[bookmark: _GoBack]The Great mosque of Damascus is one of the fourth holiest sites in Islam after Mecca, Dome on the rock and the mosque of the Prophet in Medina. It was built on the cathedral of John the Baptist which was the site of the temple of Jupiter before that which shows that it had been a sacred site for many years since around the first century AD. There are also sources confirming that there was a pagan temple even before this. After the Muslims conquered Damascus in 636 AD the space was at first shared with the Christians before being purchased between 706 and 715 AD by Al-Walid I from the church. This was only allowed when he promised protection to the other churches in Damascus and a new church would be built to compensate for the loss.Figure 1:Ariel view of Great mosque of Damascus (Annie Labatt, 2012)

The mosque occupies a space of 515 feet by 330 feet; it has a large open courtyard surrounded by an arched walkway. The mosque was commissioned by the Calipha Al-Walid I it was supposedly built after devoting “the entire tax revenue of Syria for seven years” (R.Hillenbrand, 1999, p. 13)) which shows how impressive this structure was if it needed that much money to build and decorate them. Al-Walid I was part of the Umayyad dynasty which was a controversial caliphate as some Muslims groups believed that they were usurpers (due to them being part of the Quraysh tribe who had initially rejected Prophet Muhammad and Islam) and had too much power (they had started employing Turk solider slaves to protect them). This led them being over thrown in a revolt although one of the dynasty escaped and set up a ruling dynasty in Spain. The mosque is known as a congregational mosque which means a place that all the male Muslims of the local area could go to pray. The mosque occupies a space of 515 by 330 feet. It features a large courtyard surrounded by a walk way of arches, the prayer hall is on the south side of the mosque divided into three aisles and a transept with an octagonal dome crosses the hall at the middle. However it isn’t completely typical Islamic architecture as it “reconfigures the component of the standard basilica” (Hillenbrand, 199, p25-28) to create the prayer hall. There are also four mihrabs (niches which give the direction to Mecca), there is one in the eastern half called the companions of the prophet, the great mihrab at the end of the transept, one mirrored in the western half and a more modern one at the western end. The mosque also contains a shrine supposedly containing the head of John the Baptist in the prayer hall. So why is John the Baptist (known as Yahya in Arabic) important to the Islamic faith? He is one of the twenty-five prophets of Allah, who had a miraculous birth and was descend from another prophet (again who figures in Christianity) Zechariah. This therefore would explain why they kept this shrine to John rather than taking it down like they did with the rest of the church. The mosque also has four minarets (one at each corner of the perimeter) which are towers used to call people to prayer which had also been a previous part of the structure but were repurposed when Al-Walid I bought the structure. These were the first official minarets in Islamic architecture as there were not any in the mosque of the Prophet in Medina. Therefore this makes them important to Islamic architecture as they then became a standard feature of mosque architecture. Three of them are also unusual as they vary in design going from square in shape (known as the Minaret of the bride and the oldest one) to one which is cylindrical on top of a square base which is the earliest known minaret of this design (known as the Minaret of Jesus/ Issa in Arabic) and one which is polygonal. This makes them important to Islamic art and archaeology as they are the first of the design we see, this shows that they could have subsequently influenced the design of later minarets.  Figure 2:Plan of the mosque (Hillenbrand, 1999)
Figure 3:Dome of the treasury (Laffrogue, 2012)

