[bookmark: _GoBack]Choose either one building or one object and explain its significance and importance within Islamic art and archaeology:    


In this essay I will explain the significance of the Great Mosque Al Mansur and its successor buildings, in relationship to Islamic art and archaeology.
Its importance to Islamic archaeology is connected to its role as a prototype for later mosques. Little is known about the building and the only description extant is one given by an al-Khatib. The description runs as follows: ‘Abu Ja’far al-Mansur established the principal mosque… in contact with his palace, he had succeeded his brother al- Saffah (750-54 AD) who had been the first Abbasid Caliph he had assumed power in Kufa.’[footnoteRef:1] The building of the mosque started in 762 AD; it is (what is now known as) the Old Court – the building was of a circular design  and was built with sun-dried bricks and clay and was  called the city of peace.[footnoteRef:2] As Cresswell notes: ‘The dimensions of the palace of al- Mansur were 400 x 400 cubits and those of the mosque 200 x 200; and the columns of wood in the mosque each consisted of two pieces…’ [footnoteRef:3] The mosque would have been one of the first purpose built Muslim prayer houses and the fact that it was round made it unique.[footnoteRef:4] Ibn ‘Arabi says of the qibla that it needed turning slightly towards the Basra Gate.[footnoteRef:5] The qibla is the indicator of the direction of Mecca from any particular mosque. The mosque was built with traditional building materials which were readily at hand and easily available.  [1:  Hoag 1987: 23]  [2:  Cresswell 1989: 240]  [3:  Cresswell 1989: 240]  [4:  Hoag 1987 :23   ]  [5:  Hoag 1987 :23] 

There were no other alterations to the mosque until the time of Harun ar-Rashid who ordered the destruction of the mosque and its reconstruction with kiln-baked bricks and gypsum.[footnoteRef:6] The name of the architect, carpenter and date were stamped into the bricks, and can still be seen today on the outside wall of the mosque on the side of the Khurasin Gate.[footnoteRef:7] Harun ar-Rashid was to die suddenly in Tus in 809 AD.[footnoteRef:8]  After his death, several years of war followed and it was not until 819 AD, that al-Ma’mun, an elder son of Harun, entered Baghdad and attempted to impose the doctrine of Mu,tazilism on the community. This doctrine was the doctrine of the Koran, which at the time was a form of Islamic fundamentalism.[footnoteRef:9] The doctrine was neither popular with the Sunni or Shi’ite sects; civil war followed, and a Caliph appeared in the form of al-Mu’tasim 833-42 AD.[footnoteRef:10] The palace and barracks at Baghdad after 836 AD were abandoned and a new capital built at Samarra sixty miles north of the former principal city.[footnoteRef:11] The new capital was neither walled nor fortified and only held a tenuous hold on a small area of land.[footnoteRef:12] Before Samarra was finally decided upon other sites were begun, the most prominent being a site called al-Qatul where it is possible that al-Mu’tasim may have repeated  al-Mansur’s more secure circular city.[footnoteRef:13] There is a palace built outside the city which is again a repeat of al-Mansur’s plan of Baghdad where he built a palace at al-Khuld in 773 AD.[footnoteRef:14] This shows that the complex at Baghdad was used as a prototype for future construction, its circular shape being deemed to be more secure. [6:  Cresswell 1989 :240 ]  [7:  Cresswell 1989 :240]  [8:  Hoag 1987 :26 ]  [9:  Hoag 1987 :26 ]  [10:  Hoag 1987 :26 ]  [11:  Hoag 1987 :26]  [12:  Hoag 1987 :26]  [13:  Hoag 1987 :26]  [14:  Hoag 1987 :26] 

Yet other accounts of the building of Abu Ja’far al- Mansur, its demolition, enlargement and eventual rebuilding exist, the work being done in 808-9 AD. The prayer held on Friday’s was always held in the Sahn al- ‘atiq (the Old Court), which was the original mosque, before it was enlarged with the taking in of the Dar al-Qattan which had originally been al-Mansur’s Government offices. This then eventually became the prayer place for the people and in 873-4 or 874-5 the first court was added by al-Mu’tadid billah; this was originally part of the palace of al-Mansur. This achievement saw the opening of 17 arches in the partitioning wall between the Old Palace and Mosque. Of the 17 archways, 13 of them opened into the sahn and 4 into the side arcades. The pulpit, the mithrab and the maqsura all came into the mosque at this time.[footnoteRef:15]   [15:  Cresswell 1989 :240] 

Another account states that al-Mu’tadid billah was informed that because there was not enough room for the people wanting to pray, and to do so in permissible places, ordered the enlargement of the mosque, at the expense of the Palace of the Commander of the Faithful. It was considered that the Dar al-Qattin was not a permissible place, for prayer to take place in.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Cresswell 1989 :240 ] 

