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exception of k and dj, which we have transliterated as q and j respectively.
We have also used transliteration in the case of unfamiliar place names such
as Madinat al-Zahra’ and Firtzkah. However, in the case of dynastic names,
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we have kept diacritics to the minimum, indicating only the letter ‘ayn where
appropriate. For occasional place names and terms in Turkish we have
adopted contemporary Turkish spellings, e.g. kala instead of gal‘a.

Xiil






INTRODUCTION

Amira K. Bennison

Cities and the influences that shape them are a topic of endless fascina-
tion. Philosophers and thinkers of many persuasions have seen in the city
both perfection and degradation. On the one hand, Plato’s Republic and
St Augustine’s City of God rest upon the assumption that the city is the
apogee of human achievement in this life and the next, while on the other
hand the biblical image of the whore of Babylon encapsulates all that is
negative about urban life. Muslims viewed cities and urban life with similar
ambivalence, and a contrast emerges between Muhammad’s archetypal city,
Medina, known as ‘the illuminated one’ (al-munawwara), or the philosopher
al-FarabT’s virtuous city (al-madina al-fadila), and the view of the grand
doyen of Islamic historiography, Ibn Khaldin, that, despite being essential
to ‘civilisation’, the city was the locus of immorality and corruption. While
Cairo is fondly called ‘Mother of the World’, the city in its generic form
is also seen as a seductress, responsible for sapping the manly energies
(muruwwa) of those men of the desert, mountain and steppe who succumb
to its charms. Such polarities reflect the dualism of the early Muslim experi-
ence and the long drawn out encounter that occurred between the life-styles
of the Arabian peninsula and the sedentary civilisations of the Near East
from the rise of Islam in the mid-seventh century onwards.

Muhammad’s choice of one town — Medina — as the site for his perfect
community and another — Mecca — as its spiritual epicentre gave cities
a quintessential role within the new faith and created an enduring link
between urban life and the practice of Islam. However, the specific ways in
which Islam influenced urban life from Spain to India, and beyond, are not
always easy to elucidate or even identify, and many other factors influenced
the material form of cities and the urban culture they sheltered. We would
do well to remember that Ibn Khaldan introduced his discussion of urban
life with the statement that ‘dynasties and royal authority are absolutely
necessary for the building of cities and the planning of towns’, and attributed
their survival to ecology.! He then proceeded to say that Muslims only
really started to build cities when ‘royal authority’ got the upper hand over
religion, which previously ‘forbade them to do any excessive building or to
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waste too much money on building activities for no purpose’, thereby
suggesting that religion in a narrow sense did not play a major role in the
morphology of cities.?

Ibn Khaldin’s words bring us to the long, and to some extent ongoing,
debate about whether an ‘Islamic city’ exists or not, a question he would
probably have answered in the negative. Although many of the chapters in
this volume do refer to the issue directly or obliquely, our purpose is not
to sally forth into this theoretical fray: the reductionist implications and
Orientalist prejudices upon which the concept of an Islamic city is pre-
dicated have been thoroughly exposed elsewhere. Nonetheless, it is import-
ant to recognise the assumptions that have informed the study of cities in
the Islamic world, with which we all engage, whether consciously or uncon-
sciously, in the course of our work.

Orientalists began to take a concerted interest in the nature of the city
in the Islamic world in the early twentieth century when the successes of
empire gave European scholars unrivalled access to the object of their
interest, while also allowing them to compare the ‘Islamic’ city, generally
called the ‘medina’, with the ‘modern’ towns and cities being built along-
side them. The cities of antiquity and medieval European cities provided
other important points of comparison for Orientalist scholarship of the
period. The differences that apparently existed between cities in the Islamic
world and their medieval and modern Western European counterparts
were then attributed to Islam and the Oriental mentalité it was purported
to have engendered, without any rigorous definition of what either actu-
ally meant.

According to the Orientalist canon laid down by the Margais brothers
and von Grunebaum, the distinguishing characteristics of such cities were:
a centrally located great mosque; a spatial market hierarchy in which the
most prestigious trades were located closest to the mosque; public baths;
a governorial complex; inward-looking residential quarters; and, a wall
system. A discursive relationship was established between Islam and such
urban characteristics as narrow streets, blind alleys, courtyard houses
and a relative lack of open public spaces. The apparent absence of urban
corporations of a medieval European type, and thus cities’ subjugation to
despotic political powers, was similarly attributed to the pernicious effects
of Islam. By extension, some scholars, working from the Weberian defini-
tion of urban status, questioned the very existence of cities as socio-
political entities in Islamic lands, thus also implying that it was difficult for
Muslims to organise in a democratic manner. Moreover, urbanism during
the Islamic era was seen as a regression from the orderly Graeco-Roman
city plan that had preceded it, in the same way that Islamic civilisation
was seen as regressive in contrast to both Graeco-Roman civilisation and
its modern Western European descendant. As André Raymond puts it, the
Orientalist concept of the Islamic city was ‘fundamentally negative’ because
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it was based on what that city lacked in contrast to Graeco-Roman and
European cities.’

Concerns about the validity of this model were raised from the 1960s
when Lapidus countered traditional understandings of the ‘Islamic city’ in
his Muslim Cities in the Later Middle Ages,* but the debate reached its
height in the late 1980s and early 1990s after Janet Abu-Lughod published
her forthright article ‘The Islamic city — historic myth, Islamic essence
and contemporary relevance’ in 1987.° Nezar Alsayyad expanded on the
argument in the first two chapters of his book Cities and Caliphs in 1991,°
which was followed by André Raymond’s article ‘Islamic city, Arab city:
Orientalist myths and recent views’, published in 1994.” Despite their differ-
ences in approach, these authors broadly agreed that the essential problems
in the notion of the Islamic city that had developed during the mid-twentieth
century were its Orientalist premises, its ahistoricity and its tendency to
present a typology based on a very small number of cities — those of North
Africa in the first instance, and those of Syria in the second. The prestige
of the scholars involved and the deceptive simplicity of their model had
lulled successive generations of academics, both non-Muslim and Muslim,
into accepting it without question.

