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Choose either one building or one object and explain its significance and importance within Islamic art and archaeology:
The Mosque of Ibn Tulun
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Figure 1: Arial view of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun.
Introduction
The Mosque of Ibn Tulun, sometimes referred to as the Mosque of Al-Maydan, is the oldest intact example of Islamic architecture in Egypt. Although there are various dates given for the beginning of its construction, a foundation inscription states it was completed in 879 AD (265 AH).[footnoteRef:1] Now part of the greater conurbation of Cairo, it is set apart from the many other mosques of the city by its architectural features, making it an interesting example for study. Whilst very much of the Samarran style, it is also host to a confluence of other artistic and architectural features from around the contemporary Islamic world. [1:  K. A. C. Creswell, J. W. Allan, A Short Account of Early Muslim Architecture (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1989), p. 393.] 

There are numerous historical factors that make the Ibn Tulun mosque important. Due to the impending collapse of the Abbasid Caliphate, Ibn Tulun was able to capitalize on his favoured administrative position to secure “nominal” control of Egypt, before going on to bring Syria within his sphere of influence. The fusion of architectural influences within this structure are derived from numerous places, peoples and even religious backgrounds. This essay will attempt to describe the site, provide historical context to the mosque, define the influences both on and of the structure in its contemporary world, and ultimately attempt to evaluate the lasting impression this monumental early Islamic structure has had on the modern era.
Historical Context
To call the Tulunid rulers a dynasty appears an overstatement, when considering the relatively short duration of their rule. In but a handful of generations, the Tulunids were again overthrown by briefly resurgent Abbasid leadership. In much scholarship they are unfairly reduced to little more than a footnote or a mention in passing.[footnoteRef:2] Yet they undoubtedly left their mark on the face of the Islamic world, even outside of the cut-throat political arena of their age. Nowhere is this in greater evidence than in their architectural monuments. [2:  I. M. Lapidus, A History of Islamic Societies, 2nd edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).] 

Ahmad ibn Tulun, of Turkish slave background, ruled between 868 and 884 as the Abbasid governor for the region. Yet his rule was essentially one characterized by independence, with little involvement from Abbasid authority. He commissioned numerous construction projects within Egypt, building his own capital city al-Qata’i much as the Abbasids did with their own Samarra in Iraq.
As the oldest intact example of monumental Islamic architecture in Cairo, the mosque is host to a fusion of features from around the Islamic world of its time. Samarran mosques, notably the mosque of Al-Muttawakil and its sister structure the Abu Dulaf mosque were constructed over wide areas of land as sprawling monumental structures. Also evident are the wide, open colonnades and presence of early example of a minaret. Indeed, this minaret takes clear inspiration from the famous spiral minarets found in Samarra, such as the Malwiya. 
When viewed in historical context, the structure could be considered as much a political statement as a centre of worship. Ibn Tulun was familiar with Samarra, and the presence of a rival structure to the Abbasid wonders of the Islamic world could well have been a statement of power.
As with many other historic buildings, there are numerous legends associated with the construction of the structure, which provide valuable insight into its design. One such legend describes the design of the minaret:
“Ibn Tulun was sitting with his officials and absentmindedly winding a piece of parchment around his finger. When asked by someone what the gesture meant, he answered out of embarrassment that he was planning the shape of his minaret.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  D. Behrens-Abouseif, Islamic Architecture in Cairo: An Introduction (New York: Leiden, 1989), p. 55.] 

Creswell also highlights two legends regarding the use of piers in the structure, rather than columns, an apparently unusual architectural choice. According to another, more practical legend, the piers were constructed of brick rather than marble for their increased ability to withstand fire.[footnoteRef:4] The other legend, according to Creswell, indicates that a Christian architect was involved in the construction.[footnoteRef:5] Whilst these piers are most likely Samarran inspired due to Ibn Tulun’s background, Coptic architectural features are also in evidence, perhaps lending some credence to the tale. [4:  K. A. C. Creswell, J. W. Allan, A Short Account of Early Muslim Architecture, p. 392.]  [5:  Ibid., p 392.] 

Description of Site

Covering a large area, the structure has many features that are common to contemporary mosques. It is a rectangular structure, enclosed by a ziyada, with a free-standing minaret. At one point, Ibn Tulun’s palace was connected to the mosque by a door near the mihrab. There are 6 mihrabs presently, one of which is constructed as a niche. Newer mihrabs often feature examples of Cufic script
[image: https://archnet.org/system/media_contents/contents/6074/original/IHC0163.jpg?1384688648]
Figure 2: :The North-East wall, showing the remarkable crenulations and exterior detailing.
While the mosque itself is predominately built in brick, the minaret is constructed of limestone. This free-standing minaret is remarkably similar to Samarran examples. The exterior of the structure was at one point covered in plaster, which is now damaged by the passage of time (fig. 2) As previously mentioned, the structure is host to a fusion of influences from around the contemporary world. Persian, Hellenistic and Samarran features (amongst others) are all present within the structure. The piers around the edge of mosque are built in the Mesopotamian (and therefore Samarran) style, according to Behrens-Abouseif[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  D. Behrens-Abouseif, Islamic Architecture in Cairo, p. ] 
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Figure 4: Plan of the Ibn Tulun Mosque in its modern-day form.
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is important to note that as a structure so close to Cairo, the mosque has been through many phases in its history. Whilst some of those phases involved disuse and a general falling into poor condition, there have been many attempts to restore it throughout the years. According to Creswell, “by the second half of the twelfth century the mosque became completely neglected and served as a camping place for North African pilgrims on their way to Mekka [sic].”[footnoteRef:7] Some restorations been closer to the original design intent of the structure than others, and as a result the structure has gained an iterative character of various parts of Egyptian and Islamic history. Mamluk reconstruction and enhancement of the structure is evident, such as the improvements to the minaret of 1296[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Lapidus, I. M., A History of Islamic Societies, 2nd edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
]  [8:  Swelim, T., Ibn Tulun: His Lost City and Great Mosque (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2015), p. 249.] 

