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The mosque, masjid in Arabic, is the Muslim gathering place for prayer. Masjid 

simply means “place of prostration.” Though most of the five daily prayers 

prescribed in Islam can take place anywhere, all men are required to gather together 

at the mosque for the Friday noon prayer.  Mosques are also used throughout the 

week for prayer, study, or simply as a place for rest and reflection. The main mosque 

of a city, used for the Friday communal prayer, is called a jami masjid, literally 

meaning “Friday mosque,” but it is also sometimes called a congregational mosque 

in English.  



The most fundamental necessity of congregational mosque architecture is that it be 

able to hold the entire male population of a city or town (women are welcome to 

attend Friday prayers, but not required to do so). To that end congregational 

mosques must have a large prayer hall.  

 

In many mosques this is adjoined to an open courtyard, called a sahn. Within the 

courtyard one often finds a fountain, its waters both a welcome respite in hot lands, 

and important for the ablutions (ritual cleansing) done before prayer. 



By the end of the seventh century, Muslim rulers were beginning to build 

larger and more elaborate structures.  The exterior of a typical mosque 

includes one or more tall minarets, such as those added to Hagia Sophia 

when it was changed from a Christian church to a mosque.  From these 

towers, a muezzin, or crier, traditionally calls the faithful to prayer at the 

five prescribed times each day.  



Great Mosque of Damascus (Syria), 706-715 



The caliphs of the 

aggressively expansionist 

Umayyad dynasty ruled from 

their capital in Damascus (in 

modern Syria). They were 

essentially desert chieftains 

who had scant interest in 

fostering the arts except for 

poetry, which had been held 

in high esteem among Arabs 

since pre-Islamic times, and 

architecture.   

 

The building of shrines and 

mosques throughout the 

empire in this period 

represented both the 

authority of the new rulers 

and the growing acceptance of 

Islam.  



The Umayyad Mosque, also known 

as the Great Mosque of Damascus 

or formerly the Basilica of Saint 

John the Baptist, is located in the 

old city of Damascus (in Syria), is 

one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in the world. It is 

considered the fourth-holiest place 

in Islam.   



In the early first century C.E., the Romans 

arrived and built a massive temple to 

Jupiter over the Aramean temple. The 

Roman temple stood upon a rectangular 

platform (temenos) that measured about 385 

meters by 305 meters, with square towers at 

each corner. Parts of the outer walls of the 

temenos still survive, but virtually nothing 

remains of the temple itself. 

 

In the late fourth century, the temple area 

became a Christian sacred site. The Temple 

of Jupiter was destroyed and a church 

dedicated to John the Baptist was built in its 

place.  

 

Initially, the Muslim conquest of Damascus 

in 636 did not affect the church, as the 

building was shared by Muslim and 

Christian worshippers. It remained a church 

and continued to draw Christian pilgrims; 

the Muslims built a mud-brick structure 

against the southern wall where they could 

pray. 



Under the Umayyad caliph Al-Walid, however, the church was demolished and the 

present mosque was built in its place between 706 and 715. An indemnity was paid to 

the Christians in compensation. According to legend, Al-Walid himself initiated the 

demolition by driving a golden spike into the church. The mosque holds a shrine which 

today may still contain the head of John the Baptist, honored as a prophet by both 

Christians and Muslims alike.  



Within the Umayyad 

Mosque complex are 

three minarets. The 

Minaret of the Bride 

(Madhanat al-Arous) was 

the first one built and is 

located on the mosque's 

northern wall. This 

minaret is used by the 

muezzin for the call to 

prayer (adhan) and there 

is a spiral staircase of 

160 stone steps that lead 

to the muezzin’s calling 

position. 



The Minaret of Jesus (Madhanat Issa), 

located on the eastern corner of the 

mosque complex, is around 77 meters 

(253 ft) in height and the tallest of the 

three minarets.  Some sources claim it 

was originally built by the Abbasids in 

the 9th-century, while other sources 

attribute the original structure to the 

Umayyads. 

 

Two covered galleries are situated in the 

main body and two open galleries are 

located on the spire.  Islamic belief holds 

that Jesus will descend from heaven 

before the Day of Judgment to confront 

the Antichrist. According to local 

Damascene tradition, he will reach earth 

via the Minaret of Jesus, hence its name. 



