Baldissera
from this Mihrab [18, pp. 141-144]. Al-Hadhrami gives it the date of 970H / 1562 CE without
referring to any source for this date [25, pp. 145-148]. The repertoire compiled by the Ministry of
Endowment and Islamic Affairs, does not mention any date [26, p. 256].



1171H / 1758CE and Masjid Al-Aghbari in Sama’il1245H / 1829CE, from the
12™ and 13" centuries Hijri will have their Mihrabs carvedto reach our era, along
with those of the 10" century, though with an altered aesthetic composition
and execution quality Figure 3. In summary, the timeline represented by the
Mihrab studied in thisresearch spans a period of more than three centuries
(From 650H with Jama™ So'al until 1245H with Masjid Al Aghbari). It covers
the territory of three regions/governorates in Oman: a-Dakhiliya, al-Batinah,
and Northern Sharigiyah. However, the core of the carved Mihrab production
at its quintessence, covers the 10" century Hijri only, and the territories of a
few cities, predominantly in the a-Dakhiliya (interior) region (such as Manah,
Adam, Nizwa, Bahla and lzki), then in al- Batinah (Samail and Nakhal) and,
more recently in a-Shargjiya (al-Qabil, Sinaw and Wadi Bani khalid) Figure 3. It
is worth mentioning that this geographic and chronologic contextualization is
only based on the still standing Mihrabs that the author could locate and reach.
It is highly probable that some mosques have disappeared with their Mihrabs,
either destroyed, to later be rebuilt as “new” (Mihrab al Masjid al-Kabeer in
Nakhal) [18, pp. 111-113], or simply decayed due to weathering, or demolished
to make way for urban expansion. Therefore, it is also probable that this craft
had a much longer period of expansion geographically and the chronologically
than what can be deduced from the remaining Mihrabs studied in the present
research [25, p. 14].
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3.2 The Omani School of Decorated Mihrabs

From the examination of the number of early tenth century Mihrabs and their
dates of construction, it seems as that Manah was the epicenter of a real “school
of Mihrab decoration”, and harat al- Bilad precisely was the first “workshop”,
where Abdullah b. Qasim al-Humaymi al-Manahi, the first craftsman known
to us, refined his craft and strengthened his technique, in the mosques of al-
“Ali (909H / 1503CE) [18, pp. 79-82], [26, p. 31], al-Ain (?11H / 1505CE),
a-Shurah (922H /1516CE) [18, pp. 75-78] in harat al-Bilad, before applying it
elsewhere: in Bahla (al-Jama" al- Qadim, 917H / 1511), then in Nizwa where his
art reached its quintessence in the Mihrab of masjida-Shargah (924H / 1518)
[18, pp. 45-49], [26, p. 188] Figure 4. In spite the high caliber of this artist, he
has never signed his Mihrabs by a title other than only his name (in Jama’ Bahla
and themosques of a-Shargah and a-Shurah) or: “The humble, poor servant of
Allah..."* (in the mosques of al-"Ali, and al-"Ain). Similar expressions were also
found in Mihrabs carved by other artists, such as Issa b. Abdullah B. Yousuf in
Mihrab Jama® al-Bousaidi in Adam (941H / 1534CE)>. Theymight be related to
the state of mind in which the artist finds himself while performing his craft,
in the mosque, at the Mihrab. He is doing a work on which he is probably
paid, but he is also in astate of “worship” “lbada, which he expresses through
carving words of devotion, invocation, or Quranic verses (see section about the
Quranic verses transcribed in the studied Mihrabs).

Mushmil b. Omar b. Mohamad al-Manahi, is the second Mihrab craftsman,
also from Manah, whose name was found in two Mihrabs in Nakhal. He was the
first to sign with the title of “Ustadh” (Master), in one of his oeuvres in Jama’
Mukabbrah in harat al-Gharidh (923H /1517CE)¢, we canread: “this is the work
of the skillful master Mushmil b. Omar b. Mohamed b. ... al-Manahi and his
son the master Talib"’. This title of Master will be present in other Mihrabs that
have on them the namesof those who decorated them. The craftsman ‘Issa b.
Abdullah b. Masoud, signed the Mihrab he decorated in Jama' Manah al-kabir
(941H) by his name preceded by the title “al-Ustad al-Hakim"(the wise master)
[18, p. 67]. Talib b. Mushmil also signed his final oeuvre in the grand mosque
of Nakhal (994H) by “the clever skillful” (al fatin al Mahir) [18, p. 112]. Similarly,
the verb “Sana'a” "c=cg” (Manufactured or crafted) is systematically used to
describe the work of a craftsman. The emergence of such titles and words
related to this craft might reflect the presenceof an established “craft school of
Mihrab stucco-carving” in Oman and the progress, on the social scale, of those
who practice this profession.

The family of Mushmil al-Manahi was involved in this craft for over a century
and through three generations Figure 4. The initiators of this craft, Abdullah b.
Qasim Al-Humaymi and Talib b. Mushmil are the most prolific craftsmen, whose
names reached us through the Mihrabs they carved(five Mihrabs each). Talib's
son, Ali b. Talib and Talib's father, Mushmil, have carved 2 Mihrabseach. The
Mushmil family, on its own, has decorated nearly half of the Mihrabs discussed
in this paper (? Mihrabs out of 22). It is therefore possible to declare that this
practice of decorating the Mihrabs is not only a craft, but it is a craft that is
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¢ The Mihrab of Jama' al-Mukabbrah did not have any date carved in it referring to
its completion. Baldissera formulated the assumption that it must have been finished
in the same period as the Mihrab of Jama" Bahla since they are both the oeuvres of
Mushmil b. Omar [18, pp. 125-127]7 [18] “
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transmitted from a Master to the next and sometimes within the same family,
from father to son, as it was the case in the family of the masterMushmil. This
procedure of transmission is not unique to Oman; rather, it is a character of
skills and technics transmission within the tradition of the Islamic Arts and
crafts, of which Oman is anillustration in this instance.

3.3 The Mihrabs as a resource for sociological historiography in
Oman.

Analysis of the information gleaned from the documented Mihrabs shows the
existence of a work organization in this “industry”. Indeed, the testimonies
carved in these Mihrabs refer to threecategories of people involved in Mihrab
decoration (and mosque) construction, besides the ruler of the time (Imam or
Sultan). The first category is represented by the Patron(s) ( gds Ullaso \dauszd).
Usually they are listed first in the text dedicated to this information on the
surface of the Mihrab. The name of the Mihrab decorator usually comes next,
and sometimes it is followed by the name of the calligrapher, if different from
the decorator. Sometimes, the calligrapher mentions the community of the
mosque as part of the patrons. This nearly systematic order of names allowsus
to formulate the hypothesis that the Mihrab decoration activity was in fact an
industry with specific actors having clear status and roles in the operation. Based
on the indication he left on the Mihrab of Jama® Bahla, al-Humaymi seems to
be the calligrapher of all the Mihrabs he decorated.It is worth mentioning that
the date of the Mihrab’s completion and the name of its decorator are almost
systematically carved in the frame dedicated to that information, with the
exception of al-Jama" al-Qadeem in Manal, masjid al-Aghbari in Samail (which
did not have any indication abouttheir craftsmen) and Mukabbar in Nakhal,
which did not contain any date of construction. Furthermore, only four of the
studied Mihrabs contained the names of their calligraphers (Masjidal-jannah,
Mzar'a, a-shaadhna and Sarooj), in addition to those carved by al-Humaymi
who was also their calligrapher. Finally, with all the information curated and
written in these Mihrabs, only the Mihrab of masjid al-'Ali provides us with
the year of construction of the mosque (876H / 1470CE) besides its Mihrab
completion (?09H / 1503CE) [18, p. 82].