Influences on the Modern World
The Mosque of Ibn Tulun influenced various European artists, when Orientalism was at its peak in the 19th century. It features in multiple examples of 19th century art, perhaps due to its iconic beauty. It seems evident that the structure took hold in the minds of many westerners as a memorable example of the “perfect mosque.” Yet the composition of artistic examples are often impossible perspectives, adding to the artistic appeal of the pieces on one hand, but often ultimately exemplifying 19th century fetishization of the middle east.
After the campaign in Egypt by Napoleon, there was a resurgence in interest in the middle east. On Napoleon’s orders, a work was published collecting together a series of lithographs, observations and research on Egypt. This multi-volume work, the Description de l’Egypte can be argued as pioneering the academic field of Egyptology.[footnoteRef:9] Depictions of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun can be found within (fig. ?), made by Protain. Although viewed from an impossible perspective, in this instance it can be attributed to a desire to show as much of the structure as possible.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Edition Originale, ‘DESCRIPTION DE L'EGYPTE. Le Kaire [Le Caire]. Vue perspective intérieure de la Mosquée de Touloun. (ETAT MODERNE, volume I, planche 31)’ [Online] https://www.edition-originale.com/en/prints-engravings-photographs/description-de-legypte-1809/-description-de-legypte-le-kaire-le-1809-25319 (Accessed on: 23/01/18).]  [10:  Swelim, T., Ibn Tulun: His Lost City and Great Mosque, p. 249.] 
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Figure 5: PROTAIN (delineavit) & BOUILLARD (sculpsit) DESCRIPTION DE L'EGYPTE. Le Kaire [Le Caire]. Vue perspective intérieure de la Mosquée de Touloun. (ETAT MODERNE, volume I, planche 31) Imprimerie Impériale, Paris 1809-1829, 53,5x70,5cm, une feuille.
Later examples of western art featuring the mosque of Ibn Tulun, notably in the Orientalist tradition, are common. One such example by Dauzats (fig. ??), indicates the view of the visiting artist from another culture. An undeniably beautiful painting, the minaret of the mosque features in the background. Its presence in the painting appears to have a merely compositional purpose, filling what would otherwise be a gap in the formation of the painting. The buildings in the foreground are the focus of the painting, yet the presence of the mosque of Ibn Tulun in the background indicates the position of the structure in the minds of Orientalists, and perhaps the contemporary western view, as the quintessential mosque.

[image: https://3.bp.blogspot.com/-toOlTlejRDA/Um6S7QVspOI/AAAAAAAAA8Y/v-g-nK5cLZo/s1600/A+street+scene+in+old+Cairo+near+the+Ibn+Tulun+Mosque+by+Adrien+Dauzats+,+Oil+on+panel+,+63.8+by+47.6+cm.jpg]

Figure 6:  A street scene in old Cairo near the Ibn Tulun Mosque 
by Adrien Dauzats (French , 1804–1868) 
Oil On Panel , 63.8 cm X 47.6 cm
Western architects have been inspired by the Ibn Tulun mosque: when the French Architect Pascal Coste was commissioned to build the msque of Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha, used the mosque as an inspiration. Drawing new plans of the structure, he ultimately added to earlier academic study of the mosque in general.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid, p. 249.] 

[image: https://screenshotscdn.firefoxusercontent.com/images/02028b48-60fc-48b1-995a-ba04cd24cd79.png]The mosque is, however, evidently important to present day Egyptians. It features on the five-pound note first in 1973 and later in 2013, indicating its role as a national symbol. During the 2011 revolution which removed President Mubarak from power, the Mosque of Ibn Tulun was but one of many historic structures that were vandalized, yet efforts to restore the structure were extremely swift.[footnoteRef:12] It retains importance not merely as an iconic structure mostly of interest to tourists. From the activities of the Megwara society – an architectural society – to the increased use of the structure by worshippers of the Bohra sect, the building has developed new life.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Ibid, p. 246.]  [13:  Ibid, pp.. 246-247.] 

Elements of the Ibn Tulun mosque are also being replicated in modern structures. Examples include a mosque on the north coast of Egypt in the Marina resort, a mosque at the resort of Hacienda (also on the north Coast of Egypt) and two in Giza, all featuring an external staircase.[footnoteRef:14] Both the minarets of Hacienda and Marina are notably free standing. It is interesting to note that these structures pay homage to the spiral minaret of the Ibn Tulun mosque through replication, less so the Malwiya of Samarra. [14:  Ibid, p. 255-257..] 
Figure 7:  An example of a mosque inspired by the Ibn Tulun Mosque, on the Northern coast of Egypt.

Conclusion
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