Left: Main entrance to the 

prayer hall of the Great 

Mosque of Damascus 

 

Above: Spandrel mosaic from 

the Great Mosque of Damascus 



The mosaics adorning the 

courtyard of the Great Mosque 

of Al-Walid in Damascus 

depict marvelous palaces 

surrounded by running water 

under eternally green foliage- 

the image of the paradisal 

Garden of Eden promised to 

believers by the suras of the 

Koran. 







mihrab minbar 

A mihrab (Arabic: maharib) is semicircular niche in the wall of a mosque that 

indicates the qibla:  that is, the direction of the Ka’aba in Mecca and hence the 

direction that Muslims should face when praying. Mihrabs should not be 

confused with the minbar, which is the raised platform from which an imam 

(leader of prayer) addresses the congregation. 



Jameh Mosque. Isfahan, Iran, Timurud and Safavid Dynasties, begun c. 771 C. E. 

 

This is one of the oldest mosques still standing in Iran, and it was built in the four-iwan 

architectural style, placing four gates face to face. An iwan is a vaulted open room. 

Congregational mosques are often expanded in conjunction with the growth and needs of 

the umma, or Muslim community; however, it is uncommon for such expansion and 

modification to continue over a span of a thousand years. The Great Mosque of Isfahan in 

Iran is unique in this regard and thus enjoys a special place in the history of Islamic 

architecture. Its present configuration is the sum of building and decorating activities 

carried out from the 8th through the 20th centuries. 



The Masjed-e Jāme’ contains a 

continuous sequence of Islamic 

architectural styles, the most 

prominent of which date from the 

Seljuq  (or Seljuk) period. The 

remains from the Seljuq era, 

especially the key elements of the 

ground plan, the four iwans, and the 

two domes are sufficient to illustrate 

the advances in mosque and dome 

architecture made at the time. 

 

The Nezam al-Molk Dome (or Nizam 

al-Mulk Dome) is the first double-

shell ribbed dome structure in the 

Islamic empire, which introduced 

new engineering skills, allowing for 

more elaborate dome constructions 

in later mosque and burial 

complexes.  





Another distinctive aspect of the mosque is its urban integration. Positioned at the 

center of the old city, the mosque shares walls with other buildings abutting its 

perimeter. Due to its immense size and its numerous entrances (all except one 

inaccessible now), it formed a pedestrian hub, connecting the arterial network of paths 

crisscrossing the city. Far from being an insular sacred monument, the mosque 

facilitated public mobility and commercial activity thus transcending its principal 

function as a place for prayer alone. 



The mosque’s core structure dates primarily 

from the 11th century when the Seljuk 

Turks established Isfahan as their capital. 

Additions and alterations were made during 

Il-Khanid, Timurid, Safavid, and Qajar rule. 

An earlier mosque with a single inner 

courtyard already  existed on the current 

location. Under the reign of Malik Shah I 

(ruled 1072-1092) and his immediate 

successors, the mosque grew to its current 

four-iwan design. 

 

Linking the four iwans at the center is a 

large courtyard open to the air, which 

provides a tranquil space from the hustle 

and bustle of the city. Brick piers and 

columns support the roofing system and 

allow prayer halls to extend away from this 

central courtyard on each side. Aerial 

photographs of the building provide an 

interesting view; the mosque’s roof has the 

appearance of “bubble wrap” formed 

through the panoply of unusual but 

charming domes crowning its hypostyle 

interior. 



Given its sprawling expanse, one 

can imagine how difficult it would 

be to locate the correct direction for 

prayer. The qibla iwan on the 

southern side of the courtyard 

solves this conundrum. It is the 

only one flanked by two cylindrical 

minarets and also serves as the 

entrance to one of two large, domed 

chambers within the mosque.  

 

Similar to its three counterparts, 

this iwan sports colorful tile 

decoration and muqarnas or 

traditional Islamic cusped niches. 

The domed interior was reserved 

for the use of the ruler and gives 

access to the main mihrab of the 

mosque. 



Top left: North dome of the Isfahan 

Jameh Mosque 

Bottom left: Nizam al-Mulk Dome  

 

The second domed room lies on a 

longitudinal axis right across the 

double-arcaded courtyard. This 

opposite placement and varied 

decoration underscores the political 

enmity between the respective 

patrons; each dome vies for primacy 

through its position and 

architectural articulation. Nizam 

al-Mulk, vizier to Malik Shah I, 

commissioned the qibla dome in 

1086. But a year later, he fell out of 

favor with the ruler and Taj al-

Mulk, his nemesis, with support 

from female members of the court, 

quickly replaced him. The new 

vizier’s dome (below), built in 1088, 

is smaller but considered a 

masterpiece of proportions. 