3.4 The characteristics of the decorated Mihrab in Oman 13-17th
centuries:

The comparative analysis of the aesthetic, constructive and, architectural
properties of the Mihrabs and the mosque where they are hosted generated
a set of common characteristics specific to these Mihrabs, and which can be
summarized in the following points:

a- The status and location of the mosques containing stucco-carved Mihrabs

Itis worth noting that there are no formal or architectural features that distinguish
the mosques withdecorated Mihrabs in Oman. In fact, the mosques hosting the
stucco carved Mihrabs have the samephysical and aesthetic characteristics as
any other traditional lbadi mosque in Oman. With their refined carvings, these
Mihrabs are located in mosques with no specific distinction in their location,
volume, size, form, or architectural details. This peculiar trait could be explained
by the fact that the mosque’s construction usually precedes Mihrab decoration
by several years. This fact has been reported to us in writtings of Al Humaymi
in the Mihrab of Masjid al-"Ali, where he mentions the date of construction of
the mosque and the date when the Mihrab was finished, with an interval of 25
years between them.
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Similarly, there is no correlation between the status of a mosque, whether a
Friday mosque (Jama’) or a daily prayers mosque (Masjid), and the presence
of a decorated Mihrab within its prayer hall. Indeed, decorated Mihrabs are
found in mosques of both types (Jama' and Masjid), although there is a clear
predominance of masjids (15 masjids) over Jama" (8 Jama’), even if the earliest
carved Mihrab is extant in a Jama' (So'al, in Nizwa). Furthermore, the mosques
containing decorated Mihrabs are mainly found within settlements (10 Masjids
and 5 Jama’). A limited number of them stand isolated, either surrounded by a
cemetery (masjid a-Shargahin Nizwa and al-Qasr in Manal (974H / 1568CE) [25,
pp. 153-156], [26, p. 33]) or on an island not far from the adjoining settlements
(Jama' al-kabir in Manah, or Jama’ Bahla). Finally, a few other mosques can be
found within the meanders of the oases (3 mosques in Samail and Jama'al-
“Alaya in Rustaq (1075H / 1651CE) [25, pp. 111-113)]).

It is worth mentioning that, with the exception of Jama™ al-'Alaya, all the Friday
mosques with carved Mihrabs are located in the interior region (a-Dakhiliya).
This confirms the idea, discussedabove, that the interior region is the main land
of propagation of the craft of Mihrabcarving in Oman, with the city of Manah
as its epicenter. Finally, although this practice was initiatedin the Mihrab of a
Friday mosque (Jama' So'al 650H), it has nonetheless continued to ornate the
Mihrabs of Masjids for almost 200 years (Masjid al-Aghbari, 1245H / 1829CE)
after the carving of the last Mihrab in a Friday mosque (Jama™ al-'Alaya, 1057H/
1651CE).



Figure 5.
lllustration of the setting of a-Shurah Mosques containing a
16th century carved Mihrab

b. The common features:

As stated in previous research, the 10th century (16th CE) stucco-carved

Mihrabs in Oman are part of a larger and older corpus of Mihrabs that evolved,

in the Ibadhi areas, independently from the carving tradition [5, p. 232], [18].

Such Mihrabs share some common formal features which consist of:

¢ Receding concentric arches within a flat framing band

¢ Pronounced frieze with a sort of crenellation

* A small, arched Qibla niche, sometimes doubled or tripled in a telescopic
succession of decreasing niches

® The receding arches are at times supported by short round engaged columns.

* The entire surface of the Mihrab s filled with stucco-carved patterns
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Figure 6.

Mihrabs of J. Bahla and Masjid al-"Ain

® The stucco-carved panel protrudes 50 to 80 cm. from the Qibla wall

® The technique used in the knife carved stucco, with the exception of the
Mihrabs of J. Bahlaand al-"Ali mosque in Manah, where the technique of
molded panels was used in addition tothe common knife carving method.

a- Mihrab al-"Ali mosque in harat al-Bilad, | b- Mihrab j. Bahla (Bahla fort)
Manah

The corpus of Mihrabs analyzed in this study
reproduce this same scheme with some
variations and the addition of other elements
as described below:

The documented Mihrabs show an average size of 4 m in height and 3 m in
width, which is common to most of those measured in this study. The Mihrabs
of Friday mosques however, can be much taller (6 m, or a little less, in the
Mihrabs of Jama' Bahla, al-Jama" al-Kabir in Manah and J. al- Gharidh (923H
/ 1517CE) in Nakhal [18, pp. 119-123], [26, p. 94]) or a little shorter (3 m in the
Mihrabs of Jama" So'al, and Nakhal).

b.1 The carved frieze

The top of the Mihrab is usually marked with a sort of frieze that is finely
carved with floral patterns (al- Jannah, a-Shargah, Mugazah, a-Sarooj, Bahla,
a-Shawadhna, al-Brashid, al-Ghari, etc.) or, more rarely, with a series of
crenellations (J. Manah al-Kabir, J. al-Aghbari). A few Mihrabs do not have a
frieze at all (J. So'al, Mukabbrah, al-"Ali, J. al-Bousaid, al-'Awina), although it
is possible that the frieze had disappeared for some Mihrabs due to multiple
decay and restoration cycles Figure 7.



a- Frieze of Mihrab al-Jannah Mosque (harat So'al - Nizwa ??? H)

b- Carved crenellation at the top of Masjid al-Aghbari (Samail - ??2?H)

c- The top frame of Mihrab j. So'al (harat So'al — Nizwa 650 H)

Figure 7.
The Mihrab frieze

b.2 Shahada Banner

In addition to the frieze, the top of the Mihrab is usually marked by a horizontal,
sometimes imposing, rectangular band where the Shahada is carved in a
beautiful Kufic script with floral and geometric dynamic patterns covering
the spaces between the flat geometric letters. Some Mihrabs present slight
differences with this common image. In the case of Mihrab J. Bahla, the
Shahada is coupled with a Quranic verse (part of verse 16 of Surat Ghafir),
and in al-'Ali mosque, half of the horizontal band is occupied by a text in
Naskhi script relating to the date of foundation of the Mihrab and its patrons
Figure 6. It is worth mentioning that both Mihrabs were carved by al-Humaymi.
This confirms our hypothesis, that this artist was exploring the possibilities of
design and even the materials and techniques in his three first Mihrabs. Such
an approach allows us to claim that, even if the Omani craftsman of the 16th
century had models of carved Mihrabs from the generation of Mihrab J. So'al’s
Mihrab (13th century), he was in the mindset of a researcher searching for the
optimal design and best technique. Finally, the latest Mihrabs in the studied
corpus did not have the Shahada on the top of their Mihrabs, instead, they
have a Quranic inscription in Naskhi script (as is the case of the Mihrab of al-
Aghbari mosque in Samail), or no inscription at all (for example, Mihrab Masjid
al-Agbil al-Qadim in a-Sharquiya) Figure 14.

a- Horizontal Band showing the shahada in Kufic script filled with floral and geometric patterns (Mihrab
al-Jannah Mosque)
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Figure 8.

Samples of the upper horizontal bands in some of the studied

Mihrabs

b- Inscription of Quranic verses in Naskhi script at the top of Mihrab Masjid al-Aghbari (Sama’il)

c- Horizontal Band with only floral and geometric patterns (Mihrab al-Masjid al Qadeem (al Qabil)

b.3 The outer frame

The most dominant feature in the studied
selection of Mihrabs is the “Outer frame”,
composed of a succession of stamp-like
tangential circles (Figure 6, Figure 8, Figure 9). Sometimes, the frame is
composed of alternating circles with two different diameters, where the larger
circles present a wider, plain circumference (Figure 10, Figure 6). All circles are
filled with a variety of carved geometric and floral patterns, or incrusted with
blue or green ceramic plates and bowls, creating an interesting diversity within
the overall unity of the repetitive circles. In some Mihrabs the wider

circles are flanked with even smaller ones on both lateral sides (such as Mihrabs
of the Friday mosquesof So'al, Adam, and Manah, or the mosques of al-Jannah,
a-Shargah, and a-Shawadhna) Figure 10. This’outer frame’ continues to the floor,
and provides a structure for the whole Mihrab. This feature can be considered a
unifying trait in all stucco-carved Mihrabs of the 16* (10* H) century [5, p. 233].
It is present in the earliest version of the Mihrabs (in So'al), in the mosques of
the 16™ century, and also adorns the later Mihrabs of the 18% century (M. Al
Aghbari). It can also be observed as a more ‘abstract’ version in the mosques of
a-Shargjiya region and this could be explained by the fact that they are part of
the ‘later’ generation of carved Mihrabs, with their remote location in relation
to the epicenter of the Manahi/a-Dakhiliya school of Mihrab carving Figure
11. It is worth mentioning thatthis element, although absent from most of the
post 18" century Mihrabs, has made some reappearance in some of today’s
mosques (Jama™ Mizoon in al-Khoudh in the Muscat Governorate).



a- Mihrab Masjid a-Shargah (Nizwa) b- Mihrab Masjid a-Shawadhna (Nizwa)

c- Part of the interlaced strap work forming the outer frame of Mihrab J. So’Al

Figure 9.
Samples of outer frames
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Figure 10.