In addition to identifying the range of stercotypes and generalisations
apparent in the study of cities and urbanism in the Islamic world, the revi-
sionist works of Abu-Lughod, Alsayyad and Raymond suggest alternative
ways in which to approach the vexing subject. Drawing on her experience in
India, Janet Abu-Lughod claims that there is a difference between Islamic
and non-Islamic urban environments even in regions of similar climate and
topography and she puts forward three areas where religion does have an
urban impact: the legal distinction Islamic law makes between Muslims and
non-Muslims, gender segregation and property rights. Nezar Alsayyad argues
for a more geographically and chronologically grounded approach and
therefore investigates what he describes as ‘Arab Muslim’ cities in the first
Islamic centuries. André Raymond similarly stresses the importance of his-
torically locating the study of cities, citing as examples evidence that the
‘degradation’ of the Graeco-Roman street plan pre-dated the rise of Islam,
and Ottoman archival materials that act as a ‘corrective’ to the idea of a
‘non-administered city’.® In Raymond’s opinion the key characteristics of
the ‘traditional’ Arab city are a separation between residential and market
areas, and the tendency for confessional or ethnic segregation in residential
quarters. He finishes by arguing for:

the notion of a traditional city marked by ‘regional’ aspects (Arab
in the Mediterranean domain, Irano-Afghan and Turkish), but natur-
ally fashioned in depth by the Muslim population that organised
it and lived in it (with its beliefs, institutions, and customs, all
profoundly impregnated by Islam).’
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Arguably the most important recent contribution to the study of cities in
the Islamic world is Paul Wheatley’s magisterial work The Places where Men
Pray Together: Cities in Islamic Lands, Seventh through the Tenth Centuries,
which the author, somewhat self-effacingly, describes as a ‘sustained gloss’
on al-Mugqaddast’s (al-Maqdist’s) geographical work, Ahsan al-taqasim f1
ma‘rifat al-aqalim."® This work offers an encyclopaedic analysis of the urban
networks in each region (ig/im) of the tenth-century Islamic lands, with the
exception of Sind, using al-Mugaddast’s geography as a base. As a scholar
of comparative urban studies, Wheatley is primarily concerned with the
external links between urban settlements and the identification of hierarch-
ies among them, but he also dedicates a substantial chapter to the internal
‘fabric’ of the city.!" In this chapter, evidence from cities from al-Andalus to
Central Asia highlights the real diversity in urban forms across the region
even when viewed at the same historical moment, the tenth century. It is
only in his epilogue that Wheatley directly addresses the question of whether
a distinct ‘Islamic’ city existed, and offers a cautious summation of his
findings, which stresses again the diversity of urban forms in the Islamic
lands, but also the undeniable stimulation to urbanism occasioned by the
rise of Islam in the form of the Umayyad and ‘Abbasid empires. He ends by
reminding us that whatever our own criteria of judgement may be, from the
perspective of a tenth-century Muslim such as al-Mugaddasi, ‘religion had
come to contextualize virtually all perceptions and expectations of urban
life, past, present and future’.'?

Recognition of the flaws inherent in assuming the existence of a generic
‘Islamic’ city whose contours are applicable at all times and places has
directed the thrust of subsequent scholarship towards further detailed
research into the physical shape of cities and their socio-political structures.
As Susan Slyomovics and Susan Miller note in the introduction to The
Walled Arab City in Literature, Architecture and History, which looks at
North African cities:

The search for theoretical insights is important, unfortunately it has
taken precedence over the individual case studies needed to conduct
basic comparative work. Concentrating on generalities, scholars have
lost sight of the importance of discerning how a North African
city ‘works’ both in the present and in the past, and in reality and
imagination."

Following on from this caveat, the objective of this volume is to move away
from theoretical and typological issues and to approach the subject of the
city from a variety of disciplinary perspectives that explore how religion
‘contextualised’ urban life and form, and how particular urban institutions
‘worked’ at specific times and places. It draws together research and ana-
lysis from the sometimes disparate realms of archaeology, architecture and
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history in order to look at cities not simply as physical entities but also as
socio-political and literary constructs. We hope that by placing the material
findings of archaeologists alongside the city as described and imagined in
texts, we can present a more nuanced and complex picture of the interaction
between religion and the many other salient factors that contributed to the
development of cities in the pre-modern Islamic world.

The volume’s remit is broad in both chronological and spatial terms. It
looks at the pre-modern city from Umayyad to Ottoman times within a
geographic area stretching from the Iberian peninsula in the west to Central
Asia and north India in the east (Figure 1.1). It would be impossible to
cover such a span exhaustively; therefore it presents snapshots of differ-
ent cities in various epochs with the aim of studying processes rather than
identifying the quintessential characteristics of such cities. The choice of
period and the use of the adjective ‘pre-modern’ are based on the assump-
tion that the rise of the European colonial empires in the nineteenth century
and the forms of Western-driven globalisation that followed did transform
the urban landscape and raise quite different academic concerns from those
relevant to the earlier period. The construction of new colonial cities, the
‘ghettoisation’ of older indigenous settlements, the modernisation of cities
and the concomitant political, social and economic changes that took place
make it appropriate to consider the nineteenth century as the end of one
era and the start of another. Although some historians of the Middle East
follow a European historical chronology according to which the post-1500
era is called ‘early modern’, in terms of the city it seems more appropriate
to consider Raymond’s ‘traditional city’ a feature of the landscape until the
nineteenth century at least.