Shah Abbas I, the Great (1588-

1629), of the Persian Safavid 

dynasty, made Isfahan one of the 

most resplendent cities of the 

world.  At its heart he constructed 

a vast square known as the 

Maidan, and around this he built 

the famous Royal and Lutfullah 

mosques, which epitomize the 

exuberance of Safavid art.  The 

peacock-blue and creamy brown 

tiles of their domes, swirling with 

arabesques and Qur’anic 

inscriptions, seem to dissolve the 

structures into insubstantial 

bodies of glowing color. 

 

When Shah Abbas I decided to 

move the capital of his empire 

from Qazvin to Isfahan in the late 

16th century, he crafted a 

completely new imperial and 

mercantile center away from the 

old Seljuk city.  



While the new square and its adjoining buildings, renowned for their exquisite 

decorations, renewed Isfahan’s prestige among the early modern cities of the world, 

the significance of the Seljuk (Jameh) mosque and its influence on the population 

was not forgotten. This link amongst the political, commercial, social, and religious 

activities is nowhere more emphasized than in the architectural layout of Isfahan’s 

covered bazaar. Its massive brick vaulting and lengthy, sinuous route connects the 

Safavid center to the city’s ancient heart, the Great Mosque of Isfahan. 



Bazaar entrance on Naghsh-e Jahan square, Isfahan, Iran 





During the Safavid era, the square was bordered with a canal lined by plane 

trees and enclosed by two-story arcades that housed coffee and tea houses, 

taverns, and restaurants.  The open area itself was normally occupied by 

small tented shops selling, among other things, food, leather and cotton 

goods, spices, silks, satins, and iron and wooden tools.  But it was 

occasionally cleared for games for polo, at which the shah excelled. 



Royal (or Shah) Mosque. Isfahan, Iran. Safavid dynasty, 1611-1629 



Abbas’s most sumptuous monument was the Royal Mosque (or Shah 

Mosque), which still dominates the southern end of the Maidan.  From the 

mosque protrudes a slightly bulbous pointed dome, electric blue, as if 

fashioned from the feathers of a bird of paradise. 



Time and labor were evidently 

saved by the use of haft-rangi 

(“seven color”) tiles.  For whereas 

mosaic tiles were of only one color 

and painstakingly cut to fit the 

requisite space, the haft-rangi, by 

combining several colors on one 

tile, was cheaper to make and 

could be used to fill walls more 

quickly.   

 

But its luster was less brilliant 

than the mosaic tile, and purists 

bemoan the consequent 

diminution of color intensity.   

 

Nevertheless, the Royal Mosque’s 

highly charged burst of blue color 

remains one of the world’s most 

bewitching sights. 



Within the frame of a high 

rectangle, the outline of a pointed 

arch shapes a deeply recessed semi-

dome filled with muqarnas, Islamic 

decorative panels known as 

stalactites or honeycomb because of 

the way they hang down in 

overlapping layers and are divided 

into geometrical cells.   

 

The muqarnas soften the transition 

from the pointed arch to the 

horizontal plane of the ground.  On 

a symbolic level, they represent, as 

the modern Iranian scholar Seyyed 

Hossein Nasr has explained, the 

“descent of the heavenly abode 

toward the earth.” Although the 

north-facing portal is nearly always 

shrouded in shadow, the density of 

blue tiles and the way the cupped 

surfaces of the muqarnas scoop up 

minimal light makes the whole a 

crystalline cave echoing with color. 



Mihrab, from the Madrasa Imami, 

Isfahan, Iran, c. 1354, glazed mosaic 

tilework 

 

A 14th-century mihrab from the 

Madrasa Imami in Isfahan exemplifies 

the perfect aesthetic union between the 

Islamic calligrapher’s art and abstract 

ornamentation. The pointed arch 

framing the mihrab niche bears an 

inscription from the Koran in Kufic, the 

stately rectilinear script employed for 

the earliest Korans.  

 

Many supple cursive styles also make 

up the repertoire of Islamic calligraphy. 

One of these styles, known as 

Muhaqqaq, fills the mihrab’s outer 

rectangular frame. The ceramicist 

smoothly integrated the subtly varied 

decorative patterns with the framed 

inscription in the center of the niche- 

proclaiming that the mosque is the 

domicile of the pious believer. 