Samples of Mihrabs with “abstract” versions of the outer

frame

Figure 11.

a- Al masjid al-Qadeem, al-Qabil (a-Shargiya) b- Masjid al-Moghrah, Sinaw
((a-Shargiya)

b.4 The intermediary, interlacing strap-work

The intermediary frame is decorated with a
unified pattern of interlacing strap-work and
surroundsthe rectangle containing the Mihrab
niche. It either continues, equally ornate until
reaching the floor (Mihrabal-"Awina, and al-Mzar'a in Sama'il after restoration)
Figure 11, or the intermediary frame rests on short engagedcolonnettes with
a lozenge capital (Masjid al-Jannah, J. Adam, J. Nakhal), or it is seen with a
lozenge basein addition to the capital (J. So'al, J. Bahla, Masjid a-Shargah, and
a-Shawadhna, al-"Ali), Figure 6, Figure 9. Colonnettes, bases, and capitals are
also covered with carved floral and geometric patterns.

a- Masjid al-Mzar'a in Sama'il b- Decorated engaged colonnettes with lozenge capital and
base (a-Shargah Mosque)

Intermediary frame (continuous until the floor / engaged

colonnettes)



b.5 The central rectangle and Mihrab niche

The smaller niche of the Mihrab is carved within the width of the Qibla wall
and could be framedby two other, smaller, engaged colonnettes, with lozenge
or bulb capital. It is surmounted with a ribbed hood, sometimes composed
of one or two rows of small Mugarnas (a-Shargah: Figure 11). The center
of the smallest niche in the Mihrab is slightly concave, divided into vertical
panels and extensively carved with geometric and floral patterns (A-Shargah,
a-Shawadhna). Sometimes some Kufic designed letters spell the name of Allah
and Mohamed (PBUH) in the heart of this niche.

The Mihrab niche constitutes the lower concave half of the Mihrab’s central
rectangle. Its upper half is occupied by the lunette/tympanum inscribed within
an outer keel arch and the whole planeis covered with a profusion of floral and
geometric interlaced carved patterns. The lunette presentsa specific register of
ornamentation, usually divided in concentric petals around a circle. The latteris
emphasized with a specific decorative pattern (J. So'al and Bahla) or incrusted
with a beautifulporcelain plate, most commonly of Chinese provenance (Masjid
al-"Ali and al-Jannah) Figure 12. The upper part of the central rectangle and
right above the keel arch framing the lunette, lies the rectangular band where
more information about the Mihrab, its decorator and patron, as well as the
date of achievement are transcribed in Naskhi or Thuluth script Figure 12.

a-J.So'al b- Masjid al-'Ali c- J. Bahla d-Masjid al-Jannah

Figure 12.

Samples of central rectangles in the Omani stucco carved

Mihrabs

It is worth mentioning that in later Mihrabs,

the keel arch transformed into a triangular one, as it is the case in Mihrab al-
‘Awina (Wadi Bani Khalid, a-Shargiya) and al-Mukabbrah in al-Ghraidh(Nakhal),
or became segmented like in Masjid al-Burashid (Sinaw) Figure 13. The center
of the triangular arch is also incrusted with a large porcelain plate, while the
sides are punctuated with smaller bowls, in the case of Masjid al-Burashid, or
are filled with Naskhi or Thuluth script reporting the information about the
Mihrab.
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Figure 13.

a- Masjid AlBurashid(Sinaw) b- Masji al-Mukabbrah (al-Gharidh —~Nakhal)
after restauration

The transformation of the Keel arch atop the ribbed hood

into a triangular or segmented shape

b.6 The decorative elements:
Calligraphic texts

The omnipresence of the banner of Shahada in Kufic script at the top of most
of the studied Mihrabs is a particularity that distinguishes the Omani style of
stucco-carved Mihrabs from any other style in the region [5, p. 251]. It seems
that the text of Shahada and Quranic verses, carved in the Qibla wall of Jama'a
So'al (13" century CE) in large bold Kufic script, has inspired the craftsmen
of the 16" century, led by the creative Abdullah al Humaymi. Since his first
oeuvres in Manah and Bahla, the Kufic Shahada has not left the top of the
Omani stucco-carved Mihrabs, until the second half of the 18" century (Mihrab
Masjid al-Qadeem in Manal) and first half of 19" century (Mihrab Masjid al-
Aghbari in Sama'il) (Figure 8, Figure 10, Figure 14). It is worth mentioning that
in Jama' So‘al, the calligraphy was not in the Mihrab, but the iconic, 1 m wide
strip occupies the lateral sides of the Mihrab, in the Qibla wall Figure 9 and
Figure 14. Therefore, the Shahada at the top of the Mihrab is a pure innovation
of Abdullah b. Qassim and Humaymi, which has been followed by the Mushmil
family and the rest of the craftsmen (Figure 6, Figure 9).



a-Interior of the Friday Mosque of So'al, and the b- Mihrab al-Aghbari
band of extra large Kufic script running on the
Qibla wall

Figure 14.

The presence of detailed information related
to the Mihrab decorator, the patrons, and
the date of completion is also another
characteristic of this unique Omani tradition. It is usually in the small rectangle
atop the lunette that we can find this important text about the history of the
Mihrab decoration, the artisan who did it and the socio-political situation
during the time it was created Figure 12. As stated above, these texts were
the unquestionable source for much of the information presented in this paper
[18].

The insertion of Quranic texts within the ornamental register of the Omani
stucco-carved Mihrabs is not a distinctive feature in itself. It is common to
find, in other Islamic regions, Quranic verses adorning a mosque’s walls, but
the exclusive presence of these texts in the Mihrab is an Omani particularity
in this matter. If the Shahada written in Kufic script is almost systematically
present in the vast majority of the Mihrabs studies in this paper, the Quranic
verses, in Naskhi or Thuluthscripts are only present in ten mosques out of the
twenty-three studied. Six (6) of these mosques are Jama' (al-Gharidh, So'al,
Bahla, Manah, Nakhal and Mugazzah) and four (4) are Masjid (al-Mukabbrah,al-
Mzar'ah, a-Sarooj and al-Aghbari). Two (2) Jama® (al-Qasr and al-Bousaidi) and
eleven (11) masjid don’t contain any Quranic verses in their Mihrabs or in any
other place in the building.

by Written the poorest creatures of
Allah’s Mohamed b. Ahmd b. Seif

Cow 200l g aoa0 o G5 1asl s

Figure 15.