To begin with the Islamic conquests and consider the period from the
seventh century AD until the colonial era as a single unit may appear to
contravene Alsayyad and Raymond’s plea for greater sensitivity to changes
occurring over time, and lead us into the trap of accepting without question
the Orientalist assumption that Islam had a definitive role in shaping all
aspects of urban life. However, the assertion of Muslim political control
over numerous urban centres and their creation of new towns does allow us
to flag up the Islamic conquests as heralding in a new era despite the often
gradual nature of change and the continuities from late antiquity that are
indubitably present. Moreover, it is the prerogative of an edited volume to
bring together work that might otherwise not be viewed in parallel: we have
deliberately sought diversity, temporal and geographical, in order to draw
into focus areas of difference as well as similarity, and to present religious
and literary ideals that may have had quite wide circulation in space and
time alongside real examples of urban conformity, non-conformity and
interaction with such ideals. Finally, the study of cities and urbanism in the
Islamic world is a recognised field even if some of its ideological antecedents
are dubious. For this reason, the volume does not cover cities in the same
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INTRODUCTION

region before the rise of Islam or attempt to make extensive synchronic
comparisons with cities in non-Muslim parts of the world.

Two key terms need further elucidation: ‘city’ and ‘religion’. With respect
to the former, although Wheatley describes all urban entities as cities, he also
recognises the different ‘levels’ of settlement that existed in a continuum
from large villages to substantial conurbations. Arabic speakers, and Muslims
in general, used many different terms for urban settlements and associated
structures such as forts and citadels. In the early Islamic period, a distinc-
tion existed between garrison towns (misr, amsar) and more fully developed
cities (madina, madmat). Later the term madina was also applied to royal
complexes. The term gasr covered a multitude of units from a luxurious
residence or walled palace to a fortified town or village. Terms for frontier
settlements such as husn, thughr and ribat had similarly fluid meanings that
shifted with place and time. We have attempted to convey some sense of this
bewildering variety in our choice of urban sites, which include not only
familiar metropoli like Cordoba, Cairo and Isfahan but also less well known
locations such as Madinat al-Zahra’, Tinnis and Firazkah.

With respect to the latter term — religion — we have opted for a fairly broad
definition. It is our contention that to reduce religion to the rather limited
building stipulations of the Shari‘a or the ethics of the early community is as
misguided as to make Islam the imperative behind every feature of urban
life. Nonetheless, it is obvious that ‘Islamic’ is an overly generic term and
too blunt an analytic tool for understanding the shaping of cities. Therefore
we have taken religion to mean not a monolithic set of rules, but rather its
myriad manifestations, which include not only Sunnism and Shi‘ism but
the many different ‘schools’ and ‘sects’ within them. Religion thus becomes
something both generic and specific at the same time: certainly, shared Islamic
practices fostered some urban features common to most cities in the dar
al-islam, but sectarian beliefs often found visual expression in architecture
designed to differentiate the cities of one dynasty or regime from another.
Although one might consider this a political rather than religious matter,
it was not viewed in this light by Muslim patrons such as the Fatimids
in Cairo, whose concerted use of public text on buildings and banners
reiterated their Isma‘Tl1 Shi‘i beliefs."

Within this general framework, we have taken up three major themes that,
broadly speaking, correspond to the book’s sections: urban transformations
occasioned by the rise of Islam and their conceptualisation by Muslims; the
impact of Muslim regimes on urban development; and the ways in which
religion may have affected the functioning of public amenities.

The first theme, which is explored in Part I, is the way in which cities
evolved in the early Islamic period in terms of both physical transformation
and the production of a Muslim urban imaginary, expressed in the common
assertion that Islam is an urban religion. Studies of late antiquity and the
rise of Islam indicate the high degree of urban continuity as well as change
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from the pre-Islamic to Islamic periods, but what has not been fully
researched as yet is the exact loci of these two phenomena, and the mech-
anisms of transformation. There are also disagreements on the implications
of research to date. Wheatley does not credit the rise of Islam with a mor-
phological contribution to urban life, but suggests that a ‘style of govern-
ment and a schedule of responsibilities’ were exported from the Arabian
peninsula.'> Alsayyad asserts that only early garrison towns, such as Kufa and
Basra, can be said to have been created in a way that reflected such an Islamic
religious ethos, while the monumental changes that occurred in Damascus
with the Umayyads indicated an imperial rather than religious impulse.'® In
Chapter 2, Donald Whitcomb presents a thesis that diverges from those of
both Wheatley and Alsayyad by investigating the archaeological evidence
for an Umayyad city type in greater Syria. He proposes a distinctive early
Islamic urban layout based on pre-Islamic Arabian urban forms in which a
key element may have been a balat, a term he suggests was derived from the
Latin palatium or Greek palation (palace, governor’s residence) and denoted
an Umayyad financial/administrative institution.

Chapter 3, written by Simon O’Meara, approaches the issue of the founda-
tion of Islamic cities from the very different perspective of the legends that
surround such foundations. Working from the legend of the foundation of
the city of Fez upon the ruins of an ancient city called Zef, he argues that
there are certain topoi apparent in the foundation myths of Islamic cities,
the precedents of which can be found in the Sira or Biography of the Prophet.
According to the Sira, Muhammad engaged in a series of foundational
events, including the physical demarcation of space for the first mosques
and the metaphysical demarcation of his community’s relations with others,
the so-called Constitution of Medina. O’Meara argues that the literary depic-
tion of these events provided a series of topoi that appear from an early date
in myths related to the foundation of other cities, suggesting that whether or
not an Islamic city existed in the material sense, it most certainly existed in
the conceptual sense as a constant reiteration of the miracle of Islam.

Part I ends with Chapter 4, which marks a shift to Merv in Central Asia,
a city that functioned as an important regional centre for several centuries
after the Islamic conquest of the area. The archaeologist Tim Williams
presents evidence for the relationship between the pre-Islamic city of Merv
and its later Islamic counterpart, Sultan Kala. Using a combination of aerial
photography and archaeology on the ground, he reveals how the new city of
Sultan Kala developed alongside the pre-Islamic city of Merv and suggests
how political and religious factors combined to influence the decision to
move from pre-Islamic Merv and the layout of the new city of Sultan Kala
in ways that nonetheless reflected local topography.

