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UMAYYAD SURVIVALS AND MAMLUK REVIVALS: QALAWUNID
ARCHITECTURE AND THE GREAT MOSQUE OF DAMASCUS
In his seminal paper on the theme of copying in medieval
Christian architecture, published over fifty years ago,
Richard Krautheimer demonstrated how tenuous the
visual links between an archetypal building and its copies
might be.' Often a single element or even a name was sufficient to evoke a connection with the prototype, a connection not always readily apparent to the eye of the
modern art historian. A similar comprehensive study
does not exist for the medieval Islamic world. While the
phenomenon of copying undoubtedly exists, it has
received scant attention.2 The influence of certain powerful prototypes on later architecture has occasionally been
noted in passing, 3 but seldom explored in any detail.
Recently, however, attention has been drawn to the
phenomenon of copying in the architecture of the
medieval mosque, and to the enduring influence of the
Umayyad mosque of Damascus in particular. From
Umayyad Spain to Seljuq Iran, it seems that the architectural forms associated with the Great Mosque of Damascus were replicated and, through their incorporation
into regional idioms, profoundly influenced the formal
evolution of the mosque. 4 In what follows I would like to
supplement this observation by demonstrating that
what applies to the architectural form of the Damascus
mosque also holds good for its scheme of decoration. In
particular, the forms and materials used in the decoration of the mosque provided the prototype for certain
types of ornament which appear in Bahri Mamluk architecture.
The Great Mosque of Damascus was built by order of
the Umayyad caliph al-Walid I on the site of the former
church of St. John, and was completed by 715. 5 That the
form of this mosque, with its three parallel aisles, axial
nave and gabled facade, determined the course of much
of the subsequent history of the mosque in southern
Syria and beyond is not in doubt. 6 What is seldom recognized, however, is the profound impact which the building had on the development of architectural decoration
in Egypt and the Levant for a little less than a century
after 1250, when the region came under Mamluk suzerainty. The failure to acknowledge the Mamluk debt to

Damascene prototypes may be attributed perhaps to the
fact that much of the mosque, and almost all of its interior decoration, was destroyed by fire in 1893. The destruction of the early Islamic decoration of the mosque
has rendered it difficult to discern the impact which it
may have had on later religious architecture, obscuring
the relationship between archetype and copy. One consequence of this is that the role of the Umayyad mosque
in the generation of Bahri Mamluk architecture has
been generally overlooked, or at least understated.
A study of a particular feature of the Umayyad
mosque - a vine frieze formerly in the prayer-hall complements the architectural evidence for the impact
which al-Walid's mosque continued to have on the religious architecture, not just of Syria, but of the eastern
Mediterranean in general, for several centuries after its
completion. The appearance of copies of this frieze in a
series of imperial Mamluk tombs of the late thirteenth
and early fourteenth century may be seen as part of a
revival of forms of decoration associated with the Umayyad monuments of Syria, and with the Great Mosque of
Damascus in particular, during the reign of Sultan alMansur Sayf al-Din Qalawun and his son, al-Nasir
Muhammad ibn Qalawun. In support of this suggestion
of a Qalawunid revival of archaic decorative forms, two
further elements in this revival - mihrabs with miniature arcades and glass mosaic decoration - will be discussed briefly.
In their accounts of the Umayyad mosque in Damascus medieval authors single out two elements in the decoration of the mosque as particularly worthy of praise:
the fusayfusa (mosaics) and the karma (vine). While the
mosaics - large areas of which survive in the courtyard
of the mosque - have been the focus of several studies,7
the vine has merited at best a passing mention as a curiosity. No trace of the vine survives in the mosque today,
but two kinds of sources may be used in attempting to
determine its appearance and location: medieval literary descriptions, and the visual record left by artists and
photographers who recorded the interior of the
mosque before the fire of 1893.

58

F.B. FLOOD

Three pieces of information can.be gleaned from the
literary sources: first, the amount spent on the vine was
enormous; second, the vine had a golden appearance;
and, third, it was located between the marble dado and
the mosaics which covered the upper part of the southern (qibla) wall. The earliest account of the karma
appears in the Tankh Madfna Dimashqof Ibn Asakir (d.
1176). Quoting two earlier traditions, it informs us that a
total of 70,000 dinars was spent on the vine." Computing
from the figure for the total cost of construction and
decoration cited in the same work, the sum spent on the
karma amounts to one-eightieth of the total cost of the
mosque. The accuracy of this figure is, for our purposes,
irrelevant. The important point is that by the twelfth
century the fame of the karmawas such that a figure of
this magnitude might seem plausible.
Later writers repeat this information, with occasional
variations and additional details. Various fourteenthand fifteenth-century sources tell us that the vine was
golden. Ibn Kathir, for example, refers to the great gold-

en vine (karma a;izmat min dhahab) on the qibla wall. 9
The most detailed account is found in Ibn Sasra's chronicle, written in the last quarter of the fourteenth century. He puts the cost of the vine at 50,000 dinars,
approximately one-twentieth of the figure given for the
construction of the mosque as a whole, ° and mentions
that it was studded with sapphires, carnelians, pearls,
and other gems. It is not clear to what extent one should
trust the report of jewels being used, but since earlier
authors mention the use of jewels to decorate the mihrab of the mosque, Ibn Sasra's account cannot be dismissed out of hand."
On the basis of these medieval accounts, scholars writing in the present century have suggested that the karma
was either a vine motif executed in gilded marble, a gold
mosaic in the spandrels of the mihrab or, alternatively, a
mosaic frieze running along the qibla wall.'2 However, in
one of the very rare photographs which show the interior of the mosque before the disastrous fire, a band of
vegetal ornament about 60 centimeters wide is visible,

Fig. 1.Damascus. Great Mosque. Qibla wall before 1893. Creswell Archive, no. 715, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photo: courtesy
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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Fig. 2. Damascus. Great Mosque. Vine frieze above mihrab.
Detail of fig. 1.

running above the marble paneling of the qibla wall
(figs. 1-3). 3 From Henri Saladin, who visited the
mosque before the fire, we learn that the frieze was
carved from marble.'4 It was K.A.C. Creswell who first
suggested that this marble frieze should be identified as
the famous karma of Damascus.'5 Both the location of
the frieze between the marble dado and the zone of
mosaic decoration which formerly covered the upper
wall surface and its subject matter clearly support such
an identification. The popular perception of the vine as
golden evidently derives from the fact that the frieze was
heavily gilded; the gilding is clearly visible in a painting
of the prayer niche and its environs by Frederick, Lord
Leighton, executed between 1873 and 1875 (fig. 4).'6
While most medieval writers state that the vine ran
along the southern (qibla) wall of the mosque, none
states that it was restricted to that wall. In fact proof that
the frieze continued along the adjoining walls is provided by two more photographs which show a narrow
band of ornament running along the eastern and western walls of the mosque.' 7 It seems probable that the
frieze was continued around the northern wall of the
prayer hall to form a vine which encircled the interior
space.' 18

Although the term karma usually denotes a vine, if

Fig. 3. Damascus. Great Mosque. Detail of vine frieze from a
digital enhancement of fig. 1.