Calligraphy in Thuluth script in Masjid
al-Jannah (Harat So'al — Nizwa)

Figure 14. Mihrabs of J. So’al and Masjid al-Aghbari: The
older and the later mosque in the studied corpus
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In addition, the number of verses varies from one mosque to the other. Six (6)
of the ten (10) mosquesdo have only one verse written in their Mihrabs: two
masjids (al-Mzar'ah and al-Mukabbrah) and four Jama® (Bahla, Manah, Nakhal
and Mugazzah). Jama" al-Gharidh is the only mosque containing two Quranic
verses, while three others contain more than three verses: M. al-Aghbari and
M. a-Sarooj contain four verses, and Jama' So'al presents six verses in its
Mihrab. While we don't know the craftsmen who carved two of the mosques
with more than three Quranic Verses (J. So'al and M. al- Aghbari), it is worth
mentioning that Masjid a-Sarooj was carved in 970H by Talib b. Mushmil al-
Manahi and the calligrapher who carved four Verses in Naskhi script, did also
leave his full name, his Madhab and his tribal affiliation®, Figure 15. It is the only
instance where the calligrapher spends so much space mentioning his name
and Madhab. Itis possible to assume that it could be one of the scholars of that
time, which would also explain the relatively large number of verses carved in
this Mihrab. Further research is needed to study this assumption.

Table 1. The distribution of Quranic verses inscribed in the Omani stucco-carved Mihrabs

THE MOSQUE: A CROSS-CULTURAL BUILDING | 3% INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON MOSQUE ARCHITECTURE | KUWAIT, 2022

Quranic Verse Jama’ Masjid
Verse 39 of Sourat Ali'lmran: Quran [3:39] Al-Gharidh al-Mukabbrah
Nakhal a-Sarooj
Mugazzah
Verses 1, 2 and 3 from Sourat al-Fath: Quran [48:1,2,3] al-Gharidh al-Mzar'ah
Bahla al-Aghbari
Verse 18 of Sourat at-Tawba: Quran [9:18] So'al
Manah
Verse 16 of Sourat Ghafir Quran [40:16] -So'al
Verse 45 of Sourat Ali'lmran: Quran [3:45] - a-Sarooj
Verse 90 of sourat An-Nahl: Quran [16:90] - a-Sarooj
Verse 53 of Sourat az-Zumar: Quran [39: 53] - a-Sarooj
Verses 36-37 of Sourat an-Noor: Quran [24: 36,37] - al-Aghbari
Verse 255 of Sourat al-Bagara (Verse of the throne): Quran [2:255] - al-Aghbari
Verse 10 from Sourat Yunus: Quran [10:10] - al-Aghbari
The 6 first Verses of Sourat al-Mu’minun: Quran [23:6] - So'al
Verses 78 and 79 of Sourat al-Isra’: Quran [17:78,79] -So'al
Verse 137 of Sourat al-Bagara: Quran [2:137] -So'al
Verse 103 of Sourat a-Nisa’: Quran [4:103] - So'al

G 02 22w @ glodw .. o0 W e g e g glodw oo cioy o Oloshw @ wulé G iy @ 1oc [18]°



From Table 1, it appears that Quran [3:39] is the most commonly carved Qoranic
verse in the OmaniMihrabs, as it appears in three Friday mosques and two
Masjid. Then come the verses Quran [48:1,2,3],in two Jama' and two Masjid.
As for Quran [9:18], it is carved in the Mihrabs of two Jama™ only. All theother
verses appear in singular mosques such as J. So'al, with five verses and Masjid
al-Aghbari anda-Sarooj with three verses each. It is worth mentioning that two
of the verses commonly used as “Talisman” are carved in the Mihrabs of al-
Aghbari (the verse of the Throne Quran [2:255]), andJam’ So'al (Quran [2:137]
with the longest word in the holy Quran: “Allah will suffice you against them”

It is therefore possible to state that the presence of the Quranic verses in the
Omani stucco-carved Mihrabs is not a recurrent characteristic, and when it
occurs, it is systematically carved in the Mihrab and is more likely to be found in
Jama' rather than in Masjid. Similarly, Quranic verses were carved in the earliest
decorated Mihrab (J. So'al, 650 H) and the latest one studied in this research
(M. al-Aghbari, 1245H). Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that three (3) of the
four Masjids’ Mihrabs containing Quranic verses are those carved by Mushmil
al-Manahi and his sonTalib b. Mushmil. The Fourth one is the Mihrab of Masjid
al-Aghbari, of which we don’t know the decorator or calligrapher.

The decoration with embedded “Chinese” ceramic plates

As part of their decorative register, twenty Mihrabs out of the twenty-three
studied here, present avariable number of ceramic plates and bowls embedded
in different places of their surface. The only Mihrabs that were originally carved
without the use of ceramic plates in their adornment are:

J. So'al (650H / 1252CE), the ‘predecessor’ of all 16" century Omani carved
Mihrabs (Figure 14), J. Bahla (?17H / 1511CE), one of the masterpieces of
Adbullah Al Humaymi (Figure 6), and al- Aghbari mosque from the early 19
century CE, (1245 H) and the latest carved Mihrab in the corpus studied in this
research (Figure 14). Some of the other Mihrabs have ‘lost’ their ceramic plates
as a result of their advanced decay, or have been damaged and then either
cladded over (Mihrab Masjid a-Shurah in Manah) or, more recently replaced by
a carved inscription of the name of Allah (Masjid, al-Mukabbrah (Nakhal) and
J. al-Bousaidi (Adam))’. These ceramic dishware, some of which have been
introduced in Oman in the 15" century or even earlier through trading with
Ming China [18], [24, pp. 8, 10] are a recurrent feature in the decoration of
Mihrabs and other spaces such as in Suhar fort or some merchant houses of
lbra for instance [4, pp. 63, figure 30], [9], [29], [30, p. 218]. The center of the
lunette/ tympanum is the most common area in the Mihrab where the ceramic
plates are found. This central element could be the only one inthe central frame
or even in the whole Mihrab to be adorned with a ceramic plate (Masji al-Ain,
al-Ali, J. al-Bousaidi, J. al-Gharidh or J. Nakhal). The most common situation,
however, is the presence of four smaller bowls forming a rectangle framing
the central plate (Mihrab Masjid a- Shawadhna, a-Shargah, a-Shurah, a-Sarooj,
Mzar'a, J. Manah, J. Mugazah, al-Qasr and al-Brashid). In a few other instances,
the central plate, which is usually the largest and most beautiful, is emphasized
with two smaller bowls forming a triangle pointed to the top of the Mihrab
(Mihab M. al Jannah, al-"Awina) (Figure 16). It is worth mentioning that in the
triangulararched tympanum, the ceramic bowls are given similar distribution
as those in the Keel arched ones though the layout seems more dynamic due
to the sharp angles of the triangle (M. al-Mzar'a), the lozenge (M. al-Qasr), or

? A blue ceramic plate was clearly apparent in a picture of Mihrab J. al-Bousaidi before its
restoration, published by Baldisseri in his book [18, p. 87]
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Figure 16.

the segmented line (M. al-Burashid) (Figure 17). As mentioned above, and
in addition to their presence in the tympanum, the porcelain plates may be
embedded in the Mihrab’s outer frame, where they occupy every other round
stamp (J. Mugazzah in Izki). Moreover, they may be present in the small lateral
circles (M. a-Shawadhna) (Figure 9), giving the impression of small satellites
orbiting around a larger planet. Bandyopadhyay saw in such layout a mystic
symbolism in the Islamic tradition related to the hyperbolic reference to Allah’s
lightin Quran (Surah 24, Verse 35 and Surah 6 verse 97) [24, p. 14]. While such
assertion needs furtherscrutiny in the Ibadhi mystic texts, from what is available
to us through the studied corpus, this hypothesis is unlikely to be true. In fact,
as discussed above, the Omani artisans had also used Quranictexts in these
Mihrabs, and such verses referring to light were not among the common ones,
especiallynot in the main corpus of the 16" century Mihrabs. Verse 35 of Surah
24 (an-Nour = the light) was carved only once, and it was in the latest Mihrab
of al-Aghbari from the 19" century. However,one can argue that if there was an
intentional reference to the stars in the decoration of the Mihrabsin Oman, this
would be more related to the interest the Omanis, and Muslims in general,
have to star gazing for the determination of their holy months, finding their way
in the deserts and the seas, or defining the time by night for falaj (irrigation)
water management [31]. In the latest decorated Mihrabs,due to weaker carving
skills, the porcelain plates became the main “attraction” in the aesthetic of the
Mihrab. Their distribution became freer in the different frames, their size as well
as their quality became as much common (M. al-Qadeem in al-Qabil and M.
al-Moghrah in Sinaw) (Figure 11). With all these frames and stamps, bands and
porcelain dishware, with the profusion of various patterns knife-carved in the
thick layer of Sarooj, the creative composition and the systematic filling of any
plain surface, the Mihrab incarnates an important aspect of Islamic art: diversity
within unity. It resembles a refined embroidery, as Baldissera remarked about
Mihrab a-Shargah[18, p. 49].

a. M. al-Ain b. M. al-Jannah (So'al) c. M. al-Awina (Wadi Bani d. Masjid a-Shawadhna
(Manah) Khalid [5, p. 236] (Nizwa)

The different number and layout of Ceramic plates in the

central rectangle of the Mihrab.