The book’s second theme is the influence of the state upon urban plan-
ning and development. While we must be wary of the common but fallacious
statement that there is no distinction between religion and politics in Islam,
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it is also true that rulers were great town planners in the pre-modern Islamic
world and that their perception of the faith and their desire to inscribe it
upon the urban landscape could have a significant impact on urban layout
and architectural styles. This brings to the fore the variation possible within
the broad referent ‘Islamic’. The shifting meaning of minarets discussed
by Jonathan Bloom in Minaret: Symbol of Islam is a cogent example of
an Islamic feature that actually had a much more variegated meaning for
Muslims themselves, some of whom initially rejected the minaret as a symbol
of Islam at all."”

These issues are explored in Part II, which looks at the role of particular
dynasties in founding and shaping cities as spaces designed to fulfil various
political, military and ceremonial functions. It follows a geographical, and
roughly chronological, trajectory from eighth-century Umayyad Cordoba
in the west to seventeenth-century Iran and India in the east. In Chapter 5,
Amira Bennison investigates the changing forms of royal complexes and
their relationship to the urban environment in the Islamic west from the
early Umayyad period through to the Almohad era. She shows how the
Umayyad modelling of Cordoba evolved as the dynasty cultivated a more
monarchical identity and the city’s population gradually converted to Islam,
a process that culminated in the construction of the royal city of Madinat
al-Zahra’ outside Cordoba and the development of a complex ceremonial
linking the two cities. The chapter then traces how the subsequent Almoravid
and Almohad empires expressed their identities through their approaches to
urban planning and ceremonial, which were constructed in a discursive rela-
tionship with the preceding Umayyad paradigm, and the changing religious
persuasion of the subject population.

In Chapter 6, Jonathan Bloom explores the state contribution to urban
construction in the case of Fatimid Cairo. He takes issue with the dominant
assumption in the secondary literature, that al-Qahira was a capital city
from its inception, by deconstructing later Fatimid accounts to show how it
actually began as a garrison town (misr) with no particular ceremonial func-
tion. It was the failure of the Fatimids to conquer the entire dar al-islam that
obliged them to make the city their capital and slowly transform it into a
ceremonial centre. His account shows the shifting implications of the state’s
religious orientation: at the outset, the Fatimids were differentiated from
the population on ethnic and religious grounds as an Isma‘Tli Berber force
of occupation, and therefore sought to protect themselves in a walled camp.
However, as they became more secure and accepted the eastward limits of
Fatimid expansion, the public display and attempted propagation of their
religious beliefs became more pronounced.

Moving eastwards, David Thomas presents an archaeological look at the
Ghurid summer capital of Jam/Firtizktih located in modern day Afghanistan
(Chapter 7). The most prominent feature of this site, located in an inaccessible
mountain region, is its huge tiled minaret, which suggests a settlement of
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some symbolic significance. Although it is difficult to prove definitively that
Jam is Firozkah, it is undeniably a Ghurid site that reflects the needs of
a dynasty of nomadic origin who resided in their cities for only part of the
year but nonetheless wanted to make an urban mark on the landscape. It
thus presents a rather different model of urbanism from other Central Asian
sites, such as Merv discussed in Chapter 4, which had pre-Islamic origins
and were inhabited for much longer periods.

Part II finishes with Chapter 8, which compares two later cities from the
Indo-Iranian part of the Islamic world, seventeenth-century Isfahan and
Fathpur Sikri. Stephen Blake explains how both Safavid Isfahan in Iran and
Mughal Fathpur Sikri in northern India were constructed by rulers who
were engaged in major projects to reform or restructure their respective
empires. He then suggests how the location and form of these imperial cities
reflected the administrative changes their founders were making but also
their attitudes towards religion. In the case of Akbar in India, Fathpur
Sikri, located in the vicinity of the shrine of the Chishtiyya brotherhood,
functioned as a temporary capital while the changes Akbar was making
took root. In Iran, Shah ‘Abbas’s development of a new imperial-religious
nexus in Isfahan coincided with his successful reshaping of the Safavid state,
and the city became a permanent capital.

The volume’s third theme is the role played by specific institutions in
urban life, and whether Islam affected the understanding of that role to any
extent. The focused studies of different public amenities in Part 111 show
that whether institutions were explicitly religious, such as mosques and
mausolea, or what we might perceive as social, such as hospitals and cis-
terns, their role was understood through the prism of Islam, giving meaning
to the concept of an Islamic city as a cultural if not as a physical space.

In Chapter 9, Alison Gascoigne considers the crucial issue of water supply
through a detailed archaeological study of the cisterns and water facilities of
Tinnis in the Nile delta, and reference to medieval Arabic accounts. Provision
of free water was considered an Islamic duty. However, the peculiar situ-
ation of TinnTs, a city on an island in a brackish lake, put fresh water at a
high premium, creating tensions between Muslim attitudes towards charity
and the practical exigencies of the situation. The evidence also suggests a
shift from public to private ownership over time, a feature recognised for
other areas of Islamic social and economic life.

In Chapter 10, Athena Syrakoy looks at the maristan (hospital) constructed
in Granada under state auspices in the mid-fourteenth century. Archaeolo-
gical and topographical analysis of the hospital’s form and location are given
meaning by a detailed examination of the historical circumstances of its
foundation — the era of the Black Death. Comparison between the foundation
of a hospital in Christian Valencia and the Granadan example illustrates the
radically different implications the same institution could have, depending
on religious context.

10
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Nicholas Warner’s contribution, Chapter 11, investigates the form of
Ridwan Bey’s complex near Bab Zuwayla in Cairo, which included religious,
commercial and residential elements. Ridgwan Bey was a powerful official
who led the pilgrimage caravan from Cairo to Mecca in the mid-seventeenth
century, and his complex was located on the route of the lavish proces-
sion of the caravan as it started its journey. By elucidating the relationship
between the commercial complex and the pilgrimage procession, Warner
sheds light upon the multifaceted relationship between commerce and piety
in an early modern Muslim city, and the longevity of certain issues within
Islamic urbanism.