Fig. 4. Frederick, Lord Leighton. Interior of the Great Mosque
of Damascus. (Photo: reproduced by kind permission of the
Harris Museum and Art Gallery, Preston, England)

one examines the Damascus frieze carefully it is clear
that to describe the karma as a vine is not strictly accurate. What appears instead is a composite creation consisting of an acanthus scroll in which bunches of grapes
alternate with single vine leaves or pomegranates at the
center of each scroll (fig. 3). Whatever the conceptual
antecedents of this form of decoration, the Umayyad
karmawas executed in a Syro-Palestinian idiom; parallels
for both the composite iconography and two-dimensional style of the frieze are not difficult to find in the
late-antique art of the Levant.' 9
Although it is not my intention to deal here with the
origins of the vine frieze or to discuss the factors which
may have led to its prominence in the cathedral mosque
of the Umayyad capital, it should be pointed out that it
was not unique. Based on literary sources, Sauvaget's reconstruction of the qibla wall of the Mosque of the
Prophet at Medina, rebuilt by al-Walid in 706-10, shows
an arrangement which is almost identical to that employed at Damascus (fig. 5).2r Between the marble dado
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ing mention which may have been influenced by the literary reputation of its Damascene counterpart,2 3 it fails
to make any impression on the literary record.
From the foregoing remarks, the available information on the karma of Damascus may be summarized as
follows. The karma was a narrow marble frieze which
enclosed the interior walls of the sahn in the Umayyad
mosque. Not strictly a vine, the frieze was carved with
scrolling acanthus within which single vine leaves or
fruits such as grapes and pomegranates appeared at
intervals. The surface of the relief was gilded, which
gave the karma its golden appearance. Although it may
have been repaired at various points, 2 4 the vine frieze
survived until the end of the last century. The fame of
the vine derived from the prominent role which it
played in the decoration of the early-eighth-century
mosque, and was perpetuated in literary accounts of the
mosque and its decoration from the twelfth century
onwards.
Just as the fame of the mosque ensured that its impact
was felt for several centuries in the formal arrangement
of the mosques erected in Syria, Anatolia, and even further afield, so the renown of its decoration rendered it
an appropriate model for the religious architecture of
subsequent generations. To prove the point one has
only to turn to the structures situated in the vicinity of
the mosque, for it is in some of the earliest surviving
Mamluk monuments in Damascus that the impact of the
Umayyad mosque and its decoration is most keenly felt.
The first example of the phenomenon is in the tomb of
the Mamluk sultan Baybars I, who died in the city in
1277. Although this tomb has never been studied in
detail,2 5 it has long been recognized that the mosaics
decorating its walls were inspired by the eighth-century
mosaics in the nearby Umayyad mosque. As will be seen
shortly, it is likely that the art of glass mosaic was revived
following the restoration of the Dome of the Rock
(beginning in 1261) and the Great Mosque of Damascus
(in 1269). Although the connection between the
mosaics in the tomb and those in the Great Mosque has
often been noticed en passant, the fact that the references to the Umayyad mosque in its decoration are not
confined to the use of glass mosaics featuring landscape
and architectural scenes has been overlooked.
I would like to draw attention to two narrow parallel
gilded friezes which run around the walls of the tomb
below the band of mosaic decoration (fig. 6), for these
are clearly copies of the karma that once existed in the
nearby Umayyad mosque. Not only is the juxtaposition
of vine frieze and glass mosaic suggestive, but the form

Fig. 5. Medina, Great Mosque. Reconstruction of the qibla
wall. (Drawing: after Jean Sauvaget, La mosquie omeyyade de
Mdine [Paris, 1947], fig. 3).
and an upper zone of mosaics is a gilded marble vegetal
frieze carried on colonnettes.2 ' Further details are lacking, but the similarities in the decoration suggest an
attempt to impose a coherent imperial style, of which
the karma was part.22 Ultimately, it was the fame of the
Damascus vine rather than that of Medina which left the
most enduring mark on both the historical and art-historical record. Despite the numerous laudatory references to the karma in descriptions of the Damascus
mosque, the karma of Medina appears to have escaped
the attention of medieval observers; apart from a pass-
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Fig. 7. Damascus. Mausoleum of Baybars. Detail of vine frieze.
Creswell Archive no. 5593, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
(Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

Fig. 6. Damascus. Mausoleum of Baybars. Creswell Archive no.
5570, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford).
of both friezes - a vegetal scroll containing pendant
bunches of grapes which alternate with single splayed
vine leaves (fig. 7)- and their general location be-

tween the marble dado and the mosaics which cover the
upper walls of the tomb mirror precisely the form and
location of the famous prototype in the Umayyad
mosque. The connection between the decoration of the
two buildings would presumably have been all the more
apparent when the vine in the nearby mosque was available for contemporaries to see.
Although Baybars died in 1277, the tomb was not
completed until 1281. An inscription above the entrance
states that it was completed by his successor, Sultan alMansur Sayf al-Din Qa1awun, 2 " and it seems likely that it
is to the influence of Qalawun that the presence of a
copy of the Umayyad vine in the Mamluk tomb should
be attributed. In 1283, two years after the completion of
the tomb, Qalawun undertook a restoration of the manstdn of Nur al-Din in Damascus.2 7 At that time a vine
frieze was added to the walls of the maristdn (fig. 8).28
The form of this frieze is similar to that in the tomb of
Baybars, and it is not difficult to recognize in it another
echo of the karma formerly in the Umayyad mosque,

Fig. 8. Damascus. Maristan of Nur al-Din. Detail of vine frieze. Creswell Archive no. 5501, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photo:
courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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Fig. 9. Cairo. Mausoleum of Qalawun. Creswell Archive no. 1068. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photo: courtesy Ashmolean
Museum, Oxford)
from which it is separated by only a few minutes' walk.
Indeed other elements in the later redecoration of the
mdristdn appear to show influence from the eighth-century mosque.2
Although Mamluk interest in the copying of decorative forms specifically associated with the Great Mosque
of Damascus began naturally enough in Damascus itself,
it was not confined to that city. The monumental tomb
which Qalawun built for himself in the imperial capital
of Cairo in 1285 makes use of similar decoration. That
the form of the tomb, an octagon inscribed in a rectangle, was intended to evoke that of the Dome of the Rock
in Jerusalem has been noted elsewhere.30 What has
largely escaped notice until now is that the force of this
allusion is amplified by the fact that the tomb also contains references to the Great Mosque of Damascus.
These references are expressed not in the architecture
of the tomb, but in its decoration. They are made by
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transposing the most characteristic elements in the decoration of the Damascus mosque and replicating them
in a Cairene setting.
The first of these elements is the famous vine frieze.
The copy of the karma manifests itself in the familiar
gilded marble frieze which runs around all four walls of
the tomb, surrounding its interior above the level of the
marble dado (figs. 9-10).31 On the basis of the suggested
resemblance between this frieze and another in the
church of Hagia Sophia (fig. 11), the frieze. has been
cited as evidence for Byzantine influence on the architecture of Cairo at that time, during a period of rapprochement between the Mamluk and Byzantine
courts.3 2 This suggestion was made, however, at a time
when little was known about the Damascus vine frieze.
When one examines the evidence in the light of what
can be gleaned about the karmaof Damascus, a quite different picture emerges.
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Fig. 10. Cairo. Mausoleum of Qalawun. Detail of vine frieze.
Creswell Archive no. 1070, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
(Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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these features recur in the Cairene frieze. Added to this
is the fact that, whereas the Byzantine vine frieze is executed in stucco, the friezes in both Damascus and Cairo
are of marble.
It is highly likely that, at least conceptually, the Umayyad vine frieze is related to theJustinianic decoration of
Hagia Sophia, "4 but such a genetic relationship cannot
be taken as evidence for a direct relationship in the
Qalawunid period. The existence of similar vine friezes
which can be clearly identified as copies of the Umayyad
karma in two earlier Damascene buildings associated
with Qalawun confirms that one should see in the decoration of the Cairene tomb one more copy of the Umayyad prototype.
Further support for the suggestion that it is to Damas-