M. Al Burashid(Sinaw) M. Al Qasr (Manal) M. al-Mzar'a (Sama'il)

Figure 17.

It is worth mentioning that the themes of the  The distribution of ceramic plates in the less common form of

designs within the porcelain plates are varied =~ tympanum

even within the same region or within the

repertoire of the same craftsman. Most of the

time, they depictabstract flowers, plants, or fruit. Some plates contain imaginary
animals, fish, and birds such as the phoenix. The latter made appearances in
the center of the tympanum of the Mihrabs of al-"Ain, a- Shurah, and Mugazzah
at last. Even if the two first Mihrabs were made by the pioneer Abdullah b.
Qasim al Humaymi, it is less probable that the theme of the phoenix was
chosen purposely. Rather, it is more likely that his choice was related to the
finesse of the designs in these bowls and their aesthetic in conjunction with
the overall design of the Mihrab, or simply they were the most available to
him at the time. From the scrutiny of the works of this craftsman, it became
clear howmuch his taste is refined and his work is not. As mentioned in earlier
research, this whole practice of Mihrab decoration is not “encouraged” in the
Ibadhi jurisprudence related to mosque architecture [1, p. 178], [2], [3, p. 60].
Rather, Ibadhi teaching recommends the observation of modesty and austerity
when it comes to the complementary details of construction. Furthermore,
the decoration of Mihrabs was not encouraged by the Ibadi scholars to avoid
the risk of distracting the worshippersin their prayer. But it seems that during
the Nabahina period, such practices were tolerated [3] in some regions of
Oman. However, this tolerance was not the same everywhere and always.
Certainly, the drawings in the porcelain plates might have been disapproved
after creation of the Mihrab, and as a result had to be broken or taken away
from the mosque. This explains the plates erased in their center in some of
the mosques, or those which bowls and plates were simply removed from a
Mihrab. In other places (such as al- Qabil), the local community was so keen
to perfectly restore their mosque, that they bought a set of vessels from the
local market and used them to ornate the Mihrab of their mosque, as a
replacement of the old ones that disappeared or simply broke. In some other
instances (J. al- Bousaid in Adam or al-Mukabbrah in al-Gharidh (Nakhal))
where the Mihrab is restored by the ministry, the plates are replaced with
recent but more appropriate ones, or the plate is replaced bythe calligraphy
of the word “Allah”. We are less in agreement with this last option as it alters
tremendously the stylistic composition of the Mihrab as there has never been
such calligraphy in the center of the tympanum before. At this stage of the
discussion, it is legitimate to question the origin of this practice of inserting the
porcelain plates in the walls as a mean of decoration. Bandyopadhyay stated
that it has been observed elsewhere without mentioning any example [24].
Our investigations about this question led us to one case in the eastern and
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western minarets of Jama' al-Rawdha in San'a Yemen® and which was dated
from the Ottoman period [32]. However,to the best of our knowledge there was
no evidence to establish an affiliation between the case of al-Rawdha mosque
and the Mihrabs studied here. The number and almost systematic use of this
technique in the Omani Mihrabs make of it a specificity to those Mihrabs even if
it did not originatein Oman.

3.4. The Omani Mihrab in the wider context of decorated Mihrab in
the Islamic world

If Kervran came to the conclusion that the art of Mihrab decoration in Oman is a
“survival” of theSafavid stucco art [19], Kanaan links its origins to the Egyptian
Mameluke tradition, transmitted to Oman through Yemen [5, pp. 239-240].
Bandyopadhyay on the other hand, articulates a construct following which the
art of Mihrab stucco-carving arrived to Oman from Persia throughthe Buyids in
the 13" century. Then, this craft evolved under several otherinfluences especially
from the shores of the South-East Indian ocean [22]. Other researchers came to
the conclusion that this craft arrived to Oman through confluences from Persia,
Yemen, or Egypt, but evolved to become a full-fledged Omani style in the 10"
century Hijra [4, pp. 234-248], [5, pp. 238-242], [18, p. 146], [25, pp. 45-53].

If the earliest publication about the carved Mihrabs of Oman has described
this style as being “A curious example of conservatism of the Iranian art of
stucco carving of the Seljuk and Mongol periods” [19], the consecutive works
have discussed other possible sources of influences and even finished by
recognizing a certain Omani identity to this art [5, p. 257], [18, p. 146], [25, p.
14]. Inher article about the stucco-carved Mihrabs in Oman, Kervran focused
her discussion on Jama' So'al and Jama' Bahla to found her claim that the art
of Mihrab decoration in Oman was a reminiscence of the Iranian Seljuks Art of
stucco carving [19]. However, she could not explain why the Omanis of the 16%
century were referring to an almost two centuries older decorative art. When
he thoroughly commented on the decorated Mihrabs of the same mosques, and
without refutingthe claims of Kervran, Costa alluded to the possible presence
of other sources of influence that might have participated in the formation
of what he claimed to be a Omani style of Mihrab carving of the 16" century
AD. [21]. However, he argues that Kervran's theory was only true for a few
decorative features and technics in these two mosques. Most importantly, as
later demonstrated byKanaan, Kervran's argument fails when it is extended to
the remaining majority of the decorated Mihrabs in Oman [5, pp. 235-236,
238, 240-241].

' Our deep appreciation goes to Abdullah Mousa, Director of Programs at Alhudhud Center

for Archeological Studies and Prof. Ghilan Hmood Ghilan from the University of San‘a, for the
information they provided regarding the decoration with incrusted ceramic plates in the eastern and
western minarets of the Friday mosque of al-Rawdha in San’a. Communication through whatsapp on
May 14% and 15t 2021.



Mihrab of Masjid al-Jannah Mihrab of the Friday mosque of Mihrab Masjid al-Mzar'ah
(Harat So'al - Nizwa) early 16th Zabid (Yemen) Late 15th century (Sama'il). Late 16th century CE
century CE CE [33, p. 47]

Mihrabs present several features that were Figure 18.

unique and unprecedented in other regions  Mihrabs from Oman and Yemen

in the past. Bandyopadhyay, goes also in the

same line of a dominantly Iranian origin of

the Mihrab stucco carving in Oman [23]. However, refuting the hypothesis of
Kervran, he claims that the Omanis didnot inherit this practice from the Persian
Seljuks. Rather, they received it earlier, in the 10 centuryAD, when the country
was under the Nabahina dynasty, through the multiple incursions of the Buyids
in Sohar then further inland, in Nizwa and Bahla [22, p. 374]. In the same
context, this author asserts that the tradition of patronage of artworks, such
as carved Mihrabs, was also introduced in the Oman under al-Nabahina rulers
with a Persian influence. On the other hand, Kanaan shares Baldissera’s opinion
and claims that we are in presence of an Omani school of stucco carving that
emanated from a local adaptation and application of several influences, from
the Buyids and Seljuks, but also from Mamluk Egypt through Yemen, and even
the Rustemid Sedrata [5, pp. 230, 238, 240].