This mihrab is found within a 

madrasa, or theological school. The 

inscriptional frieze in muhaqqaq 

script containing sura IX:14–22 from 

the Qur’an runs from the bottom 

right to the bottom left; it describes 

the duties of believers and the Five 

Pillars of Islam. A second inscription, 

in kufic script, with sayings of the 

Prophet, borders the pointed arch of 

the niche. A third inscription, a panel 

with a line in Kufic and another in 

cursive, is set in a frame at the center 

of the niche.  

 

With the Mongol invasion of western 

Asia in the thirteenth century and 

the establishment of a Mongol court 

in Iran in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries, numerous 

Chinese motifs and patterns were 

adopted, though sometimes in 

markedly revised form.  



The other great mosque of Shah 

Abbas’s era is located on the lower 

eastern side of the Maidan and 

was named for Shaykh Lutfullah, 

the shah’s saintly father-in-law 

and a renowned preacher.  Lacking 

a courtyard and smaller than the 

Royal Mosque, the Lutfullah was 

begun in 1603 and was used by 

Abbas for private prayer.  

 

The Lutfullah Mosque, like the 

Royal Mosque, expresses Safavid 

state religion, which was the form 

of Islam known as Shiism. Shiites 

broke away from mainstream 

Islam in the early seventh century.  

They hold that only the 

descendants of Ali, the Prophet’s 

cousin and son-in-law, can be true 

imams, or religious heads, of the 

Muslim community. 



Sinan the Great. Mosque of Selim 

II. Edirne, Turkey, 1568-1575 

 

After conquering Constantinople, 

the rulers of the Ottoman Empire 

converted the church of Hagia 

Sophia into a mosque, framing it 

with graceful Turkish-style 

minarets and adding calligraphic 

decorations to the interior.   

 

Inspired by this great Byzantine 

structure, Ottoman architects 

developed a domed, central-plan 

mosque.  The finest example of 

this new form was the work of the 

architect Sinan (c. 1490-1588).  

Sinan began his career in the 

army and was chief engineer for 

Suleyman (known as “the 

Lawgiver” and “the Magnificent”), 

the tenth Ottoman sultan (ruled 

1520-1566).  





Top Left: Portrait of Selim II 

Bottom Left: Sultan Selim II receiving the Safavid 

ambassador in the palace at Edirne in 1567 

 

In their heyday, having captured Istanbul in 1453, the 

Ottoman sultans were admired and feared for their 

military strength and ruthlessness toward opponents 

and rival pretenders to the throne.  Later sultans often 

led a decadent lifestyle while power was exercised by 

their viziers. The grand vizier, the prime minister, was 

the sultan’s right-hand man.  

 

Beneath the sultan, Ottoman society was divided into a 

privileged ruling class (the askeri, which included the 

religious hierarchy, or ulema) and a tax-paying subject 

population (reaya).  Rank and honor, however, were not 

hereditary but could be gained through education or 

service in the army or administration.  The social 

structure was modified during the reforms of the 19th 

century, but Ottoman tiles were finally abolished only 

in 1924 after the Turkish Republic was created.  



While the four-iwan plan was used for mosques across the Islamic world, the Ottoman 

Empire was one of the few places in the central Islamic lands where the four-iwan 

mosque plan did not dominate. The interior seems superficially very much like Hagia 

Sophia’s: an open expanse under a vast dome floating on a ring of light.  The mosque, 

however, is a true central-plan structure and lacks Hagia Sophia’s longitudinal pull from 

entrance to sanctuary.  A small fountain covered by a muezzin platform emphasizes this 

centralization.  

 

Most historical mosques are not stand-alone buildings. Many incorporated charitable 

institutions like soup kitchens, hospitals, and schools. Some mosque patrons also chose to 

include their own mausoleum as part of their mosque complex. The endowment of 

charitable institutions is an important aspect of Islamic culture, due in part to the third 

pillar of Islam, which calls for Muslims to donate a portion of their income to the poor.  



Top left: Kulliye at Edirne 

Bottom left: Cemetery at the Mosque of 

Suleyman in Istanbul 

 

The patronage of mosques was not only 

a charitable act therefore, but also, like 

architectural patronage in all cultures, 

an opportunity for self-promotion. The 

social services attached the mosques of 

the Ottoman sultans are some of the 

most extensive of their type. In 

Ottoman Turkey the complex 

surrounding a mosque is called a 

kulliye.  