The Cairene frieze has little in common stylistically
with its purported prototype from Hagia Sophia.
Indeed, apart from the general conception of a continuous vine frieze used in conjunction with marble paneling as a form of interior decoration, there is little to suggest a relationship between the two. The Cairene vine
frieze is in fact much closer in style to the Umayyad
karma, as a comparison between figures 3, 10 and 11
shows. The frieze in Hagia Sophia consists of a dense,
deeply undercut tangle of vines which forms a continuous convex molding. 33 That formerly in the Damascus
mosque consisted of a two-dimensional relief in which
single vine leaves alternated with hanging fruit; both

Fig. 11. Istanbul. Hagia Sophia. Detail of vine frieze and marble
dado. (Photo: courtesy Dumbarton Oaks Research Library,
Washington, D.C.)
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Fig. 12. Cairo. Mausoleum of Qalawun. Mihrab. Creswell
Archive no. 507, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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cus that one should look for the inspiration behind the
decoration of the tomb is found in another of its most
prominent elements, its mihrab (fig. 12). The mihrab at 7 meters high one of the most monumental in
Cairo - is decorated internally with four tiers of miniature arcades composed of scalloped niche-heads borne
on single or double columns. It was Rivoira who suggested that the form of this mihrab may have been influenced by the main mihrab in the Great Mosque of
Damascus, 3 5 an idea first rejected, then adopted, by
Creswell. 3 6
The arcaded mihrab in Damascus no longer exists,
but was seen by the traveler Ibn Jubayr when he visited
the mosque in 1184. He describes it as follows:
Its mihrab is the most wonderful in Islam for its beauty
and rare art, and the whole of it gleams with gold. Within
it are small mihrabs adjoining its wall and surrounded by
small columns, voluted like a bracelet as if done by a turner, than which nothing more beautiful could be seen,
some of them being red as coral.3 7
The fame of this mihrab was, like that of the karma, perpetuated in literary accounts of the mosque; writing at
the end of the fifteenth century, Abu'l-Baqa informs us
that the mihrab was one of the most beautiful and
extraordinary mihrabs of the Muslim world.3 8 Before
the fire of 1893 the interior of the main mihrab of the
mosque was indeed filled with miniature arcades (fig.
1).39 The form of these arcades was, however, relatively
crude, and on stylistic grounds this mihrab might be
consigned to the fourteenth or fifteenth century. The
mosque was gutted by fire during the ravages visited on
Damascus by Timur in 1401, and it seems likely that the
mihrab in place before 1893 dates from the subsequent
restoration of the mosque. The similarities between
what IbnJubayr describes and what is visible in the nineteenth-century photograph indicate that the form of the
restored mihrab was reasonably faithful to that of the
mihrab formerly in place. What is not clear is the date of
the mihrab which Ibn Jubayr describes. It has usually
been suggested that the mihrab was one of the features
associated with the restoration of the mosque in 1082,
during the reign of Malik Shah, when the monumental
qibla dome was replaced.'i This may be so, but it does
not preclude the possibility that the form of an earlier
mihrab was preserved. The evidence for the perpetuation of the arcaded form in the mihrab presumed to
have been installed after 1401 indicates that even when a
new mihrab was installed it might well follow the general form of that which preceded it. It could hardly be
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argued that the dwarf arcade is a characteristic feature
of Seljuq architectural decoration. It is, however, a
prominent element in the decoration of several Umayyad buildings,4 1 which leaves open the possibility that
the mihrab seen by IbnJubayr was the original Umayyad
mihrab, or that it preserved something of the form of
the latter. 4 2
Regardless of its date, what is certain is that a mihrab
with miniature arcades in the Great Mosque of Damascus was being described in extravagant terms by visitors
to Damascus a full century before one finds a mihrab of
a similar form appearing elsewhere. The first of these
still extant is in the mausoleum of Qalawun (fig. 12).
The superlative beauty of the Damascus mihrab, like
that of the golden vine, evidently rendered it a suitable
model for the mihrab in Qalawun's tomb; the conjunction of both these features in the Mamluk tomb suggests
that its decoration was intended to evoke that of the
Great Mosque in Damascus. Taken alongside the reference to the Dome of the Rock in its plan, what we have
in the form of the tomb and its decoration are references to the two most important early Islamic religious
monuments in the area most securely under Mamluk
control - the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and the
Umayyad mosque in Damascus. This reference is made
by copying the most characteristic or celebrated features of each building: in one case its octagonal plan, in
the other its prayer niche and the gilded vine frieze that
sat above it.
Since the form of the Umayyad karma in Damascus
relates it to the late antique sculpture of the Levant, 43 it
seems judicious at this point to consider the "revival vs.
survival" debate.44 Although this controversy has mainly
focused on the use and reuse of classically inspired and
classical elements in Syrian architecture, since I have
suggested that the Qalawunid use of decorative forms
derived from Damascus clearly represents a conscious
revival of archaic forms of decoration, rather than their
fortuitous survival, it seems appropriate to lay bare the
premises on which such a conclusion is based.
That Mamluk vine friezes first appear in buildings
erected as part of imperially sponsored projects in
Damascus, that one is found in a building with mosaics
clearly inspired by those of the Great Mosque of that
city, and that in both their general conception and specific form they are similar to the renowned vine frieze in
the nearby mosque would all support the suggestion
that these Mamluk friezes are copies of the vanished
karma. Based on the surviving evidence, such friezes do
not appear as a feature of Islamic architectural decora-
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tion in the half a millennium or so intervening between
the completion of the Umayyad mosque and the mausoleum of Baybars I.45 In the single case which may have
represented an exception to this - a marble vine frieze
of similar type in the mihrab of Sultan Salih Najm al-Din
Ayyub's tomb in Cairo (1239-40) 4 - it has been argued
that this postdates the tomb, being introduced in the
Qalawunid period.4 7
The figure of Qalawun looms large in all this, since he
was responsible in one case for the completion, in the
other for the restoration, of the two Damascene structures in which copies of the vine frieze first appear. The
fact that a similar frieze was introduced into Egypt,
where there is nothing to suggest that it had any historical antecedents, to serve as an element of decoration in
the mausoleum of the same sultan suggests that the feature was deliberately imported from Syria and was not,
as Creswell assumed, 4 8 the random product of Syrian
craftsmen fleeing the Mongol advance. The same is true
of the mihrab in the mausoleum of Qalawun, which
there are good reasons for seeing as a copy of the principal mihrab in the Great Mosque of Damascus.
Perhaps the most potent evidence supporting the
view that the appearance of these two features - vine
frieze and arcaded mihrab - represents a deliberate
Qalawunid revival of archaic forms is chronological:
both features hardly survive the reign of Qalawun's son,
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al-Nasir Muhammad (d. 1340). Transplanted from its
Damascene home to alien soil, the golden vine evidently
failed to flourish. It makes one last appearance in another royal tomb in Cairo, the tomb of al-Nasir Muhammad built in 1303-4, before disappearing into oblivion.
The incarnation of the vine frieze in al-Nasir Muhammad's tomb is less grandiose than that in his father's
tomb, with gilded wood substituting for the carved marble of the original (fig. 13). 4 9 The same is true of the
mihrab with miniature arcades. Unlike the vine frieze,
the arcaded mihrab was not exclusive to imperial contexts; after its use in the funerary complex of Qalawun
one can trace a series of such mihrabs in Cairo and the
provinces in buildings erected during the late thirteenth and the first half of the fourteenth century (fig.
14); thereafter they die out."0 It is conceivable that the
disappearance of these non-indigenous features reflects
the fact that their relationship to their Damascene prototypes became obscured through time.
By focusing on a single feature, what I have been suggesting up to now is that the decoration of the Great
Mosque of Damascus had an impact on Mamluk architectural decoration in the years between 1260 and 1340
which has previously been unacknowledged. In the case
of the vine frieze this impact seems to result from the
conscious copying of the karma in the Umayyad mosque
as an appropriate feature for the decoration of a series