On the one hand, these chapters suggest the richness of urban experience
in the pre-modern Islamic world and the danger inherent in over-generalising
such experiences. On the other, they also suggest the pervasive power that
religion in its myriad forms possessed in shaping the urban environment
or at least in explaining its shape. State, society and environment natur-
ally played their part too but the state frequently operated using religious
rationales of one sort or another, and social services were also understood
through the lens of faith. Moreover, Muslims themselves often pictured
their cities in an idealistic, if not sacred, way, looking back to Medina
and other evocative urban sites as the ultimate expression of the destiny of
humankind.
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AN URBAN STRUCTURE FOR
THE EARLY ISLAMIC CITY

An archaeological hypothesis

Donald Whitcomb

The newly created urban map provided a landscape on which
these complicated political, religious, and military agendas could
be integrated and expressed.'

The study of early Islamic cities has suffered from self-imposed limits and
has even been challenged as an empirical subject of research. The weight of
traditional definitions originates in a preoccupation with the medieval and pre-
modern cities of the Middle East and idealising models based on descriptions
of these cities. New trends in recent years include a tremendous concentration
of scholarly interest in late antiquity, with reassessments of many assumptions.
Among these assumptions may be counted the primacy of literary resources
research, especially when the chronological lacunae may be taken to cast
doubt on historical constructs in the foundations of Islamic civilisation.

The present study seeks to establish a set of topographic features to
replace traditional models, to describe an Arabian urban tradition which
came to characterise an early Islamic urban complex. Part of the methodology
employed will be an examination of the patterns to be found in archaeo-
logical evidence, an interpretation of cumulative examples that may be
antithetical to the concept of archaeology as employed by many historians.
Thus the study of the so-called desert castles of Bilad al-Sham (greater
Syria) is approached from an assessment of formal patterns, setting aside
traditional art historical evaluations. These monuments are extraordinarily
important for the generation of hypotheses on their functional rationale; in
the present case, that they were all constructed as incipient urban entities.
Structural elements are visible in these places that may be sought in more
recognisable cities: such elements are bathhouses, gates, palatial or — better
— administrative structures, mosques and residential elements.’

A basic hypothesis is that such elements were recognised aspects of urban
planning inherited by the early Islamic state, and further that this inheritance
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was not directly that of the Hellenistic/Roman world but derived from the
urban civilisation of south Arabia. This was an Arabian concept of urbanism
that proved appropriate as the material referent for the theocratic state
that began in the Hijaz in the early seventh century ap. The existence of
a distinctive ‘Islamic city’ from the beginnings of Islam relies on specific
archaeological characteristics, which are amplified through the interpretation
of ‘contemporary’ literary evidence for corresponding societal constructs.

Baths as urban elements

The bathhouse may be considered as a primary urban element in the early
Islamic city, one that grafts a Hellenistic technological apparatus on to a
new functional (and perhaps ideological) rationale. While one finds baths
in extra-urban situations — for example, in the Negev® — within cities baths
seem to be located to a consistent pattern. One of the earliest seems to be
the bath at Kurnub (Mampsis), which appears to have been constructed in
the middle Nabataean period and to have continued in use through the
Byzantine and early Islamic periods (Figure 2.1).* The Kurnub bath is located
near the north (main) gate; south of it is the ‘citadel’ (administrative complex)

North
Gate ¥

Figure 2.1 Plan of the city of Kurnub (Mampsis); after Negev, Mampsis, plan I
(see note 4).
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with the cathedral. These elements are all on the east side of the settlement;
the west part is primarily residential, with a second, later church.

The plan of the walled settlement of Kurnub may be superimposed on the
northern quadrants of ‘Anjar. The bath is again in the north-east sector just
north of the palace area and mosque. Near the bath is the north gate, a
relative position that suggests that this approach may have been the most
important at ‘Anjar. Not only is there a good approximate fit, but one sees
a possible division between the residential area in the western half and other
elements in the eastern half. The city of ‘Anjar has been recognised as an
early Islamic foundation, with its classicising elements representing a late
exemplar of western urban tradition.’ The close comparison with the plan of
Kurnub suggests that an underlying pattern may be present.

If one compares Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi, Khirbat al-Mafjar, and Qasr
al-Hayr al-Sharqt, one will notice that the bath for each of these complexes
bears a constant relationship in distance and direction to the ‘palace’ (or
administrative centre, see below; see Figure 2.2). The bathhouse is located
to the north at 20—25 m distance. The third of these examples, Qasr al-Hayr
al-Sharqi, has another element, the large enclosure or madina, according to
Grabar. One should note that the relationship of these architectural units
was not explored by Grabar, except in the context of the encompassing
hydrological system.°

The bath, palace, and large enclosure at Qasr al-Hayr al-Sharqi form a
pattern less fully reproduced in the other desert castles. This becomes clear
when it is superimposed on a plan of ‘Anjar and Kurnub (still holding a
constant north and scale). The large enclosure fits over the north-west residen-
tial quarter (and its street), the place possibly related to a partly excavated
official quarter, and the bath in a close relative location. This suggests that
the planning of these Umayyad complexes was not random but in accord
with a consistent plan, a conceptual model for urban organisation.

The baths and palace

The test of a hypothesis is its applicability. One may turn to consider the
Umayyad development in Jerusalem (Figure 2.3). Study of these architec-
tural elements has focused on the Dome of the Rock and al-Agsa mosque,
with obvious justification. Rosen-Ayalon has clearly pointed out the axial
relationship of these monuments to each other and to the structures dis-
covered south of the temple platform.” The principal building (the largest
and best preserved) has been described as a palace or dar al-imara. 1f there
is a constant of distance (20—-25 m) and direction (north north-east) for the
relationship between palace and bath, one may expect building I'V to have a
bath. In a recent popular description of these structures, Ben-Dov claims
the discovery of hypocausts, a caldarium of over 100 m? and a diwan (claimed
to be similar to Khirbat al-Mafjar), in the expected location.® There remain

17
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Qasr al-Hayr
al-Gharbt

Figure 2.2 Comparative plans of Kurnub, with ‘Anjar, Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi, Qasr
al-Hayr al-Sharqi, and Khirbat al-Mafjar. Each is at the same scale and
north orientation, and then superimposed with coinciding ‘palace’ areas.

the further implications of this model. Was the principal gate of the Islamic
city to the north? Was the residential area to the west of the bath/palace
complex? Finally, did the Umayyads graft a traditional Arab urban plan on
to the abandoned eastern sector of this holy city? One may turn to a more
detailed investigation of the palace element of the early Islamic city.