Herzfeld has concluded that the statement of seventeen archways in the partition wall suggests that the original mosque must have had seventeen aisles from left to right. He also said that the side aisles must have been two deep, and that the sanctuary must have had five, taking as an analogy the Mosque of ibn Tulun. Al-Khatib says that the place and mosque were built in close contact to each other but did not specify on which side. This then leaves some doubt as to which side it was attached, but the majority would say it was the north-east side where the qibla wall was situated which in turn would have been in contact with the palace. This then would have enabled the Khalif to pass into the maqsura through the door in the qibla as was the practice in the early centuries of Islam.[footnoteRef:17] The parts added were not only built on the derelict ground of the palace but also against the sadr which the part is furthest from the entrance. Furthermore, arches were cut into the back wall, a duplicate of the first mosque was then added but with no north-eastern riwaq, and the pulpit, mihrab and maqsura were then transferred to the new mosque, in accordance with al-Khatib.[footnoteRef:18]  The new mosque was then nearly as big as the original (as al-Khatib says: ‘of the same size or nearly so’), separated from it by a covered colonnade. Muqaddasi, a century later, drew parallels between the mosques of Fasa in Fars and that of Madinat as-Salam in Baghdad both having two sahns and a covered part between them.[footnoteRef:19] It would appear that al-Khatib’s account agrees with the facts and that Herzfeld is wrong to suggest that the Dar al-Qattan was still used for prayer, as the rebuild and enlargement was supposed to rectify the problem.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Cresswell 1989 :240]  [18:  Cresswell 1989 :240]  [19:  Cresswell 1989 :240 ]  [20:  Cresswell 1989 :240 ] 

Yet another proposal has been put forward by Lassner about an alternative reconstruction of the round city. According to Lassner, who was quoting Ya’qubi, there were two extra buildings in the central court: one was adjacent to the Damascus Gate which housed the chief of the guard and his troops, whereas the other, which had an uncertain location, was a large portico which contained the dar of the chief of police and his men. [footnoteRef:21]    [21:  Cresswell 1989 :240 ] 

Ya’qubi also indicated that the residences for al-Mansur’s younger children, his servants, slaves, the arsenal, the diwan of the palace personnel, the public kitchen plus other government agencies were in the central court.[footnoteRef:22] All these must have been around the third intervallum; this marked the limits of the residential and central court areas. This option has been supported by Tabari, whose text implies that the gates of the chambers of a group of al-Mansur’s generals and scribes opened onto the court.[footnoteRef:23]   [22:  Cresswell 1989 :241 ]  [23:  Cresswell 1989 :241] 

The palace al-Khatib mentions only one iwan. Cresswell on the other hand agrees with Herzfeld that the palace building had four iwan buildings, like the Dar al-Imara of Abu Muslim at Merv. Lassner and Grabar both agree with al-Khatib with it being a one iwan form.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Cresswell 1989 :241] 

Cresswell overlooks one of the accounts given by al-Khatib regarding the Great Mosque of al-Mansur, that Harun ar-Rashid rebuilt and enlarged the mosque. When al-Mu’tadid billah doubled the size of the mosque it was not al-Mansur’s mosque but Huran ar-Rashid’s mosque that was doubled. Lassner also states that there were three possible ways of enlarging the mosque, by lengthening, widening or both. Lassner believed the mosque was both lengthened and widened.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Cresswell 1989 :241] 

The al-Mansur mosque had wooden pillars when it was originally built. This might suggest that there was no decoration on them and as such would have enhanced the starkness of the interior of the mosque. It is though quite likely that the arches over the pillars may have had some painted decoration. The walls would have been white-washed or of some other neutral colour and only later would they have been better decorated.[footnoteRef:26] The ceilings of the mosques were richly decorated, the domes especially being highly patterned. It is difficult to be sure how richly decorated the al-Mansur mosque was as no information has survived to come down to us. Looking at Hoag’s book, the later mosques seem to have been far more colourful and better decorated. Mosques such as Masjid-I-Sab, Isfahan, [footnoteRef:27] or Abmediye, Istanbul (Blue Mosque).[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Hoag 1987 :37-40]  [27:  Hoag 1987 :184]  [28:  Hoag 1987 :164] 

Minarets were highly decorated examples being Serefeli Cami at Edirne, or the Jami Masjid, Champanir. As already mentioned, the pillars inside the mosques were usually also highly decorated either with paint or other decoration types. Pillars could also be highly carved pieces and they often had capitals at the top and solid bases.[footnoteRef:29] But as I have said it is difficult to describe how the al-Mansur mosque would have looked as only one description of it has come down to us. Later additions such as pulpits, although having some carving, would not have been painted. [footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Hoag 1987 :96 ]  [30:  Hoag 1987 :156
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It is difficult to give a complete picture of the al-Mansur mosque as only a single statement of its existence has come down to us and because of the many re-buildings and alterations that have taken place. The fact that it was a circular building was unique and it did become the prototype for other mosques and even some churches had circular elements in their construction. My thoughts go forward some five hundred years to the Knights Templars who had a semi round church in the River Fleet, in London which was their headquarters. So perhaps over the centuries, an argument could be put forward to show that there was an element of borrowing of some ideas, relating to the construction of such buildings.
As the religion grew so mosques had to be altered, rebuilt and even erased and started again. When the growing number of people wishing to use a mosque for prayer, out grew the space that could be used legitimately, because of religious rules buildings had to be rebuilt.  Today were there are growing populations of Muslims in cities like London, then quite often, redundant synagogues are used and converted to mosques. Much of southern Europe has a fair sized Islamic community this being a result of history. The decoration of mosques can change from country to country, in Spain and Turkey are particularly colourful. Again, external parts of the mosques can be unusual, the Great Mosque of al-Mutawakkil, the Malwiya, with its spiral minaret being a case in point.    

          
         