Fig. 13. Cairo. Mausoleum of al-Nasir Muhammad. Detail of vine frieze. Creswell Archive no. 1092, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
(Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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Fig. 14. Cairo citadel. Mosque of al-Nasir Muhammad (1335).
Mihrab with the remnants of a miniature arcade. Creswell
Archive no. 1178, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photo: courtesy AshmoIean Museum, Oxford)
of imperial tombs in Damascus and Cairo. A similar phenomenon is apparent in the replication of the design of
the main mihrab of the Damascus mosque in buildings
erected during the reign of Sultan Qalawun and al-Nasir
Muhammad.
While the discussion has so far concentrated on types
of decoration associated with the Qalawunid revival of
archaic forms which are quite specific to Damascus, the
incorporation of a reference to the Dome of the Rock in
the plan of Qalawun's tomb in Cairo indicates that it was
not to Damascus alone that those responsible for this
revival were looking. I would like to suggest that the
Qalawunid revival was not confined to copying specific
elements in the form and decoration of the early Islamic
monuments of Syria, but is also manifest in the use of
certain media which are characteristic of their decoration, most notably glass mosaic.
It has sometimes been argued that the use of glass

I
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mosaic in Mamluk monuments between the reign of
Baybars and that of al-Nasir Muhammad (that is, from
about 1260 to 1340) is evidence for a continuous tradition of glass mosaic in the Levant, stretching from the
Umayyad period through-to the Mamluk."i It can be
argued, however, that, far from this being the case, there
was no enduring tradition underlying the use of glass
mosaic in Bahri Mamluk architecture, but that the art
was revived during the reign of Sultan Baybars (that is,
in the 1260's) and formed part of the repertoire of
archaizing decoration under discussion. Furthermore,
it is, I believe, possible to show that the inspiration
behind this revival was the use of glass mosaic in both
the Dome of the Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus.5 2 The mosaics of both monuments were several
times repaired and restored during the eighty-year period from 1260 to 1340. Such programs of work on the
mosaics of both buildings may be convincingly correlated to the use of the same medium in the decoration
of contemporary Mamluk buildings.
It is true that there are two Ayyubid tombs in Cairo the tomb of Sultan al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyub (123940), the last Ayyubid ruler of Egypt, and his wife Shajarat
al-Durr (1250) - in which glass mosaics appear in the
hood of the mihrab.5 3 The presumption has always been
that the mosaics, which appear in the mihrab, were contemporary with the completion date of the buildings.
On stylistic grounds, however, the late Michael Meinecke argued that, like the vine frieze in the mausoleum
of al-Salih Ayyub, these mosaics were introduced during
or after the reign of Sultan Qalawun, and were inspired
by the Syrian decoration introduced into Cairo in his funerary complex.5 4 Although this later dating is still a
matter of contention,55 if one accepts it, then a much
more coherent and intelligible picture of the use of
glass mosaic in Egypt and the Levant emerges.
It is known that Sultan Baybars ordered major restorations to the Dome of the Rock, including its mosaics,
which commenced in 1261.56 The first recorded use of
glass mosaic in a Mamluk building is not until five years
later, in the palace built by Baybars in Damascus known
as the Qasr al-Ablaq. This does not survive, and the earliest surviving Mamluk glass mosaics are preserved in the
tomb of Baybars in Damascus (1281, fig. 6), a building
constructed by Ibrahim ibn Ghanim, the architect of the
vanished palace.5 7 Both the vine frieze in this tomb and
its mosaics are clearly inspired by the decoration of the
nearby Umayyad Mosque.5 8 Concern about the poor
state of the mosaics in the Damascus mosque is said to
have led Sultan Baybars I to provide 20,000 dinars for

--

---

UMAYYAD SURVIVALS AND MAMLUK REVIVALS

their restoration in 1269.59 Mosaics likely to date from
this period are among those found in the mosque. 6 It
might be argued that a gap of twelve years between the
restoration of the mosque and the construction of the
tomb precludes the possibility of any connection between the two events. There is, however, an interesting
passage in the history of the Mamluk writer al-'Umari
which indicates that substantial amounts of glass tesserae, remnants from a restoration of the mosaics in the
Damascus mosque, were damaged in the fire which
swept through the mosque in 1339.6I Al-CUmari does not
specify which restoration he is talking about, but, based
on the historical sources, only two possible candidates
exist: the restoration ordered by Baybars in 1269, or that
carried out during the reign of al-Nasir Muhammad in
1328.62 This suggests that glass tesserae (and presumably
the expertise to use them) were available for at least a
decade, and possibly a lot longer, following such a campaign of restoration. There are thus no chronological
difficulties with the suggestion that the impetus behind
the revival of glass mosaic was provided by the interest
taken in the monument and its mosaics.
We have already seen that the tomb of Baybars was
completed by Sultan Qalawun. The interest of this sultan in forms of decoration associated with the Great
Mosque of Damascus is apparent in his introduction of
copies of the vine frieze into the mausoleum of Baybars
and the Maristan al-Nuri in Damascus, and of both the
vine frieze and arcaded mihrab into his own tomb in
Cairo. It comes as no surprise, therefore, to find that
Sultan Qalawun also introduced the use of glass mosaic
to Egypt, for the hood of the arcaded mihrab in the
madrasa adjoining his tomb (completed in 1285) is
filled with a mosaic (fig. 15)."63 The subject matter of this
mosaic - vegetal scrolls with clusters of mother-of-pearl
grapes or flowers issuing from a vase - shows clear
affinities with the mosaic in the head of the mihrab in
the earlier tomb of Baybars.6 4 The next recorded use of
glass mosaic in the capital, in the mihrab of Lagin in the
mosque of Ibn Tulun (1296),65 follows a restoration of
the mosaics in the Dome of the Rock by Sultan Kitbugha
in 1294-96;66 the craftsmen responsible for both this restoration and that ordered by Baybars may have been
brought from Damascus.6 7 It has been suggested that
Qalawun brought craftsmen from Damascus to work on
his complex in Cairo, 68 or even that the mosaics were
the product of the same workshop that had worked on
the decoration of Baybars' mausoleum in Damascus.6 9
The similarities between the Cairene and Damascene
mosaics and vine friezes would appear to support this.
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Fig. 15. Cairo. Madrasa of Qalawun. Mihrab. Creswell Archive
no. 453, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. (Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
As mentioned previously, the series of copies of the
Damascus vine frieze comes to an end in the reign of
Qalawun's son, al-Nasir Muhammad. Significantly, the
end of al-Nasir Muhammad's reign coincides with the
disappearance of glass mosaic from the repertoire of
Mamluk architectural decoration. It is also in buildings
erected in Cairo and the Levant during the reign of this
sultan that the greatest number of Mamluk glass
mosaics are found. One of the earliest occurrences of
glass mosaic in Cairo during the reign of al-Nasir
Muhammad is in a building in the Cairo citadel which
has been identified as either the Qaca al-Ashrafiyya or
one of the halls of the Qasr al-Ablaq.70 The latter palace
appears to have been inspired by an earlier palace of the
same name built by Baybars in Damascus, which also
had mosaic decoration.7' While the motifs are less skillfully rendered, the content of the mosaics in the Cairo
citadel, in which trees and architecture are prominent,
is similar to that of the mosaics in the tomb of Baybars
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and, ultimately, to those in the Great Mosque of Damascus.72 In view of the probability that Syrian craftsmen
also worked on the decoration of his father's funerary
complex, it seems significant that workers were brought
to Cairo from Damascus to work on the palace of alNasir Muhammad, completed in 1315.73
The majority of the surviving examples of Mamluk
glass mosaics can be ascribed to the activities of the Amir
Tankiz, viceroy of al-Nasir Muhammad in Syria and governor of Damascus between 1312 and 1340. In this period campaigns of restoration were carried out on the
Dome of the Rock (1318-19), the Great Mosque of
Damascus (1328-29), and the Aqsa Mosque (1328-31) .74
After these campaigns, one finds glass mosaic appearing
in a series of buildings associated with Tankiz.' 5 Glass
mosaic was used to decorate the hood of the mihrab in
the mosque erected by Tankiz in Damascus in 1317-18, 76