The balat as an urban element’

Al-Mugaddast gives the following synonyms for Jerusalem: Bayt al-Maqdis,
Ilya or al-Balat."” For Le Strange and other commentators, this last name
means the ‘imperial residence’ or ‘court’, derived from the Latin palatium."
A second, equally plausible etymology is from the Greek platea, signifying
an open, paved court. The name ‘Bayt al-Maqdis’ would seem a remembrance
of the Temple, likewise ‘Ilya’ is derived from the palatial complex of Herod;
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Al-Agsa
Mosque

\

Bab al-Balat?
1

o

50 100 m

Figure 2.3 Plan of the area south of the Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem; after
M. Ben-Dov, Historical Atlas of Jerusalem, New York: Continuum, 2002,
p. 176.

therefore, one may suggest that the referent for al-Balat is more than a paved
area and more likely to have been a ‘palace’. Furthermore, the great geo-
grapher may have had historical phases in mind, a Jewish Bayt al-Maqdis,
a classical Ilya and finally an Islamic al-Balat. Happily, the location and
characteristics of al-Balat are confirmed through recent archaeological
discoveries.

The gates along the southern wall of Jerusalem are named by al-Muqaddas,
beginning in the south-west and proceeding counter-clockwise: (1) the Bab
Sahytin, (2) the Bab al-Tth (or al-Nih, associated with the Nea church),
(3) the Bab al-Balat, (4) the Bab Jubb Irmiya and finally (5) the Bab Silwan,
the last probably near the south-east corner of the city.'> The precise location
of these gates has been debated by Tsafrir and Bahat; the curious feature
remains that, while each of the other walls of Jerusalem has only one gate, the
south has five gates.!® This concentration of gates suggests that al-Muqaddast
is listing toponyms and not necessarily functional gates; if there were a
principal southern gate, one might suggest the ‘central’ Bab al-Balat.

The importance and relative location of the Bab al-Balat has taken on
a more vivid meaning since the excavations, between 1968 and 1978, of
an ‘administrative compound’ consisting of ‘six large palaces [with] wall
paintings, stucco, and vast dimensions’.'* Rosen-Ayalon has shown that this
palatial complex fits with the plan of the Haram al-Sharif and original
al-Aqsa mosque;" its date should be at least to the time of ‘Abd al-Malik
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and more likely to Mu‘awiya. These Umayyad buildings continued well into
the ‘Abbasid period and may have still been extant in al-Muqaddast’s
day (as indicated by stratified ceramics).'® The name al-Balat was applied to
Jerusalem not out of some antiquarian interest but in the recognition of
monumental elements added during the early Islamic period.

Urban examples of the balat

The palaces of al-Balat in Jerusalem were located immediately south and
south-west of al-Aqsa mosque. It is therefore curious that the area imme-
diately south-west of the mosque of the Prophet in Medina is also called
al-Balat. The derivation of the name in this case is generally attributed to
the second etymology, the Greek platea meaning a paved square or roadway.!’”
Thus, al-‘Ali describes ‘the grand pavement “Balat Al A‘dham” between the
mosque and the musalla’.'® He goes on to note that this same area originally
belonged to ‘Umar and that ‘Mu‘awiya bought it and made it a bureau and
a treasury’.' Furthermore, nearby was al-hisn al-‘atig (the old fortress),
which served as the governor’s residence and the police prefecture. It thus
seem reasonable to assume that the original usage of the term baldr in
Medina was to describe an ‘administrative complex’ composed of palatial
buildings. These urban elements were located south-west and on the gibla
side of the mosque, the traditional location of the dar al-imara. One may
note also that two structures are described: Mu‘awiya’s bureau and treasury,
and the governor’s residence and guard house (al-hisn al-‘atiq).

In both Jerusalem and Medina, the baldt seems to have been founded
early in the Umayyad period, possibly as early as the caliphate of Mu‘awiya.
When Mu‘awiya made Damascus the Umayyad capital, he is said to have
created a governorial centre, the Qubbat al-Khadra’, possibly on the founda-
tions of a Byzantine palace south of the mosque. Another structure at this
time was the Dar al-Khayl, most probably an administrative complex rather
than simply a stable as its name suggests. If this building was south-west
of the mosque, its area may have been the Harat al-Balata, (Balata quarter)
known from later sources.*

Archaeological evidence for a balat

These examples suggest that the baldt may have acquired a locational and
functional identification at least by the time of Mu‘awiya, and a meaning
distinct from the dar al-imara. An indication of these functions may be
found in the excavations of late Byzantine Caesarea Maritima. The Temple
Mount held a large domed building, possibly an octagonal martyrium, con-
structed in the mid-sixth century.?! South of this structure was a bath, and
a complex that Holum suggests may have been the governor’s palace or
praetorium.** Part of this complex was described as an ‘archives building’,
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an open courtyard house with benches and mosaic floors (Figure 2.4). The
mosaics are simple geometric patterns with inscriptions: those in the wait-
ing rooms entered from the street quote Romans 13: 3 — If you would not
fear the authority, then do good [and you will receive praise from it]. The
remaining rooms mention individuals associated with a skrinion or bureau
responsible for revenues.”® The building would seem to be a tax office
associated with audits, appeals and records, used in the late sixth and pos-
sibly into the early seventh century.