Based on what has been discussed thus far, while sharing this last conclusion,
the present researchhas showed, by the multiple examples it discussed, the
extent to which the local craftsmen, especially the pioneers (al-Humaymi), were
in a state of exploration ant trial, testing different techniques of carving and
multiple forms and means of ornamentation. Such attitude is not uncommon.
The Omani builders of the forts and other military structures of the 16 century,
had a similar approach of forming a local typology of buildings from the
techniques learnt from the Portuguese in the coasts'". In light of what has been
found, it is possible to claim that, even if the Buyids and Seljuk style had an
influence on the early decorated Mihrabs such as the one of So'al, it is not
accurate to reduce the origin and the development of this art in Oman to this
sole source of influence. In the same period of the 13" century CE, Oman was
also open to other forms of decorative arts, such as those coming from lIrak,
which is most likely the origin of the Kufic calligraphy that became a ubiquitous
feature in the Omani Mihrabs since the one of J. So’al. When the art of Mihrab
carving witnessed its revival in the 16" century CE (10" H), the Omani artists
employed the artistic repertoire inherited from the earlier Mihrabs. But, they
also integrated, in a very creative manner, the artistic trends of their time, which
also came from Yemen, Egypt and North Africa. The 15% century Mihrab of the
Friday mosque of Zabid presents similar organizational and aesthetic sensibility
in the stucco work as those of the first Mihrab of Oman’s 16" century CE. As

1 Benkari Naima: The formation and influences of military architecture in Oman during Al-Ya'ariba
period (1034 - 1162 AH / 1624 — 1749AD). Forthcoming.
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demonstrated in the present research, the art of carving Mihrabs in Oman was
indeed the result of the conflation of all these trends and styles merged and
reinvented within a pronounced Omani local language.

Conclusion

The present research is an historic and stylistic study of the stucco-carved
Mihrabs in the traditional mosques of Oman. Through the study of architectural
documentation and analysis of a large number of the still standing Mihrabs in
different regions in Oman, along with the analysis collected from primary and
secondary sources, this study revealed the following conclusions:

® The corpus of the traditional stucco-carved Mihrabs of Oman was produced
in a timeframe that spans a period of more than six centuries (from the Mid-
13% century until the early 19* century). The Mihrabs produced during the
16™ century are the most important in numberand the most developed in
quality of execution and rich in the aesthetic register. Similarly, it has been
found that the Dakhiliya region with the city of Manah is the epicenter of the
development of this art, especially after its revival in the early 16™ century,
with the main pioneering and skillful artisans being originally from Manah
and their first oeuvres being in that city.

The content analysis of the inscriptions, deciphered by Baldissera in this book
[18] about most of the Mihrabs studied here, has highlighted the character
of the stucco-carved Mihrabs in Oman as sources for the sociopolitical
historiography of the country and the region where they have been erected.
It has revealed the organization of work in such projects and identified its
main actors: the patrons, the Craftsmen, and the calligraphers. The content
analysis has also showed that the Mihrab stucco-carving practice was
organized in a form of “Craftsmanship School”, where the most skilled are
called masters and they transmit their know-how to their apprentices, who
typically happen to be their children and grandchildren, as was the case in the
family of Mushmil al-Manahi. Furthermore, the systematic repletionof certain
features, and elements or techniques in the studied Mihrabs consolidate the
ideaof the existence of a ‘stylistic school’ led by masters such as al Humaymi
or Mushmil and who even signed their works with the title of “Master”.

The comparative and stylistic analysis has helped in the identification of
the different components of the stucco-carved Mihrabs in Oman with their
common features and their disparities. In this context, the present study has
highlighted the features that are unique in the Omani Mihrabs, their possible
origins, and their process of evolution until they reached their final forms.
Finally, this research has demonstrated that we are in the presence of a full-
fledged Omani stylistic school of Mihrab stucco-carving which started around
the 13th century and reached its peak in the 16th century before fading away
around the early 19h century of our era. Even if this culminating style was
the result of the conflation of several influences from the styles of Buyids
and Seljuk in Persia, The Ayyubid in Yemen and Egypt, and the Rustemid
in Algeria, or the Abbasid in Irag. The Omani craftsmen have succeeded in
integrating all these influences within their local taste and know-how. Such
integration has generated a peculiar Omani art of Mihrab Stucco-carving with
unique and unprecedented features and compositions.

This study presents certain limitations in the corpus analyzed, where some
Mihrabs couldnot be located and a few others could not be dated nor their
artisans identified. Based on previous research, some assumptions had to
be made based on careful comparison and analysis. Furthermore, due to



the limitation of the publication length, it was not possible tofurther develop
the understanding of the social and professional networks that prevailed in
the production of these Mihrabs and whether those networks were limited to
Oman or went beyond the country’s borders through tribal alliances. Further
research is also needed to discuss the practice of Mihrab decoration with
refined carving, even with figurative images in light of the Ibadi jurisprudence
which clearly prohibits any kind of ornamentation in the construction,
especially in the Qibla wall. Finally, this research also opens the opportunity
to further explore the practical integration of the style and typologyidentified
in the contemporary and future projects of Mihrab decoration in Oman or the
region.
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What is meant by ‘Universal art’?

The word universal etymologically comes from the Latin word universus, meaning “all together,
whole, entire”. In today’s Cambridge dictionary, the word still refers to “... everywhere or

. everyone”. Looking into the word in Arabic, one can find further connotations related to
Islamic art. In the Oxford English-Arabic dictionary, for example, the word universal means
( S @al> galle). In the Islamic tradition, the word gl or Jami’, is one of the ninety-nine
names of God, known as the beautiful names of Allah or ‘Asma’ Allah al-Husna. Abu Hamid Al-
Ghazali, an 11" century Muslim philosopher, explained God's name Jami’ as “the compiler of
the similarities, the inequalities and the antonyms” (Al-Ghazali, 1999). Jami’ in Arabic also refers
to “great/ congregational mosque” where, beside the daily prayers, a noon congregational
gathering, called Jum’a, takes place that includes a speech given to a group of Muslim prayers
or Jama’a (group) takes place every Friday. Islam, in the wider sense, is defined as the closing
and completing chapter of a single and consistent message of monotheism. According to Arafa,
as a divinely revealed religion, it “had to be imbued with an integral quality of universality”
(Arafa, 2015). Its universal message, i.e. the Qur'an, came as a communiqué to all humankind
(Al-Ansary, 2009b). It is not limited to a specific time, place, nation, generation, or social class.
It is universal in the way that it is directed to humanity as a whole, not only to the mind, soul,
body or heart alone. It addresses humanity in all phases and fields of human life (Ishak and
Solihin, 2012).

Looking into the universal principles of Islamic art, Azzam argues that Islamic
art transcends time and place through its universal language that echoes
the message of Islam (Azzam, 2002). Beside unity, or Tawhid, universality is
considered the most significant feature of Islamic art, embodied in the beauty
of its Islamic calligraphy (Hanash, 2017). Reading Arabic poetry to a non-Arabic
speaker, for example, is different from showing him a piece of Arabic calligraphy.
Even after translation, poetry is bound by its contextual and local connotations.
However, calligraphy is universally admired and respected while needing no
mediation to understand its aesthetics (Matog, 2017). Consequently, Quranic
epigraphy compiles accumulated layers of universal aspects embodied in its
form, message, and relation to mosques, which symbolize Islam worldwide.
The real value of this universality, according to Azzam, is not that it is simply an
art that is understood by everyone, but the principle that “allows everyone a
direct access to the Truth” (Azzam, 2002).