in his madrasa in Jerusalem (1328-29, fig. 16),77 and in
the contemporary Madrasa al-Burtasi at Tripoli.7 8 The
imagery of these mosaics, many of which feature vegetal
scrolls issuing from vessels of various types, is broadly
similar to those found in the Cairene tombs mentioned
earlier, to those of the mihrab in the mausoleum of Baybars in Damascus, and, ultimately, to the imagery of the
Umayyad mosaics in Damascus and the Haram al-Sharif. 79 The dates of the structures in which mosaic decoration appears point to the fact that the availability of
glass mosaic was linked to the restorations of the
mosaics in the Umayvad monuments; it may be that the
tesserae used in the decoration of both the Tankiziyya in
Jerusalem and of the main mihrab in the Haram al-Khalil at Hebron (restored by Tankiz in 1331-32) were left
over from the restoration of the Umayyad mosaics in
Damascus.8 0 I have suggested elsewhere that the design
of the latter mihrab was influenced by early Islamic features of the Haram al-Sharif.8'
The latest occurrence of glass mosaic in Cairo is in
two structures, the madrasa of Aqbugha and the mausoleum of Sitt Hadaq, both erected in 1339, towards the
end of al-Nasir Muhammad's reign.8 2 In a recent article
in which she suggests that the occurrence of glass
mosaic in Cairo at this period was linked to the activities
of Tankiz in Syria, Caroline Williams concludes, "It
seems likely ... that restoring the early Syrian monuments had led Tankiz to revive this ancient craft for decorating monuments of his own time." 83 In fact this
might equally be applied to the entire period between
1260 and 1340, not just the period when Tankiz was
active in the Levant. A similar conclusion was reached by
Nasser Rabbat:
The revival of mosaic techniques introduced into the
Mamluk artistic repertoire not only a medium and its iconography that had long been forgotten, but also the interpretations that had developed over time to explain the
Umayyad precedents in the Great Mosque [of Damascus].
Mamluk sultans such as Baybars and Qalawun seem to
have ample opportunity to admire the mosaic scenes in
the Umayyad Mosque; they must also have perceived the
capacity of these scenes to carry messages of a connotative
nature. The repairs they ordered of them had also produced an acceptable degree of expertise for the use of the
same techniques in new structures. 8 4

Fig. 16. Jerusalem, Tankiziyya. Mihrab with mosaic decoration.
Creswell Archive no. 5091, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
(Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum. Oxford)
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It is not my intention to deal with the iconography of
the Mamluk mosaics here - although in most cases
they are clearly inspired by Umayyad prototypes - but
to suggest that the use of glass mosaic in Bahri Mamluk
monuments should be seen as part of a revival of deco-
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rative forms closely identified with the Umayyad monuments of Syria and with the Great Mosque of Damascus
in particular. That this is so is underscored by the fact
that all the instances of Mamluk glass mosaics occur during the reigns of the three Mamluk rulers in whose
tombs copies of the Damascus vine frieze exist (that is,
between 1260 and 1340). If one seeks to argue for the existence of a continuous tradition of glass mosaic in the
Levant, then one needs to explain why examples of glass
mosaic are not found after the reign of al-Nasir Muhammad, when other features associated with the early
Islamic monuments of Syria and Palestine also disappear. It can hardly be coincidental that the last great recorded campaigns for restoring the Umayyad monuments of Syria during the Mamluk period were carried
out at the behest of this same sultan.85
Added to the weight of circumstantial chronological
evidence is the fact that, even aesthetically, the Umayyad
mosaics were the standard against which contemporary
mosaic work was measured and evidently found lacking.
In a discussion of Mamluk mosaics written just before
the art finally disappeared from the architecture of
Egypt and the Levant al-cUmari remarks: "... this kind
[of mosaic] does not turn out completely equal to that
which was made in olden times, as regards the purity of
colour or beauty of aspect. The difference between the
old and new consists in the fact that in the old [the tesserae] are uniform and of equal size, whereas in the new
they are of varying size." 8 6
The implications of this correlation between restorations to the Umayyad monuments and the occurrence
of glass mosaic needs to be investigated further, but the
available evidence is sufficient to suggest that the use of
glass mosaic in Mamluk architecture, like that of the
gilded vine frieze, should not be attributed to any continuous tradition, but to the deliberate copying and
revival of archaic forms. It seems likely that the very
presence in Mamluk buildings of decoration executed
in glass mosaic was sufficient to suggest a connection
with the early Islamic monuments of Syria; the use of the
medium should therefore be seen in conjunction with
the appearance of other architectural or decorative
forms copied from the early Islamic monuments of
Syria.
Although a full exploration of the topic lies beyond
the scope of this paper, the evidence for Mamluk usage
of the art strongly suggests that there was no flourishing
tradition of glass mosaic in the Levant in the post-Umayyad period. In fact, when one pauses to consider the
published evidence, it quickly becomes clear just how
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slender the grounds are on which the continuity of such
a tradition has been adduced. The suggestion of a local
school of Muslim mosaicists - a popular one among
those arguing for the existence of a continuous tradition 7 - cannot be substantiated, for the use of glass
mosaic in pre-Mamluk Muslim buildings is inextricably
linked to the Umayyad mosaics in the Dome of the Rock
and the Great Mosque of Damascus. The latter were restored in 1082-83, during the reign of Malik Shah, and
again under Nur al-Din in 1159;8 8 it is tempting to see
the occurrence of a post-crusader mihrab with mosaic
decoration in the Jerusalem Haram as being related to
the latter campaign.8 9 A heavily restored mihrab with
glass mosaic decoration in the Great Mosque of Hims
(fig. 17) might also be mentioned, although it shows sufficient stylistic similarities with the mosaic mihrabs
which one finds in buildings associated with the activities of Tankiz to suggest that it may have been added later, as part of the Qalawunid revival of the art.9 0
The Christian monuments of Palestine are, by their
very nature, unique monuments, their decoration frequently the result of foreign patronage or the work of
imported artists. For this reason the occurrence of glass
mosaic in the Holy Sepulchre, or in similar monuments,
cannot be taken as evidence for the continuity of a local
tradition.s' Although the participation of local craftsmen seems likely in certain instances - in the twelfthcentury mosaic decoration of the Church of the Nativity
at Bethlehem for example - in this case those craftsmen seem to have been operating under the direction
of a foreign master in the execution of a project which
was the product of Byzantine funding.9 2 It seems likely

