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Known to the Muslim faithful as Umm al-Qura- the Mother of Cities- 

Mecca is the holiest place in the Islamic world.  Here, the prophet 

Muhammad (c. 570-632 CE), the messenger of God and founder of the 

Muslim faith, was born.  Here, too, within the city’s Great Mosque, is the 

most sacred Muslim shrine, the Ka’aba. 



According to tradition, this cube-shaped building, draped in black cloth embroidered 

with a band of sacred verses in gold and silver thread, was originally built as a replica 

of a heavenly prototype.  It was sacred to the Meccans before the time of the Prophet.  

And since the birth of Islam in the seventh century, it has been the focal point of the 

hajj, now the world’s largest annual pilgrimage.  One of the “five pillars” of Islam, the 

hajj lasts several days, during which pilgrims must carry out certain rituals in Mecca 

and at sacred sites nearby. 



Muslims consider the city and an 

area several miles around it to be 

haram (“restricted,” “sacred”) and 

off-limits to non-Muslims.  Thus 

the number of westerners who 

have risked their lives to make the 

hajj has been few.   

 

Two notable adventurers who did 

were the Swiss Johann 

Burckhardt, in 1814, and the 

Briton Sir Richard Burton, in 

1853.  Both men succeeded by 

speaking fluent Arabic or Persian 

and being heavily disguised and 

steeped in Islamic culture.  



Before entering the sacred area 

around Mecca, pilgrims have to 

enter a state of ritual purity, or 

ihram (“consecration”); and men 

must put on special dress 

consisting of two seamless white 

sheets.  

 

On the first day of the pilgrimage, 

the 8th Dhu-al-Hijjah, pilgrims 

perform the tawaf, the ritual 

procession seven times around the 

Ka’aba.  If possible, they kiss the 

Black Stone in the southeastern 

corner.  In practice, however, the 

swirling mass of humanity 

prevents many from kissing the 

stone, so a gesture toward it 

suffices.  



Circumambulating the Kaaba represents the idea of oneness. Its meaning regarding 

the social life is not to leave unity and to try to maintain this unity. Its meaning 

regarding individual life contains deep truths. The sky has seven layers; man has 

seven souls. Each turning around the Kaaba represents a phase, a stage; man covers 

a phase and is elevated up to the seventh sky, above the material realm.  

 

Besides, it means to rise from the lowest step of the soul, which has seven steps, to 

the highest one. That is, from nafs al-ammarah (soul commanding the evil) to nafs 

al-mutmainnah (tranquil self); from the animal life to the spiritual life. 

Circumambulating the Kaaba is a kind of worshipping taken from the order of the 

universe. The planets rotate around the sun, the electrons around the nucleus, the 

moth around the candle; rotating around such a center means allegiance with love.     



The origins of the Ka’aba are variously explained.  According to Muslim tradition, it 

was built by Abraham and his son Ishmael as a physical reminder of the links 

between Islam and Judaism.  It is stated in the Koran that this was the first house 

built for humanity to worship Allah. In her book, Islam: A Short History, Karen 

Armstrong asserts that the Kaaba was at some point dedicated to Hubal, a Nabatean 

deity, and contained 360 idols that probably represented the days of the year. 

 

By the time of Muhammad, the Ka'aba had been taken over by pagan Arabs to house 

their numerous tribal gods. In 630 C.E., Muhammad and his followers took over 

leadership of Mecca after years of persecution. Muhammad destroyed the idols inside 

the Ka'aba and re-dedicated it as a house of monotheistic worship. 



Muslim pilgrims gather around the door of the Kaaba at the Grand Mosque on the 

first day of Eid al-Adha in the holy city of Mecca October 4, 2014. Muslims around 

the world celebrate Eid al-Adha to mark the end of the haj pilgrimage by 

slaughtering sheep, goats, camels and cows to commemorate Prophet Abraham's 

willingness to sacrifice his son, Ismail, on God's command. 





This Sunday, Dec. 31, 2006 file photo, shows an aerial view of one of three huge 

stone pillars as Muslim pilgrims are seen casting stones at it in the symbolic stoning 

of the devil for the second day in Mina, near Mecca, Saudi Arabia. As Muslims from 

around the world stream into Mecca for the annual hajj pilgrimage this week, they 

come to a city undergoing the biggest transformation in its history. 



A butcher gets ready with his knife before slaughtering sheep on the first day of the 

Muslim feast of Eid al-Adha in Cairo October 4, 2014. Muslims around the world 

celebrate Eid al-Adha to mark the end of the Haj pilgrimage by slaughtering sheep, 

goats, camels and cows to commemorate Prophet Abraham's willingness to sacrifice 

his son, Ismail, on God's command. 



In this Wednesday, Oct. 16, 2013 file photo, shows the tallest clock tower in the 

world with the world's largest clock face at the Abraj Al-Bait Towers overlooks the 

Grand Mosque and its expansion in Mecca, Saudi Arabia. As Muslims from around 

the world stream into Mecca for the annual hajj pilgrimage this week, they come to 

a city undergoing the biggest transformation in its history. 



In this photo taken May 11, 2014, Essam Kalthoum, left, managing director of the 

Bawabat Makkah Company, which oversees several projects around the city, shows 

at his office in Jiddah, Saudi Arabia, a prototype of what the heart of Mecca will 

look like after construction around the Grand Mosque is complete. As Muslims from 

around the world stream into Mecca for the annual hajj pilgrimage this week, they 

come to a city undergoing the biggest transformation in its history. 