This example from Caesarea Maritima may be compared with a structure
excavated by Nassib Saliby in Damascus.? This building has a series of
rooms arranged around a courtyard, the floors of which are decorated with
multicoloured stones and mosaic (Figure 2.5). The largest room excavated
has a geometric pattern and inscription very similar to those of Caesarea.
The inscription in this case may be translated ‘God is one, who protects all
those who enter this place and those who stay in it’.*® The inscription seems
possibly more Islamic than earlier and suggests a public place. Perhaps
more interesting is the location, south-west of the Umayyad mosque in the
area known as the Harat al-Balata, as mentioned above.?

Temple Platform

Bath

‘Skrinion’

p=4

Praetorium?

o
—_
o

Figure 2.4 Plan of the area south of the Temple Platform of Caesarea Maritima;
after Holum, ‘Inscriptions from the imperial revenue office’ (see note 22),
Figures 1 and 2 combined.
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Figure 2.5 The ‘palace’ area of Damascus; after Saliby, ‘Un palais Byzantino-
Omeyyade’ (see note 24), Figure 1, with Figure 2 as an inset.

There remains the question of when this term entered Arabic topographic
usage and its meaning. An interesting observation was made by Shahid on
a description of the Church of the Holy Mother of God in Zafar, in ancient
south Arabia. This church is provided with a topographic note stating that
it is in the middle of the dana plateia, usually thought of as ‘the wide street’.
However, Shahid suggests that dana is actually the Himyarite palace of
Raydan in Zafar and amends plateia to palation, placing the church within
the palace complex.”’” For contemporary Greek usage of palation, one may
turn to Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon, which gives a main definition of an
imperial residence or court, followed by its use for residences of non-Roman
kings and for royal palaces in general. Another use is for a governor’s
residence, for which an example is found in the Acta Pilati.*®

Spatial patterns in the early Islamic city

Archaeological research in the ‘Agaba region has revealed the remains of
the early Islamic city of Ayla in the heart of the modern city.” This town
was occupied from about AD 650 to the arrival of the Crusaders in AD 1116,
a period of ¢.450 years. The archaeological evidence of this period provides
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important information on the sequence of cultural changes between late
antiquity and the formation of early Islam. The interpretative understand-
ing of archaeological evidence suggests a foundation from the time of
‘Uthman b. ‘Affan and an opportunity to test this proposed model for the
spatial pattern of the early Islamic city.

Enclosed within the shell of a pseudo-legionary camp (not unlike Lajjan
in Jordan or Babylon in Egypt), one would expect to find the structural
elements necessary for urban entities: bathhouses, gates, the palatial or
better administrative structures, mosques and residential areas. The city of
Ayla is oriented with corners to the cardinal directions; however, the north-
east gate appears to be associated with the direction of Syria and hence acts
as a functional ‘north’. As luck would have it, there is no evidence for the
location of a bathhouse at ‘Aqaba, though some reports during building
of the Corniche road suggest that hypocausts might have been found east of
the Syrian Gate. During the 1995 season of excavations, a large building,
decorated with external pilasters, was found just north-east of the Central
Pavilion. If this was the administrative structure or ‘palace’ of Ayla, its
location would be the predicted distance and direction from the putative
bath and north gate (Figure 2.6). This topographic configuration would

Model Ayla phase 2

® || P

Key: 7777 Ayla phase 1 G
: M 4
M = Mosque Leed
P = Palace

B = Balat

H = Hammam

G = Gate
R = Residential
() = possible

Figure 2.6 A model for proposed configurations of early Islamic Ayla (‘Agaba in
Jordan).
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correspond to the axial relationship of the Ayla congregational mosque,
excavated in 1993, and the palace structure mentioned above. The model
would predict a balat or financial offices, located in the unexcavated area
west of the palace.

Nothing is ever completely straightforward, even in the best of models.
The mosque excavated in ‘Aqaba is a secondary structure, belonging to the
‘Abbasid period (after the mid-eighth century), which imitates the original
congregational mosque. The Umayyad mosque, which was probably that
founded by ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan, is not beneath the later mosque and has not
been found. Another pattern may be postulated: location of the palace
on the gibla side of the mosque appears to have been an innovation of the
caliph Muawiya (c.680). Before this time, the palace seems to have been
either north or east of the mosque, possibly in imitation of the locational
relationship between the house of the Prophet and the mosque (haram) in
Medina. This pattern would suggest that the first mosque at Ayla should be
found south of the palace building. The area has not been excavated but lies
in the path of the wadji; if the wadi is a fault formed in the 748 earthquake,
then there was an ample reason for abandoning its first location and build-
ing an imitation on solid ground to the north of the palace.

Conclusions

The Muslim conquest initiated a conscious attempt to recreate specific
morphological features that constituted an urban pattern characteristic of
western and south-western Arabian culture. The institutional components
of this south Arabian city were adapted to the religious, administrative
and commercial needs of the new Islamic polity, a transformation that set
a trajectory for medieval cities throughout the Middle East (and perhaps
even Europe of the early Middle Ages). Thus an Arabian concept of
urbanism lies at the foundation of the early Islamic city; the existence of a
distinctive ‘Islamic city’ from the beginnings of Islam begins to take form
with specific archaeological characteristics. This hypothesis is derived from
‘Aqaba and other urban plans and can be tested on other sites in Arabia and
the Levant.