Fig. 17. Hims, Great Mosque. Mihrab with mosaic decoration.
Creswell Archive no. 5905, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
(Photo: courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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that, on occasion, Byzantine assistance was forthcoming
with the mosaic decoration of both Christian and Muslim buildings.9 3 The evidence for an indigenous school
of Egyptian mosaicists rests primarily on a dubious reading of an inscription formerly in the Aqsa and cited by
al-Harawi (d. 1215)." 4 Stern showed that the reading
could not be trusted, and raised the possibility that the
Fatimid mosaics in the Aqsa mosque were executed with
Byzantine help.95 In fact this suggestion derives some
support from circumstantial chronology. In 1027, the
year that the mosaics on the drum of the Dome of the
Rock were restored,9 6 an agreement was reached with
the Byzantine emperor regarding the rebuilding of the
Holy Sepulchre.9 7 In 1035 the emperor is reported to
have sent funds, and possibly materials, to assist with this
rebuilding. 98 The mosaics in the Aqsa appear to have
been executed in the same year.g9 Ibn al-Athir's statement that Salah al-Din's restorations of the Aqsa made
use of al-fass al-mudhahhab al-qustan.tini points in the
same direction.' ° Although the wording is obscure, the
reading "Constantinopolitan gilt mosaics" seems preferable to "Constantinian gilt glass mosaics," the alternative suggested by van Berchem.''° In terms of the Mamluk revival of the art of glass mosaic, it is not
inconceivable that an interest rooted in the Syrian monuments was developed with Byzantine assistance. 0 2
The fact that the subject matter and style of many of
the rare surviving instances of mosaic decoration in
either the medieval Muslim or Christian monuments is
often clearly related to that of the Umayyad monuments
is in itself significant.'0 3 It might be argued that the parallels are intentional and represent a desire to surpass
the glories of the Umayyad mosaics.' 0 4 If, however, a
local tradition did exist, then one might reasonably
expect it to have developed an iconographic repertoire
of its own rather than constantly harking back to archaic
predecessors. This might lead one to wonder at what
point emulation begins to appear more as a sign of iconographic bankruptcy due to the lack of a flourishing
tradition than a profound political statement. As SalamLiebich remarks in her discussion of the iconographic
relationships between the Umayyad and Mamluk
mosaics: "This suggests that by Mamluk times the art of
glass mosaic was not a flourishing one; it was expensive
and therefore rarely and sparingly used. Consequently,
it had no chance to develop a vocabulary of its own, and
relied instead on the classical past."'°5
In the light of the various and disputed traditions
regarding a Byzantine role in the Umayyad mosaics at
Medina, Damascus, and C6rdoba,"' 6 one wonders
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whether the apparent failure to develop a continuous
indigenous tradition of glass mosaic in the medieval
Islamic world led to the perception of such decoration
as in some way foreign or exotic. For all their aniconism
and culturally modified iconography, there is little in
the Umayyad mosaics at eitherJerusalem or Damascus
which cannot be paralleled in the work of Byzantine
mosaicists. In addition to their fame and the muchdeserved admiration which the Umayyad mosaics
inspired, in an era in which the skills to rival such largescale high-quality work in mosaic was lacking, the exotic
character of such decoration may well have been a factor in the periodic revivals of the art.'0 7
If there was no tradition of glass mosaic in the Levant
in the post-Umayyad period, then one must consider
the likely source of the tesserae used in the restorations
of the Umayyad mosaics, or in the periodic use of glass
mosaic which one finds in Jerusalem and elsewhere. 1 08
Part of the answer may lie in the fact that the tesserae
which dislodged themselves from the Umayyad mosaics
appear to have been collected for reuse.'0 9 Glass mosaic
was also used sparingly; Mamluk usage was confined to
narrow friezes or the concave head of the mihrab. It may
be that sufficient expertise for mounting the mosaics
could be gleaned from studying the Umayyad decoration in situ, although technical studies to determine any
differences between Umayyad and later mosaics have
yet to be undertaken.
In any case it seems likely that the idea of a flourishing
school of Muslim mosaicists spanning the six hundred
or so years between the erection of the Umayyad monuments and the Qalawunid period should be rejected." 0
Instead, one should probably envisage the art as either
defunct or maintained at a very low level, with periodic
repairs to the Umayyad mosaics generating both the materials and the expertise to permit a limited use of glass
mosaic in contemporary monuments. As the series of
mosaic mihrabs associated with the patronage of Tankiz
shows, a workshop brought into existence in the course
of a restoration program might continue to flourish for
a generation or so, applying its skills even to monuments which had previously lacked this kind of decoration. In our own century a good example of the same
phenomenon is the workshop created for the restoration of the stucco and colored-glass windows in the
Dome of the Rock in the 1920's. This art was defunct in
Jerusalem, but was revived for the restoration."' The
workshop thus created was responsible for installing
similar windows in buildings which had previously
lacked them," 2 and its successor continues to be re-
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sponsible for producing replacement windows for the
buildings of the Haram until the present day. None of
these facts can, however, be taken as testifying to the existence of a flourishing industry inJerusalem in the centuries following the major renovations ordered by Sulayman I.
Before concluding, it seems appropriate to consider
the means by which the features discussed above were
copied, the modes of transmission by which they were
transposed from Syria to embellish the monuments of
the Mamluk capital. As Jonathan Bloom has pointed
out, it is probable that the transmission of monumental
architectural forms was often the result of the word of descriptions both oral and literary."' In this case the
identification and evocation of a characteristic feature
are often more important than the style in which it is
evoked, which explains why the relationship between
prototype and copy is often rendered opaque to the
modern eye.' 4 Certain types of architectonic decoration
may also have been transmitted in the same way: one
can, for example, imagine a description such as Ibn
Jubayr's of the mihrab in the Damascus mosque providing the basis for the arcaded mihrab in Qalawun's tomb.
In other instances it seems more likely that the initial
transmission of a particular decorative element or style
should be attributed to the presence of artisans familiar
with it. One can, for example, easily envisage the similarities in form between the mosque of Ibn Tulun in
Cairo and its Mesopotamian prototypes as the result of
verbal transmission; it is harder to argue this for its
stucco decoration. In the case of the vine frieze the similarities in detail between the Umayyad karma, the friezes
in Damascus, and their Cairene counterparts suggest
that we may well be dealing with the movement of craftsmen. The migration of skilled artisans from Damascus
and Aleppo to Jerusalem and Cairo to work on various
imperially sponsored building projects during the Bahri
Mamluk period is well attested," 5 and the appearance of
glass mosaic in Egypt at this time may well be due to the
import of both craftsmen and materials from the
Levant.
Having established that there was both a revival and a
replication of types of decoration identified with the
Great Mosque of Damascus and the Dome of the Rock,
we need to turn finally to look at the significance of the
phenomenon, to consider why the new rulers of Egypt
and the Levant felt it necessary to hark back to early
Islamic themes in their imperial architecture. The answer, or a large part of it, lies perhaps in the nature of
the dynasty itself. The Mamluks began as the elite mil-
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itary slave corps of the last Ayyubid ruler of Egypt, alSalih Najm al-Din Ayyub, who seized power at his death.
The new rulers of Egypt and Syria were Turks: many of
the Mamluk sultans, including those who ruled during
the period from 1260 to 1340, spoke the language of
their Arab subjects only imperfectly, if at all." 6 Thus the
newly ascendant dynasty shared neither the language,
nor the culture, nor the history of those they ruled.
Moreover, the early years of the dynasty were characterized by chronic political instability, a result both of
external pressures (the advance of the Mongols, for example, or the threat still posed to the new regime by the
Ayyubid princelings in Syria and the crusader kingdoms
in the Levant) and of internal frictions generated by the
struggle for power among the various Mamluk factions
which emerged to fill the political vacuum after 1250. In
such a climate the issues of succession and legitimacy
loomed large. In the years following their seizure of
power some of the Mamluk sultans issued coins on
which they are named, not as imperial overlords of the
Islamic world, but as lieutenants of the Ayyubid ruler of
Egypt, a man who had been dead several years."7 That
such a patent piece of fiction was deemed necessary is
an indication of just how keenly the issue of legitimacy
was felt.
A dramatic use of symbolic legitimization can be discerned in the revival of the caliphate by Baybars in
1261.18 The institution of the caliphate, although devoid
of any real power, had long been a powerful weapon in
the armory of those seeking to confer an aura of legitimacy on their rule. Since the eighth century the caliphate had been firmly fixed in Baghdad. From the tenth
century onwards the caliph, nominally the spiritual
leader of the Sunni Muslims, had become a hostage to
fortune as a succession of non-Arab dynasties occupied
Baghdad, granting the caliph their protection and gaining defacto legitimacy in the process. Through this fictional pedigree a sense of continuity with the historical
past was maintained.
The murder of the caliph by the Mongols when they
seized Baghdad in 1258 sent shock waves throughout
the Islamic world. Three years later, in 1261, Baybars reestablished the institution in Cairo. If Baybars's intention was to confer an aura of legitimacy on his own rule,
then the new caliph played his role well. Eight days after
his installation in the citadel of Cairo he gave the khutba
in the mosque of the citadel, recognizing Baybars as sultan over Egypt, Syria, Diyarbakir, the Hijaz, Yemen,
Mesopotamia, and all other lands he might conquer."9
Henceforth the center of the Islamic world was no long-
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er Baghdad but Cairo, which fell heir to the traditions of
a vanished culture.
In a climate in which the issue of legitimacy was compelling, the trappings of that legitimacy were often
acquired by forging (in every sense) links with the historical past and by fabricating a continuity with that
past. Perhaps in no earlier period is the desire to forge a
link with the glories of the past as apparent as it is in
Mamluk architecture between 1260 and 1340. One of
the ways in which this manifests itself is in an almost
obsessive interest in the two most significant early
Islamic religious monuments in the Levant: the Dome
of the Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus. The
attention to the upkeep, to the repair, and to the restoration of these two buildings over these years is unparalleled at any other period. There were, for example,
three recorded phases of restoration to the Dome of the
Rock in these eighty years,' 2 compared with a total of
eight in the six hundred years that followed. 2 ' Are we to
assume that the wear and tear on the monument over
these years was particularly excessive, or, as seems more
likely, that the considerations which underlay the activities of the Mamluk sultans and their viceroys were more
than utilitarian? It is particularly striking that the last recorded major Mamluk restorations of both the Dome of
the Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus were during the reign of al-Nasir Muhammad, the end of which
coincides with the disappearance of features such as
vine friezes, arcaded mihrab, and glass mosaic, which I
have suggested were directly inspired by the same two
buildings.
It is evident that the ability of these references to the
early Islamic monuments of Syria to fulfill the function
just ascribed to them, that is, to service internal Mamluk
needs, is inextricably linked to the perception of the
prototypes, to their external status. The status of the
Dome of the Rock as the third holiest shrine of Islam
ensured its fame throughout the medieval Islamic
world. The renown of the Umayyad mosque in Damascus is hardly less apparent in the medieval sources, and
is predicated both on the basis of its sanctity and the
splendors of its decoration. The sanctity of the mosque,
derived largely from its association with the Islamic conquest of Syria, is reflected in a tradition ascribed to the
eighth-century traditionist, Sufyan al-Thauri. According
to it, the value of one prayer in Mecca is equal to one
hundred thousand prayers anywhere else, in the
Mosque of the Prophet in Medina to fifty thousand
prayers, in the Aqsa mosque ofJerusalem to forty thousand prayers, and in the Great Mosque of Damascus to

