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Choose either one building or one object and explain its significance and importance within Islamic art and Archaeology?
A mosque is a place of worship for followers of the Islamic religion. Although, prayer, or Salah is an obligatory duty for Muslims, it is not a requirement to use a mosque for the five prayers required per day. However, all Islamic men are required to attend mosque for Friday communal prayer. Although prayer is the primary function, it is not the only function of a mosque. A mosques other functions include the study of Islam, community centres, and they are also a place to host religious festivals and gatherings such as weddings. The Prophets mosque in Medina is believed to be the first mosque. Originally, the prophet Muhammad’s house, it consisted of a courtyard that was made of mud brick with palm tree trunks used as pillars to support the palm leaf roof. This style of mosque is called a hypostyle mosque. In addition, it had a series of nine rooms built on the side which were the accommodation for Muhammad, his wives and relatives. As the hope to try to convert the Jewish population of medina to Muslim, the Qibla which is the direction of prayer originally faced Jerusalem. However, before his death in 633 AD, Muhammed changed the Qibla to face Mecca because he had not managed to convert as many Jews as he had hoped. Some of the features that appear within mosques were first used in Muhammad’s house such as a mihrab and the minbar. Another feature of this mosque were the towers in each corner, which were platforms used for the call to prayer. After Muhammad was buried within his house, it could no longer be used as a house, so became a place of worship and in 707-709 AD, the mosque was rebuilt in stone and doubled in size. The prophet’s mosque was the model that other early mosques were based, although, the design of mosques developed over time considering regional traditions of where it was built. This essay explores the al- Azhar mosque in Cairo, Egypt and explains its significance and importance within Islamic art and archaeology.    
The al-Azhar mosque was first built in 970 by the Fatimid general, Jawhar al-Siqilli who intended it to be the Friday mosque of the city. Up until the twentieth century, it received many expansions, additions and alterations beginning soon after it was built, with the first occurring in 972 when the mosque underwent a facelift when al-Mu’izz arrived in Egypt. Nassar Rabbat states,
The sequence of changes in al-Azhar’s architecture reciprocates and reflects its rise to      become the foremost institution of religious learning in Egypt and the concomitant              political influence its denizens enjoyed among both ruling classes and the general population[footnoteRef:1] [1:   Rabbat, Nasser. “Al-Azhar Mosque: An Architectural Chronicle of Cairo's History.” Muqarnas, vol. 13, 1996, pp. 45–67. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1523251.] 


As a result, al-Azhar was considered the fifth most important mosque in Islam by the end of the sixteenth century. The architectural development of the mosque is regarded as being a ‘chronicle of the rise and fall of leaders and factions in the religious and political history of the city.’[footnoteRef:2]  Furthermore, the materials used in the construction of the early mosque were taken from the different periods of Egyptian history and was based on other Fatimid structures. However, only a small portion of the Fatimid western façade remains, and the mosques original core is now enclosed within the later additions, see figure 1.  Until this day, the university that is integrated within the mosque is regarded as the principal institution for the study of Sunni theology and sharia. [2:    Rabbat, Nasser. “Al-Azhar Mosque: An Architectural Chronicle of Cairo's History.” Muqarnas, vol. 13, 1996, pp. 45–67. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1523251.] 
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 Figure 1. Aerial view of al-Azhar mosque, Cairo
[image: ]The mihrab was first used within Muhammad’s house in Medina although it was originally a palm tree stump which developed into a niche in the qibla wall which showed the worshipers the direction of prayer. However, in early mosques the mihrab did not always face mecca because it was difficult to ascertain the correct direction especially the closer the mosque was located to mecca. Figure 2 shows the mihrab of al-Azhar mosque which dates from the tenth century. The inscription is believed to be Fatimid in origin. Inscriptions are an important 
                        Figure 2

aspect of Islamic art and archaeology and the inscriptions within mosques tend to be quotes from the Qur’an. Barbara Brend states that ‘the primacy accorded to writing is an important feature of Islamic art.’[footnoteRef:3] The Qur’an is central to Islamic culture so incorporating verse from the Qur’an in mosques references the function of a mosque as a place of prayer. The inscriptions on the conch above the niche in the al-Azhar mosque are two quotes from the Qur’an. Firstly, the first three verses of the Sura of the Believers and secondly, verses 162-63 0f the Sura of the Cattle.  [3: Brend.B, Islamic Art, (London: British Museum Press, 1991), p.16.] 

Minarets are an important archaeological feature of mosques as it serves as a powerful visual reminder of the importance of Islam as well as being used for the call to prayer to be announced. [image: ] 
 Figure 3. The minarets of al-Azhar mosque, Cairo
Al- Azhar mosque has four minarets known as al-Ghuri, Qaytbay, Aqbaghawiyya, and Katkhuda. The minarets of Aqbaghawiyya and Kathuda are ottoman examples. The Minaret of Qaytbay was built in 1483 and consists of two octagonal and one cylindrical shafts which has three balconies which are supported by a form of stalactite vaulting. It is considered as one of the finest of the late Mamluk examples. Rabbat states,
It is important to note that the Mamluk sultans favoured minarets over any other addition…Minarets were the ultimate symbol of power and dominion and the most     effective proclamation of the buildings and their patrons in Cairo’s cityscape.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Rabbat, Nasser. “Al-Azhar Mosque: An Architectural Chronicle of Cairo's History.” Muqarnas, vol. 13, 1996, pp. 45–67. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/1523251.] 


Al-Ghuri’s double finial minaret was built in 1509 is believed to be an attempt to create a minaret that surpassed the exquisite minaret of Qaytbay.
Another feature of most mosques is the dome, or qubba, which is a symbolic representation of the vault of heaven. The dome of Jawhar al-Qunuqbayi was added to the mosque before 1440 and the pattern is one of the earliest arabesques which is coordinated with the mims that are also placed above the windows on the main axis. [image: ] 
Figure 4

During Ottoman reign in Egypt several restorations and additions were made, many of which were completed under Abd al-Rahman Katkhuda who almost doubled the size of the mosque. Three gates were added, the Bab al-Muzayinīn, which became the main entrance to the mosque, the Bab al-Shurba, and the Bab al-Sa'ayida. Katkhuda also added an additional prayer hall south of the original Fatimid hall, doubling the total prayer area. The most important aspect of a congregational mosques architecture is that it must be able to accommodate all male Islamic members of the city for prayer.   

The mosque of al-Azhar is significant and important within Islamic art and archaeology because it reflects the political, religious and social trends in Cairo over the different periods of its occupation. The varying styles of architecture reflect the different leaders of Cairo during the first thousand years of the mosques existence. 
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