In Islamic tradition, the very end of God’s message to humanity is to know
the Truth or Hagqg, another name attributed to God. Al-Ansary argued that
one can't know God unless he knows Qur'an, the words of God (Al-Ansary,
2009b). The word Qur'an is derived from the word gara’a which means to read
or to recite (Ringgren and Sinai, 2020). Al-Quran al-Tadwini or the Recorded
Qur'an is considered the first source of Truth in Islam’s worldview, also known
as Kitab Allah al-Massttur (The Revealed ‘Written’ Book). The second source
of truth is al-Quran al-Takwini (The Qur'an of Creation) which is the Cosmos,
similarly known as Kitab Allah al-Mandhur (The Created ‘Sensed’ Book) (Arafa,
2015) (Jalabi, 2002). According to Al-Ansary these two sources are not only
sources of Truth, but also of Beauty; a further name attributed to God. The
revealed Qur'an, with what it contains of truths, connects the person to the
source of true beauty and the source of supreme light. While the cosmos, with
its creatures and supernatural spiritual manifestations, reflects the affairs of the
supreme deism, and the lights of the beautiful names of God. All this is meant
only for the person to live his aesthetic experience on the conscience level, and
express it through various types of beautiful expressions (Al-Ansary, 2009a).

Human expressions, according to Dale Jacquette, appear similarly in both art



and language. He emphasized the essential presence of perception, intention,
and expression as inter-related factors in art (Jacquette, 2014). He described
artworks as neither mere abstract entities, since they exist in time and place, nor
as mere physical entities. Instead, he entitled them as cultural entities, which are
"physical entities embodying or manifesting certain special types of abstract
properties, ideas, concepts, formal relations or the like” (ibid.). Regarding the
nature of Islamic art, especially Quranic epigraphy and its universality, the
following questions might be asked: Is Quranic epigraphy considered a cultural
entity? Then how is it still considered universal? According to Islamic tradition,
Quran is divine. Epigraphy on the other hand is not. Nonetheless, Quranic
epigraphy contains a divine message, humanely expressed through calligraphic
art. It is both spatiotemporal and non-spatiotemporal. It encompasses timeless
and spaceless truths that are able to exist in and express certain time and
space. It is universal in the sense expressed through the word Jami’ explained
above by Al-Ghazali as “the compiler of the similarities, the inequalities and
the antonyms”. It is inspired by both physical and metaphysical order, and
expresses truths that are perceived on both individual and collective levels, at
the time of its inscription and hundreds of years later.

Islamic art, according to Matog, belongs to the idea of global societies which
Emile Durkheim, a French sociologist, referred to in his writings. In his social
account of ‘world culture’, Durkheim promoted the existence of a cultural
order that is globe-spanning in reach, yet centered around basic, general, and
universally applicable moral principles that apply to all its participants. Those
participants, who act much like the interdependent but differentiated organs
of a living body, have somehow contributed specific elements to this culture.
In this order, ethical configurations are applied by all states “yet with specific
national colourings” (Inglis, 2011). They share similar production techniques
and are included in the same civilization. This order can be witnessed in
the “lIslamic” civilization (ummah) across the world, which was built upon
the synergy between immutable principles and essence, and the variable
conditions of space and time (Arafa, 2015). All this highlights the global and
holistic dimensions of Islamic art, expressed through the words  calle or ‘almy
and ¢ kly as Matoq calls it, which are mentioned above as translations of the
word ‘universal’.

In the light of this previous attempt to introduce the universality of Quranic
epigraphy in mosques, and through the following section, the researcher will
try to investigate a case study of a contemporary example. To understand the
contemporary phenomenon of a long history of using Quranic epigraphy in
mosques, and pose the questions of “how” and “why”, a case study strategy
is followed and applied to Cambridge Central Mosque in the United Kingdom.
This research strategy is not being chosen with the objective of “generalizing”
a set of findings, as typical case studies allow. It is rather chosen to facilitate
reflection and understand how Quranic epigraphy and its role in mosque
architecture is applied and perceived as universal art in one of today’s mosques.

The Cambridge Central Mosque Project

In 2008, the Muslim Academic Trust decided to put a bid on land at Mill Road,
as a key step forward for the Cambridge Muslim community to have their first
purpose-built mosque within the city of Cambridge (AlAnsaar, 2017). The
trustees of the Muslim Academic Trust charity, behind this project, are two
English converts to Islam, Yusuf Islam (a British singer-songwriter previously
known as Cat Stevens) and Abdul Hakim Murad (an academic, theologian, and
Islamic scholar also known as Timothy Winter) (Saleem, 2013). Both, with a third
trustee Tijani Gahbiche, were also behind the idea of founding Cambridge
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Muslim College, a college for training Muslims in the classical Islamic sciences
in the city of Cambridge.

In his early lecture in 1997 and through his writings about the Muslim culture,
Murad always had a defined perception, yet not a specific image, about
mosques in Islamic culture. In a long essay entitled “What is a mosque?” on
Cambridge Central Mosque's website, which is meant to reflect the mosque’s
vision, Murad presented his thoughts about a mosque’s nature and function.
Starting from the Arabic name for a mosque as a Jam’i which he translated
as 'that which includes’, Murad presented the mosque’s aspects of inclusivity
as well as diversity. He elaborated on those two points through the interview,
stating:

“Islam has a strong Abrahamic and primordial dimension, emerging
in a place with no architectural culture, so mosques have historically
varied to suit local cultures’ manner of perceiving the sacred. So it is a
universalism expressed in diversity, which nonetheless points back to
the principle that diversity indicates its divine source.” (A.H. Murad,
Email interview, January 31, 2021).

According to Murad, any mosque is an extension of the Ka’ba (the sanctuary
built by Abraham), and its mihrab is Marian (relating to Virgin Mary). The mihrab
is often “surmounted by a Quranic verse (Q 3:37) evoking the Virgin Mary's
devotion in her own niche “mihrab”, Murad explained. He also highlighted a
matrix of relations between the Qur'an and mosque architecture, describing a
mosque as “a sanctuary of the Qur'an”; as well as the relationships between the
Qur'an and nature, and between nature and mosque architecture. According
to Murad, all three recall the presence of God, the Divine Maker (AbdulHakim
Murad, no date). Their relation is “a collocation of the two discourses: Qur’an
Takwini and Qur‘an Tadwini, both composed of ‘signs’” (A.H. Murad, Email
interview, January 31, 2021).

As an English Muslim convert, who long suffered from sectarianism and
ethnically specific mosques in Britain, Murad wanted a mosque that is Jam'i or
universal in the literal sense of the word, that welcomes and brings together
every Muslim and non-Muslim, men and women of all ages and ethnicities.
According to Murad, in a meeting held with members of the Cambridge
Muslim community in 2017, Cambridge mosque intends to respect the right
to good neighborliness (Haqq Al Jewar), which is a prophetic commandment
in Islam to respect nearby neighbors, Al Jar Al Janb, as the Qur'an describes
them. It intends to make a very positive, grand statement about Islam among
non-Muslims in a city like Cambridge with its magnificent architecture, like St
Mary’s church, Trinity College, and King's College Chapel. He also emphasized
the intention (niyyah) upon which the mosque is built, which includes sincerity,
piety, and reliance on Allah (God). According to Murad, this is “the unshakable
rock on which this building will be built” (Millroadtv, 2017).

In 2010, an international design competition was held and eleven design
proposals were submitted for Cambridge Central Mosque. A jury was created,
and four designs were chosen for a later meeting, where the Muslim community,
as well as local residents, were consulted. Marks Barfield Architects’ design
won the competition. According to Murad, it was “the design that everybody
liked the most” (ibid.). Marks Barfield Architects, led by the prominent architect
David Marks and his wife Julia Barfield, two Jewish architects who designed
such ‘avant-garde’ structures as the London Eye, and previously designed an
Islamic school (Islamia School) for Yusuf Islam in London (Saleem, 2013).



The mosque design brief called for a mosque that would accommodate 1,000
congregants, of bothmen andwomen, announcing Islam’s presence in Cambridge
as both a spiritual and cultural asset for the wider community, including Muslims.
Embracing universal principles, the mosque should be sustainable, socially and
architecturally integrated into the wider local community, and respectful of the
surrounding built environment (Skadberg, 2019). Murad insisted that they didn’t
want a “barn with a dome”, but a piece of contemporary yet sacred architecture,
which the brief described that it “may require a totally different appreciation from
that of modern architecture, one that is not necessarily centered on architecture
as the work of the individual, but ... on the architect’s particular expression of a
universal principle” (Wilson, 2019).