I

b

I

thirty thousand prayers.' 2 2 That the Damascus mosque
ranks fourth, after the three most important mosques in
the Islamic world, is an adequate indication of its religious status. In another tradition the equality of the
mosque of Damascus with -the mosque of Jerusalem is
stressed, for a spot is indicated in the mosque of Damascus in which prayer has the same value as prayer in the
mosque ofJerusalem.' 2 3 Other sources report that worship will continue in the Damascus mosque for forty
years after the destruction of the world." 4
Added to this belief in the sanctity of the Damascus
mosque is its status- universally acknowledged in
medieval Islamic sources - as one of the wonders of the
world. The number of wonders in the medieval Muslim
world varies from three to five or even thirty, depending
on which source one consults, but whether a greater or
lesser number of wonders is cited, the Great Mosque of
Damascus is consistently among them.'2 5 On a human
level, the impact which the Umayyad mosque and its
decoration had, notjust on foreign visitors and pilgrims,
but even on those who worshiped daily within its walls, is
amply illustrated by a story related by al-ThaCalibi, writing in the early eleventh century:
Also, there is the mosque of Damascus, one of the wonders of the world in its beauty and uniqueness; to describe
it adequately would take too long. Al-Lahham relates from
a certain elder of Damascus, who lived close by the
mosque, that the latter said that he had never missed a single act of worship in it since he reached the age-of reason
. . ., and that he had never once entered it without his eye
alighting on some piece of inscriptional carving or ornamentation or some other aspect of its beauty which he had
never noticed before. This one story is sufficient witness to
its uniqueness.' 2 6
A similar sentiment is apparent in the belief that even if
one stayed in the mosque for one hundred years, at every instant of each of those years one's eyes would fall on
another marvel. 27
There was clearly an aesthetic dimension to the wonder which the Umayyad mosque in Damascus inspired
in the medieval Islamic world. In addition to its association with the Muslim conquest of Syria and its religious
significance, the cost and quality of its decoration are
frequently cited among the reasons for the high regard
in which the mosque was held. 2 Several medieval authors, in a somewhat idiosyncratic enumeration, count
the Great Mosque of Damascus not just as one, but as
two, wonders of the world. They tell us that among the
five wonders, the Damascus mosque ranks fourth due to
its superlative beauty and the large amount expended
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on its construction. The fifth wonder is the mosaic, marble paneling, and carved marble decoration with which
it was embellished.' 29 This occasioned much admiration:
the marble paneling on account of the mystery of how it
was held in place; the carved decoration on account of
the skill and beauty of its execution. One 'should presumably include the famous marble vine frieze among
the marble decorations that rendered the mosque such
a wonder in the eyes of the medieval Arab writers; the
prominence of the karma in literary accounts of the
mosque is proof enough of this.
Seen in this light, the sudden appearance in Mamluk
buildings of elements which are clearly inspired by, if
not copied from, the decoration in the Umayyad
mosque of Damascus, appears more intelligible. In the
case of three royal tombs, that of Baybars, Qalawun, and
al-Nasir Muhammad. it seems likely that copying the
most renowned features of the Damascus mosque represents an attempt to appropriate for these buildings
some of the kudos associated with the prototype. Although I have not explored any iconographic dimension to the phenomenon, this has an obvious relevance
to both the perceived significance of the various features that formed part of the Qalawunid revival of early
Islamic decorative styles and, consequently, to the role
they played in that revival. Several scholars have
detected paradisal or eschatological allusions in the
mosaics of the Damascus mosque.'3 0 The occurrence of
golden vines at various points in the surviving mosaics of
the western riwdq suggests that there was an underlying
coherence to the decorative program of the mosque
which is now difficult to appreciate, and there are good
reasons for seeing the karma, and possibly the miniature
arcade, as imbued with similar paradisal significance. 3 '
It may be that the intertextual references in Bahri
Mamluk architecture are related to a contemporary reinterpretation of Umayyad iconography.'3 In terms of
the golden vine frieze, however, the fact that, with one
exception, its use is restricted to funerary architecture
suggests that its original significance may have been as
apparent to Muslims in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries as it was in the eighth. Similarly, the reservation of the motif for royal contexts suggests that the
ancient association between the ruler and the golden
vine survived well into the medieval Islamic period.'3 3
Both aspects are equally relevant to the imperial mausolea of Mamluk Cairo in which highly charged architectural and architectonic forms served equally as expressions of extravagant (if not strictly orthodox) religiosity
and secular glorification.'34
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It should be pointed out that the perpetuation of certain architectural features which derive from the form
of the Damascus mosque - the axial nave or the gabled
entrance, for example - in the medieval mosques of
Syria is quite a different phenomenon from the one I
have been discussing. What we are dealing with here is
the deliberate copying of archaic architectonic and decorative forms which are specifically identified with, and
therefore seen as characteristic of, the Umayyad
mosque. There is good historical precedent for the latter phenomenon, not least in the apparent attempts of
the Andalusian Umayyads to create the Great Mosque of
C6rdoba in the image of the mosque erected by their
forebears in Damascus. This included both the replication, however schematic, of architectural forms known
to characterize the latter mosque and the use of certain
types of decoration - notably glass mosaic - which
were associated with the Umayyad prototype.' 3 5 It is also
worth noting here that certain scholars have seen in the
gilded marble vegetal ornament that occurs in the spandrels of the C6rdoban mihrab an echo of the famous
karma. 36