Dome of the Rock (Jerusalem), 687-692 



Although Muslims may pray 

anywhere as long as they face 

Mecca, religious architecture 

became an important part of 

Islamic culture.  In the earliest 

days of Islam, the faithful 

gathered to pray in the 

courtyard of the Prophet 

Muhammad’s home.  From this 

developed the primary 

architectural expression of 

Islam, the mosque.  There are 

two main types of mosque: the 

masjid is used for daily prayer 

by individuals or small groups, 

while the larger jami is used 

for congregational worship on 

Fridays, the Muslim Sabbath.  



Although mosques around the 

world reflect local architectural 

traditions, most share certain 

basic features.  These are a sahn, 

or enclosed courtyard (less 

common in later centuries), and a 

qibla, or prayer wall, oriented 

toward Mecca.   

 

The qibla frequently has a mihrab 

(small niche) set into it.  Jami 

mosques also contain a minbar, a 

pulpit from which an imam 

(religious teacher) leads the 

faithful. 



Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem, 687-

692 

 

The earliest extant Islamic 

sanctuary is the Dome of the Rock 

in Jerusalem.  The structure 

encloses a rock outcropping that is 

sacred to Judaism and 

Christianity as well as to Islam. Its 

exterior is faced with mosaics and 

marble.   

 

The building, which was inspired 

by round Christian martyria, is a 

centrally planned octagon.  

Stylistically, the architectural 

ornamentation of the Dome of the 

Rock is a synthesis of Byzantine, 

Persian, and other Middle Eastern 

forms. 



The structure was completed in 691 CE at the order of Arabian Umayyad caliph, Abd 

al-Malik. The Dome of the Rock is located at the visual center of a platform known as 

the Temple Mount. It was constructed on the site of the Second Jewish Temple, which 

was destroyed during the Roman siege in 70 CE. Abd al-Malik intended the building to 

serve as a shrine for pilgrims and not as a mosque for public worship.  

 

According to a tenth-century source, he wanted a building that would “dazzle the 

minds” of Muslims and thereby distract them from the Christian buildings in 

Jerusalem.  This sentiment is a variant of the impulse to compete artistically, using 

height and size to express achievement and power.  In the caliph’s view, the splendor of 

his sanctuary would symbolically “blind” Muslims, preventing them from “seeing” 

beauty in monuments built by other faiths.  



Islam is the montheistic religion 

articulated by the Qur’an (or Koran), a text 

considered by its adherents to be the 

verbatim word of god (Allah).   

 

Muhammad is the founder of Islam and the 

last prophet of God. The Dome of the Rock 

is the site associated with Isra and Mi’raj, 

two parts of  Night Journey that, according 

to tradition, Muhammad took during a 

single night around the year 621.  

 

In the journey, Muhammad travels on the 

cherub called Al-Buraq to "the farthest 

temple" (Holy Temple of Jerusalem) where 

he leads other prophets in prayer. He then 

ascends through the seven heavens where 

he speaks to God, who gives Muhammad 

instructions to take back to the faithful on 

Earth about the number of times to offer 

prayers each day. 

 



According to Islamic tradition, the rock is the spot from which Muhammad 

ascended to Heaven accompanied by the angel Gabriel. The Foundation Stone 

and its surroundings is the holiest site in Judaism. Just as Muslims pray 

towards the Ka’aba at Mecca, the holiest site in Islam, Jews pray towards the 

raised platform on which the Dome of the Rock stands. According to Jewish 

tradition, the stone is the site where Abraham prepared to sacrifice his son 

Isaac, Mount Moriah (or the Temple Mount).  



It is enclosed by an intricately carved wooden screen into which has been inserted a 

rectangular shrine crowned with a cupola and containing relics of the Prophet, 

including a hair from his head.  Two circular arcades of marble columns and piers 

create an inner and outer walkway, or ambulatory, allowing pilgrims to perform the 

ritual circumambulation (tawaf) which also occurs at the Ka’aba at Mecca. 



The Dome of the Rock 

was built by Syrian 

artisans trained in the 

Byzantine tradition, and 

its centralized plan- 

octagons with octagons- 

derived from both 

Byzantine and early 

Christian architecture.  

Unlike its Byzantine 

models, however, with 

their plain exteriors, the 

Dome of the Rock, 

crowned with a golden 

dome that dominates 

the Jerusalem skyline, 

is opulently decorated 

both inside and outside.  

The central space is 

covered by a dome on a 

tall drum supported by 

an arcade.  Concentric 

aisles enclose the rock.  



The Muslims first gained access to 

Temple Mount in 638 when an Arab 

army under Caliph Omar Ibn al-

Khattab forced Sophronius, the 

patriarch of Byzantine-ruled 

Jerusalem, to surrender the city.  The 

devout and austere Omar entered the 

city with his men as the inhabitants 

held their breath, fearing for their 

lives.  

 

But the bloodbath that had occurred 

in Jerusalem 24 years before when 

the Persians sacked the city was not 

to recur this time.  Instead, the caliph 

asked to be taken around the city and 

be shown the sacred places, including 

the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, 

Christendom’s holiest temple (seen 

left).   



 

The Dome of the Rock was 

intended to compete with other 

religious structures, such as the 

nearby Christian Church of the 

Holy Sepulchre.  



 

 

Invited by Sophronius to pray at 

the church, the caliph showed his 

respect for Christianity by 

refusing the offer, explaining that 

if he prayed there, it would 

encourage his followers to convert 

the church into a mosque.   

 

Omar was later taken to Temple 

Mount, where he found the holy 

rock neglected and covered in 

trash.  He ordered it to be 

cleaned up and forbade prayers 

there until it had been purified 

by rainfall.  
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STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Why is this space sacred to Muslims? Discuss how the complex 

accommodates Islamic beliefs and practices. 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

Why is this space sacred to Muslims? Discuss how the complex accommodates 

Islamic beliefs and practices. 