 

The kulliye of the Mosque of Sultan 

Suleyman, in Istanbul, is a fine 

example of this phenomenon, 

comprising a soup kitchen, a hospital, 

several schools, public baths, and a 

caravanserai (similar to a hostel for 

travelers). The complex also includes 

two mausoleums for Sultan Suleyman 

and his family members. 



Example of a 19th-century caravanserai in Sheki, Azerbaijan turned into a hotel 



Sinan. Mosque of Suleyman the Magnificent, Istanbul, Turkey, 1550-57 

 

Suleyman, whose reign marked the height of Ottoman power, sponsored a building 

program on a scale not seen since the glory days of the Roman Empire.  Sinan is 

credited with more than 300 imperial commissions, including palaces, madrasas and 

Koran schools, burial chapels, public kitchens and hospitals, caravansaries- way 

stations for caravans- treasure houses, baths, bridges, viaducts, and 124 large and 

small mosques. The mosque at Edirne was the masterpiece of Sinan’s old age.  He was 

79 when it was completed in 1575.  



The Edirne mosque is preceded by a rectangular court covering an area equal to that of 

the building.  Porticoes formed by domed squares surround the courtyard.  Behind it, 

the building rises majestically to its climatic dome, whose height surpasses that of the 

Hagia Sophia.  

 

The fluted minarets of the Selimiye at Edirne, with their delicate galleries on stalactite 

corbels, keep guard over the gilded copper finial on the summit of the dome. Only royal 

Ottoman mosques were permitted multiple minarets, and having more than two was 

unusual. Also among the characteristics of Sinan’s architecture are the cascades of 

domes and the use of flying buttresses to contain the thrust of the main dome.   



The transition from square base to 

central dome is accomplished by corner 

half-domes that enhance the spatial 

plasticity and openness of the prayer 

hall’s airy interior. The eight massive 

piers that bear the dome’s weight are 

visible both within and without- on the 

exterior they resolve in pointed towers 

that encircle the main dome- revealing 

the structural logic of the building and 

clarifying its form. In the arches that 

support the dome and span from one 

pier to the next- indeed at every level- 

light pours through windows into the 

interior, a space at once soaring and 

serene.  



Born a Christian around 1491, Sinan converted to Islam, served in the Ottoman 

government, and trained in engineering and the art of building while in the Ottoman 

army. At Edirne, he sought to surpass the greatest achievements of Byzantine 

architects, just as Sultan Hasan’s builders in Cairo attempted to rival and exceed the 

Sasanian architects of antiquity.  

 

The Edirne dome (above left) is, in fact, higher than Hagia Sophia’s (above right) when 

measured from its base, but its crown is not as far above the pavement as that of the 

dome of Justinian’s church. Nonetheless, Sinan’s feat won universal acclaim as a 

triumph. The Ottomans considered the Mosque of Selim II proof they finally had 

outshone the Christian emperors of Byzantium in the realm of architecture. 



This is one of the tiles at Edirne (top left). 

Note the Chinese-like motif in the forms 

of floral and vegetal pattern. The mihrab 

(bottom left) and the sultan’s balcony at 

Edirne display the well-known tilework 

associated with the town of İznik.  

 

İznik was an established center for the 

production of simple earthenware pottery 

with an underglaze decoration when in 

the last quarter of the 15th century, 

craftsmen in the town began to 

manufacture high quality pottery with a 

fritware body painted with cobalt blue 

under a colourless lead glaze.  

 

The meticulous designs combined 

traditional Ottoman arabesque patterns 

with Chinese elements. The change was 

almost certainly a result of the active 

intervention and patronage by the 

recently established Ottoman court in 

Istanbul who greatly valued Chinese 

blue-and-white porcelain. 





SACRED SPACES: 
ISLAMIC ART and ARCHITECTURE 

(West and Central Asian Architecture) 

ACTIVIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Discuss some of the advantages, 

especially in regard to religious 

practices, of developing the four-

iwan plan and the domed spaces 

here at the Great Mosque of 

Isfahan.   



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

How do Ottoman mosques, like the Mosque of Selim II at Edirne, differ 

from mosques from other parts of the Islamic world and why? In your 

explanation, discuss ways in which the architect, Sinan the Great, 

attempted to compete with the past.    