This very brief description of a model of the early Islamic city has an
obvious function in providing an empirical basis for understanding Ayla or
other archaeological sites. Perhaps of more interest is the strong indication
that, among other aspects, the early Islamic city was a ritual city; rather like
Persepolis, the ritual city is a functional framework that has underpinned
urbanism since very early times. One may trace this phenomenon from the
ancient Near East to its late antique manifestations in south-west Arabia.
In this sense, the early Islamic city was an oriental phenomenon, one of
cultural continuity that absorbed varied tribal and ethnic identities into the
Islamic community (umma). This was an Arabian concept of urbanism that
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proved appropriate as the material referent for the theocratic state that
began in the Hijaz in the early seventh century.
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THE FOUNDATION LEGEND
OF FEZ AND OTHER ISLAMIC
CITIES IN LIGHT OF THE LIFE

OF THE PROPHET

Simon O’Meara

Early and medieval Muslim claims that biblical and antique sites lie at the
foundations of a number of Islamic madinas have received academic con-
sideration.! By contrast, the legends narrated of these and other madinas
at the moment of their foundation or Islamic re-foundation have received
almost none.” This is an oversight, for although medieval Arab authors
often show a fascination for the marvellous and unusual, and thus cannot
always be relied on for objectivity, the contrived, semi-literary elements, or
topoi, shared by a number of these legends indicate more than just height-
ened imagination. As will be argued in this chapter, they indicate a ritual
re-enactment of a Prophetic foundation paradigm, and suggest that for at
least some Muslims, whether or not an ideal Islamic city existed physically,
it existed conceptually as a recurring expression of the alleged miracle
of Islam. In the first part of the chapter, I shall refer to the foundation
legends of Fez, Wasit, al-Rafiqa, Madinat al-Zahira, Kairouan, Baghdad
and Samarra, to demonstrate that such shared topoi exist. I shall start with
the Fez legend, on account of its length, and then make comparisons
with the other legends. In the second part, I shall examine the possibility
that a paradigm from the Life of the Prophet, or sira, informs the topoi’s
existence. Because the term ‘legend’ will subsequently be differentiated from
that of ‘myth’, I shall define the former. While its meaning in the chapter
broadly follows ordinary usage, namely a story ‘associated with some
particular place or culture-hero’,® specifically, it follows the anthropologist
Bronislaw Malinowski:

[Legends] refer to subjects intensely stimulating to the natives;
they are all connected with activities such as economic pursuits,
warfare, adventure, success in dancing and in ceremonial exchange.
Moreover, since they record singularly great achievements in all
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such pursuits, they redound to the credit of some individual and his
descendants or of a whole community; and hence they are kept
alive by the ambition of those whose ancestry they glorify.*

Legends of foundation

In the earliest extant histories of Fez, the fourteenth-century AD Rawd
al-girtas and Zahrat al-as, a nearly identical legend is recorded regarding
the madina’s foundation by a descendant of the Prophet, Idris b. Idris b.
‘Abd Allah (d. aH 213/aDp 828).° The politically motivated and historically
inaccurate attribution of this foundation to him, not his father Idris b. ‘Abd
Allah (d. 175/791), is not of concern here.® Of issue instead are the contrived
elements of the account that indicate the legend was most probably forced
to conform to a prior model. These topoi are four: the elevated and then
glorified status of the city’s founder; the eremitic monk with his scriptural
prophecy; the physical act of foundation, in which a matrix of power is
established, ruled over by the founder; and the ruins of the ancient city Zef,
out of which Islam arises supreme. Concerning the first three, the legend
reads as follows:

Ibn Ghalib [n.d.] mentions in his history, that when Imam Idris
decided to build [Fez] and was standing in the site so as to mark it
out, he passed by an old man, one of the Christian monks, over one
hundred and fifty years of age, in retreat in a hermit’s cell (sawma‘a)
nearby. [The monk] stopped Imam Idrs, greeted him, and then
said: Amir! What do you wish to do between these two hills? [Idris]
said: Between them I wish to mark out a city as a dwelling for me
and my children after me, wherein God on high is worshipped, His
book is recited, and His boundaries are upheld. The old monk said:
Amir! I have good news for you. What would that be, monk? Some
monk before me in this monastery, dead now a hundred years, told
me he had found in his books of knowledge (kutub ‘ilmihi) that on
this site there was a city called Zef, in ruins for 1,700 years; that a
man called IdrTs, belonging to the family of the Prophet, would
renew it, revive it from oblivion, make stand its ruins; and that its
importance would be great, its destiny momentous. In it, the reli-
gion of Islam would last until the Last Day. Idris said: Thanks be
to God. I am Idris. I am from the Prophet’s family, God bless him
and grant him salvation, and I shall build it, God willing. This
event strengthened his resolve to build [Fez], and he commenced
digging its foundations.’

Whereas the elevated and then glorified status of the founder IdrTs requires
little comment, so obviously contrived and formulaic is it, and likewise the
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monk with his scriptural prophecy, with respect to the physical act of
foundation some remarks are necessary. The verb used is ikhtatta: to mark
out a site, physically to draw its boundaries.® Upon these boundaries will
stand the walls of the perimeter fence and the buildings enclosed within.’ In
physically drawing the city’s boundaries this way, an inside and outside is
established: outside lies what is wild and excluded; inside, what is domestic-
ated and belongs. In the language of the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, a ‘field
of power’ (champ du pouvoir) is instituted: a society’s pre-eminent governing
matrix, pertaining to the principles of domination and authority and the
political struggles arising in relation to them.'® This matrix is alluded to in a
speech given by Idris immediately before he strikes the ground in construc-
tion of the city’s first walls. Invoked in the speech is a realm of obeisance
and a community defined by law:

When Imam Idris, may God be pleased with him, decided to build
Fez . .. he raised his hands to the sky and said: O God! Make [of
Fez] a house of religious knowledge and law (dar ‘ilm wa figh),
wherein Your book is recited and Your Sunna and boundaries
upheld. Make its people cleave to the Sunna and Orthodoxy'' for as
long as you make [the city] last. Then he said: In the name of God,
the Clement, the Merciful. Praise be to God. The earth belongs to
God; He gives it as a heritage to such of His servants as He pleases;
and the end is best for the God-fearing.'” He then took the pickaxe
in his hand, and commenced digging the foundations.'?

Concerning the fourth of the legend’s topoi, the story of Zef, whereas
drawing the city’s boundaries is an act of separation, building upon an
ancient site is one of continuity, with one important distinction: the physical
and religious trajectories of Zef are reversed in Fez. Zef is in ruins, Fez i