Among the features of such conscious attempts to
evoke the glories of past architectural traditions as embodied in potent archetypes is the tendency to be periodic, episodic, and typically to involve the transposition
of characteristic architectural forms and decorative features from one cultural context to another. They are
often, but not always, associated with the search for
images of legitimacy and continuity by newly emergent
dynasties or following periods of political disjunction.' 3 7
One further example of the impact of the Damascus
mosque which falls into this category is the influence it
appears to have exerted on the development of Seljuq
architecture. It was Sheila Blair who first pointed out
that the addition of the monumental south dome to the
congregational mosque of Isfahan in 1086 followed a visit by Malik Shah to Damascus in 1082.'13 At that time the
dome of the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus had just
been replaced by order of the Seljuq vizier Abu Nasr
Ahmad b. Fadl as part of the restorations to the mosque,
including the mosaics, following a fire of 1069.'39 The
spectacular appearance of the new dome is described by
the geographers,'4 0 and it seems likely that the addition
to the Isfahan mosque was inspired by a desire to emulate the monumental dome in Damascus, even if in an
Iranian idiom.
The significance of the Damascene references in Seljuq architecture merits further investigation, 4'm but
there is a curious parallel here with the case of the
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arcaded mihrab, for it was not an Umayyad feature, it
too may have been introduced following the fire of
1069, possibly at the same time as the dome. Malik
Shah's emulation of the new dome, on the one hand,
and the Mamluk copying of the arcaded mihrab, on the
other, suggest that it was less the Umayyad associations
of the Great Mosque of Damascus which rendered it susceptible to imitation than more general considerations
of status and antiquity. It may be, therefore, that in the
desire to acquire some of the sanctity or cachet of a
famous prototype, the copying of characteristic elements reveals a chronological eclecticism, based not on
considerations of antiquity alone, but on a perception
of the mosque as an accretion of famous features. If the
arcaded mihrab was in fact a Seljuq innovation, then the
replication of this feature in the Bahri Mamluk monuments of Cairo may reveal an important factor in the
phenomenon of copying in medieval Islamic architecture, for it is indicative of a perception of architecture as
accretional rather than chronologically discrete. Apparently it was not the most ancient features of the prototype, or those associated with a particular phase in its
history, that were copied, but the most remarked upon,
the best known, and therefore the most characteristic.
The architecture of the Qalawunid period is characterized by a search for a defining Mamluk style, a search
which manifests itself both in the appearance of novel or
exotic elements and a use of resonant archaisms.'42
While the effect in both instances was to introduce nonindigenous features into the repertoire of Egyptian
architecture, the archaizing revival I have been discussing looked primarily to Syria for its inspiration. In an era
of political instability and cultural turmoil, the early
Islamic monuments of Syria were enduring symbols of
continuity and stability. The attention paid to these monuments by each of the succeeding dynasties which came
to control the region in the post-Umayyad period was as
much an undertaking designed to stamp a dynastic mark
upon them as it was an attempt to preserve their material
fabric. In the imperial architecture of the Qalawunid
era, both secular and religious,' 43 this homage to the
architectural past takes the form of a dynamic dialogue
conducted using quotations from particular structures
seen to characterize or embody that past. The phenomenon is characterized both by the revival of archaic
forms of decoration- such as glass mosaic- and by
the deliberate copying of specific features associated
with the Dome of the Rock and the Great Mosque of
Damascus: the octagonal plan, in one case, and the
arcaded mihrab and golden vine frieze, in the other. In
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his classic study of copying in medieval Western architecture Krautheimer concludes that its defining characteristics are "the disintegration of the prototype into its single elements, the selective transfer of these parts, and
their reshuffling in the copy."' 44 The Qalawunid transposition of Damascene elements meets all of these criteria.
The appropriation of the characteristic features of
these buildings in the imperial architecture of Mamluk
Cairo and Damascus is an act which looks towards the
past in order to convey a message about the present and
the future. It is both a blatant attempt to create links
with an ancient and venerable architectural heritage
and, by fostering a sense of continuity, however contrived, it is a visible expression of the belief of the new
regime in its own ability to endure. To this extent one
might compare the copying and revival of archaic forms
in the realm of architecture with the revival of the most
ancient and legitimizing of institutions, that of the caliphate itself. Just as the roots of the caliphate, which had
been firmly fixed in Baghdad for almost half a millennium, were, soon after they had been cut by the Mongol
onslaught, reestablished in Cairo, so too were appropriate forms of decoration transplanted from Syria to the
imperial capital. It seems likely that, in copying the most
characteristic features of the Umayyad mosque in
Damascus, one of the wonders of the world, the Mamluk
sultans were attempting to appropriate some of that
wonder for their own dynastic architecture. In the process they were inadvertently preserving copies of a prototype which did not survive into our own age.
Edinburgh, Scotland
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