While trying to “work out what it means to have an English mosque” based on
universal principles, the architect tried to synthesize the application of geometry,
nature and forms inspired from both English and Islamic heritage in the mosque
design. The Gothic fan vaulting in King's College Chapel in Cambridge, the
transition from column to roof in the Chapter House at Westminster Abbey
England, the early Islamic mosque of Juma Khiva in Uzbekistan and the
Cordoba mosque in Spain have all inspired a mosque design of a calm oasis
or grove of trees made of timber columns. The link between the local and the
Islamic, according to Marks Barfield Architects, was expressed through the
natural world, as its point of connection (Skadberg, 2019).

An expert in sacred architecture and Islamic geometry, Keith Critchlow, was
contacted at a very early stage of the design. He worked closely with the
design team, proposing a guiding geometric pattern known as ‘the breath of
the compassionate’, based on octagons and symbolising the rhythm of life.
These developed patterns provided an abstract sacred ordering device for
the architecture, reworked for a contemporary context” (Wilson, 2019). Emma
Clark, a garden designer specializing in the design and symbolism of Islamic
Gardens, was also part of the team, working with landscape designer Urquhart
& Hunt. They designed an Islamic garden with a water fountain, referencing
Paradise in Islamic tradition. It is publicly accessible for contemplation and rest,
providing a welcoming environment “encouraging community engagement
and involvement” (Skadberg, 2019).

The mosque is located in a traditionally working-class neighbourhood of
Cambridge. It is primarily residential with two to two-and-a-half story buildings.
The character appraisal showed few typical building features and details of
mainly 19" and 20" century Terrace housing with facades of polychromatic
brickwork, mainly yellow or white quartz brick enlivened with a distinctive
use of red bricks (Skadberg, 2019). This inspired the design of the mosque’s
external walls, which are made of cross-laminated timber, cladded in brick
tiles of these traditional Cambridge Gault and red brick colours, that intend
to “reflect the residential architecture of the surrounding(s]” (ibid.). The brick
pattern forms Kufic calligraphy inscriptions, which are also incorporated in the
mosque’s portico and atrium, shown in figures 3 & 4.
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Figure 3. Figure 4.

The exterior fagade of Cambridge Central Mosque source: The atrium of Cambridge Central Mosque with
Morley von Sternberg. Brick Kufic calligraphy. source: (Wilson, 2019)

The layout of the mosque starts with a small community garden that sits at the
front of the mosque site facing Mill Road. The site extends northward, creating
a series of spaces from the main south entrance to the prayer hall. Passing
through the railings beyond the community garden and through the “Islamic”
garden designed by Clarks, one reaches the “lofty” entrance to the mosque
with a rectangular calligraphic panel. This leads to a portico with a glazed wall
which fronts a square-set atrium before the lobby leading to the prayer hall
of the mosque. The prayer hall is also square-set, but twisted on plan to face
Mecca on its eastern side (Wilson, 2019) figure 5.

Figure 5.

Ground floor plan of Cambridge Central Mosque. source:
https://marksbarfield.com/projects/cambridge-mosque/
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Quranic Epigraphy of Cambridge Central Mosque

There are three types of Quranic epigraphy in Cambridge Central Mosque.
Based on their location and calligraphic script, these are:

1. The exterior, portico and atrium simple (Kufic) inscriptions,

2. The fascia (monumental Kufic) inscription,

3. and the prayer hall (Jeli Thuluth) inscriptions.

Through the following section, these inscriptions are described, translated,
and explained in light of the interviews with the calligrapher and Abdel Hakim
Murad, the mosque chair, followed by researcher’s analysis, interpretation, and
reflection. When Quranic verses are mentioned, they are presented in ltalic,
followed by the number of the chapter where the verse is located in the Quran
and the number of the verse.

The Exterior, Portico, and Atrium Simple Inscriptions

When the mosque was first opened in 2019, the only calligraphy present in the
mosque was the Kufic inscriptions set out by the brickwork on the mosque’s
exterior fagade, portico, and atrium. The architects worked with Critchlow,
as well the Mosque committee, on the design, creating geometric modules
(A & B), within a diamond-like pattern. The main module (A) constitutes 4
submodules each spelling out the Quranic verse “Say, ‘He is God the One (Q
112:1), grouped and rotated creating a central diamond with the word “Allah”
in simple Kufic rotating 4 times around its center. The submodules are also used
separately in areas on the wall that are too small for module (A). The second
module (B), is a simple pattern which has “no meaning” and "used everywhere
else”. Kufic (angular) script is the oldest type of script that prevailed in the
mosques of early Islamic centuries. It played a significant role in buildings
of the Eastern Islamic world, especially in Central Asia (Shbl, 2014), where
brick Kufic inscriptions were a specific feature in different types of buildings.
Inspirations for the Kufic bricks in Cambridge Central Mosque can be seen in
the Gar minaret and mosque in Iran. The method for installing this brickwork
was inspired by a historic construction method used widely in East Anglia in the
United Kingdom, in the 18" and 19t centuries, where mathematical tiles were
installed on timber-frame buildings (Skadberg, 2019). The choice of the verse
indicated “the Divine unity, being the essential principle of a Muslim sacred
structure” (A.H. Murad, Email interview, January 31, 2021).

The Fascia Inscriptions:

The fascia, as well as prayer hall, inscriptions were installed almost a year after
the mosque opening in 2019. The Quranic verse on the fascia was rendered in
gold over a brown background, visible to passers-by. The choice of the verse
and the type of script of the fascia inscription were made by Abdul Hakim
Murad himself. He wanted “something that would suit a major building but
maintain a certain discretion about the building's Islamic identity to casual
passers-by” (A.H. Murad, Email interview, February 05, 2021). According to
Murad, the Quranic epigraphy on the fascia should reference a theme that is
also present in the Bible. Explaining his choice, Murad added:

“The text is God’s words to Moses spoken from the ‘Burning Bush’.
“Truly I, I am God, there is no deity but Me, so establish the Prayer to
remember Me.’ The text was chosen because (1) the mosque is informally
known as ‘Masjid al-Tawhid’, (2) the monotheistic principle is common
to Cambridge’s 3 Abrahamic religions, and is not divisive, (3) the verse
indicates the presence of a holy place in virgin nature, (4) it references
Moses, again a figure recognised by the 3 Abrahamic religions. So the
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verse is welcoming to local people, is uncontroversial, and indicates
Islam’s belongingness to the monotheistic narrative which already exists
in the UK.” (A.H. Murad, Email interview, February 05, 2021).

The inscription was transcribed by the Turkish calligrapher Huseyin Kutlu,
who is based in Turkey (FM, 2020). Kutlu was chosen for the project by the
trustees for “his extensive track-record in working in mosques” (A.H. Murad,
Email interview, January 31, 2021). He transcribed Quranic verses for several
mosques around the world, such as the United States, Japan, Chechnya,
Germany, Russia, as well as Turkey (Cappellari, 2017).

The choices of the Mosque’s Quranic Epigraphy: The Process,
Meaning, and Objectives

The intention of Cambridge Central Mosque committee was to include
everyone. In response to that, the committee decided to exclude anything
on the walls that might give a sense of exclusion to any group. This especially
included, what Murad described as, “certain sectarian symbols” which
announce an ethnic specific identity, that deliberately made some Muslims feel
uncomfortable (FM, 2020). Alternatively, the committee wanted an inclusive,
as well as a beautiful Islamic identity of the building that will “be sufficiently
evident” (A.H. Murad, Email interview, January 31, 2021). This meant that only
Arabic copies of the Quran were made present in the mosque shelves, and
only Quranic calligraphy was inscribed on its walls.

As mentioned earlier, Hiiseyin Kutlu was the calligrapher behind Cambridge
mosque’s Quranic inscriptions (except for the brickwork inscriptions). Kutlu isn't
just a calligraphe