Not only does it contain religious architecture but it contains the treasury building (so it is the location of the treasury for the Islamic empire). This treasury was a domed octagonal building that stands on stilts in the courtyard (see figure 1). It was built in 789 AD, commissioned by Al-Mahdi and again it was covered in mosaics. So this makes the mosque significant within Islamic culture as not only is it a religious centre but an administrative one. 
One of the most impressive parts of this mosque is the mosaics that adorn the walls. A lot of the mosaics and its motifs in the mosque has various meanings; for example “motif of pearls or pearl-like ovoids” (Flood, 2001, p.15).Pendant pearls could be a representation of “heavenly Jerusalem” (Flood, 2001p.25) gates were meant to be adorned with pearls (which is possibly where we got the expression of the pearly gates from) the significance of this is that this links the mosque to the divine cities of Allah.  On the other hand it has also been suggested that these represent lamps as mother of pearl reflects light well. One feature of the mosaics is that they are very realistic in depicting architecture and nature however they feature no people. One could say that this is because in Muslim culture they didn’t depict people because they believed it was people trying to bring things to life and that was only something Allah could do. A feature of the mosque that really links it with the Dome on the Rock is the vine in gilt on the walls. The vines appears to have been most prominent in the mihrabs (although it did continue round the mosque) as there was a “Umayyad tradition of emphasising” (Flood, 2001 p.60) these to show the direction of Mecca.  One reason put forward for the prominence of the vines is due to “influence of Byzantine models” (Flood, 2001, p.102) as the people who worked on it undoubtedly were Byzantine or of that origin. They would likely to have been employed by the Calipha as the craftsmen would have had great experience on Christian buildings mainly churches. The mosque was also paved in white marble.  Another important feature of the mosque are the marble window grills and they are the “earliest example of geometric interlace in Islamic architecture.” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2018).  There a four simple geometric patterns of around 12cm thickness in the western half of the mosque. Creswell believes that this was also an original feature of the Dome on the Rock however they do not survive so this is pure speculation. Figure 4:Hanging pearl chains (Annie Labatt, 2012)

However a lot of the decoration is not from the original building of the mosque as it was destroyed by the Turkish emperor Timur in 1401 (was rebuilt by the Arabs) and then damaged by fire in 1893.  Therefore it has lost much of its splendour in terms of decoration but is still architecturally magnificent although some of the 8th century mosaics still remain on the outer north face of the transept. The most extensive damage was caused by a fire some when between 1068 and 1069 which engulfed the entire mosque so would have damaged all of the decoration however Creswell (2001) argues that it was unlikely to have destroyed everything. The mosque also suffered damage in subsequent fires and earthquakes but was restored a number of times. It was fully restored including new columns in between 1904 and 1910 after a fire in 1893.  One could argue that this has made the mosque less important as it has lost the original decoration of the mosque. On the other hand one could say that this is a relatively natural progression in the life of a building for things to change and things to be destroyed.
The location of the mosque is also important because it became the capital of the Umayyad dynasty in 660 A.D. and therefore this means it is of great importance as it was the central mosque of the caliphate. One could argue that this accounts for the splendour of the mosque and the amount of money spent on it as it would be the centrepiece of their building projects.  The location was also important as it was relative to the Palace of the caliphate, they would have had their own private access to the mosque. Also as mentioned previously it had been a holy site for many years and therefore this could contribute to wider mosque is important because it contains not only Islamic issue but that of previous religious systems. It was also placed in the centre of Damascus as it was already a highly developed city so had to fit into the space that was already available as well as the structure around it which limited them to be able to orientate the mosque to face Mecca.
So what was the wider impact of the great mosque of Damascus? Creswell (1958) argues that to the medieval Muslims it would have been one of the wonders of the world. This could show how impressive this building was if it could compare to things like the Great Wall of China which they may well have encountered when trading. Another impact of the mosque is that some of the architectural features have prevailed in other features; for example the prayer hall divided into three has become an Islamic architectural feature such as in the mosque of Qusayr al-Hallabat in Raqqa.
So overall the Great mosque of Damascus lives up to its name in its size and decoration. This is despite the damage that it has suffered in the years following its construction. It has many examples of decoration such as mosaics or window grills which hadn’t been previously seen in Islamic architecture or certainly not in that magnitude. It has also then influenced the design of Islamic buildings ever since such as a mosque in Raqqa among other places having the prayer hall being divided into three. It was also the first ever example of minarets which as previously mentioned became a normal part of Islamic architecture.
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