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the earliest mosques gave expression to some of the 
most compelling facets of islamic architecture. decades 
of scholarship1 have focused primarily on two seminal 
buildings, the Mosque of the Prophet (al-Masjid al-
nabawī, 622) in Medina, and the Great Mosque of da-
mascus (Jāmiʿ banī Umayya al-Kabīr), which was 
constructed between 705 and 715, during the reign of the 
umayyad caliph al-Walid b. ʿabd al-Malik b. Marwan  
(r. 705–15) (fig. 1). the mosques built during the inter-
vening years at Kufa, basra, and later Wasit (ca. 630–
710),2 are certainly defined by these seminal structures, 
but also overshadowed by their prominence.3 for this 
eighty-year period the scholarship has pointed to a rela-
tive stasis in formal and decorative development within 
the mosque. i, however, will argue that the mosque un-
derwent significant changes in this period, largely in 
relation to its movable elements, such as the introduc-
tion of the minbar (pulpit from which the imam delivers 
sermons [fig. 2]) and the maqṣūra (an enclosure screen 
in front of the qibla wall [fig. 3]). although the physical 
remains of these movable elements did not survive with-
in the archaeological record, it is in fact possible to un-
earth their history from primary source material.

i contend that in the period between circa 630 and 710 
certain transformations in the area around the qibla and 
the minbar4 signaled a shift away from the simplicity of 
the Mosque of the Prophet, namely, the evolution of the 
minbar as a platform for the friday sermon (khuṭba), the 
development of the enclosure screen (maqsura) in front 
of the qibla for the caliph, and the opening up of direct 
access to the palace via the qibla wall. 5 these shifts rep-
resented a specific brand of umayyad arabo-islamic 
authority, increasingly self-aware and evoking clear 
royal associations that served islamic functions.6 the 

austerity of the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina thus 
eventually gave way to a space charged with and repre-
sentative of the nature of the emerging caliphate and the 
contested authority of islam’s early rulers. challenges to 
this authority were expressed in terms of a ruler’s posi-
tion within the mosque or palace, emphasizing the per-
ceived qualities of these elements as metonyms of 
authority. this is clear in the case of the umayyad gov-
ernor of iraq, al-Hajjaj b. yusuf al-thaqafi (661–714), 
whose entitlement to an elevated position upon the 
“minbar and sarīr (a movable couch or throne used as a 
seat for the governor at both the mosque and palace)” 
was questioned by a rival during a conversation in which 
the authority of the governor was being challenged.7 

tHe early Mosque and tHe Public audience

it has been suggested that in the period following the 
death of the Prophet in 632, there was a deliberate at-
tempt to maintain the simplicity of the mosque. accord-
ing to this argument, the model of the Mosque of the 
Prophet was disseminated by the second caliph, ʿumar 
b. al-Khattab (r. 634–44), in a bid to thwart unwanted 
innovation in mosque design that could lead to a perver-
sion of orthodox ritual prayer.8 imprinting a coherent 
architectural image for the emerging islamic empire has 
also been suggested as a motivation.9 further to this, it 
has been argued that the nature of the qibla area shifted 
as it took on more of the qualities of an audience hall 
and became more closely connected with the palace 
(Dār al-imāra [House of Government]).10

there is evidence that development of early mosques 
in the provinces was driven by not only practical and 
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economic reasons but also cultural ones. sources de-
scribe the efforts taken to avoid a whimsical approach 
to the architecture of the mosque, that is, an unbridled 
absorption of foreign ritual, practice, form, and orna-
ment that would undermine the vision of islam’s puri-
tanical rituals and practices. these texts convey a 
general sense of anxiety surrounding innovation within 
the mosque. this is true in the case of the actions of 
Ziyad b. abihi, governor, under the umayyad caliph 
Muʿawiya b. abi sufyan (r. 661–80), of basra, between 
664 and 673, and then of Kufa as well, from 670 until his 
death in 673. Ziyad had the floors of the mosques at Kufa 
and basra covered with pebbles to prevent the congre-
gation from clapping dust from their hands following 
prayer on the dirt floor, lest the act eventually become 
a ritual of prayer.11

fig. 1. view of the courtyard of the Great Mosque of damascus, built 705–15 by the caliph al-Walid i, showing the current 
and heavily restored dome above the qibla bay. (Photo: Heba Mostafa)

←
fig. 2. the minbar of the vizier badr al-Jamali (1091–92) 
under the fatimid caliph al-Mustansir (r. 1091–92) at the 
Mosque of abraham, Hebron. originally located in the 
shrine of al-Husayn, ascalon. (Photo: Heba Mostafa) 
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there may also have been a desire to discourage fea-
tures designed to elevate the status of a mosque’s pa-
tron. for example, ʿamr b. al-ʿas (d. 664), the governor 
of egypt, was scolded for sitting upon a minbar, leaving 
the Muslims seated “at his heels.” the caliph ʿumar or-
dered the wooden door to the palace of the governor of 
Kufa, saʿd b. abi Waqqas (d. 674), burnt down so that 
nothing would separate the governor from his subjects.12 
ʿumar’s frugality and shunning of accumulated wealth 
may have also motivated many of his decisions regard-
ing the austerity of the early mosque. He famously stated 
that accumulated wealth would “not affect [him] ad-
versely, but it would be a temptation for those who came 
after [him].”13 it is not difficult to see how his austere 
manner may have driven his restraint. ʿ umar’s behavior 
reflects an awareness of the threat of surrounding cul-
tural practices encroaching upon the nascent islamic 
identity, and it seems to have manifested itself in atti-
tudes towards the design of the mosque.

in early garrison towns the mosque served a critical 
function, providing not only a place for congregational 
prayer but also a public forum in which to discuss the 
affairs of the emerging community. oleg Grabar de-
scribed the early mosques at the garrison towns of basra 
(635), Kufa (639), and fustat (641–42) as “forums open 
on the sides somewhere in the center of the city.”14 in-
dividual tribes within the garrison towns each had their 
own masjid (small neighborhood mosque),15 but it was 
at the centrally located congregational mosque that the 
friday prayers took place and the entire community at-
tended the all-important sermon.16 in this sense, the 
friday mosque offered the ruler a critical public plat-
form for the governance of the community, not unlike 
the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina.17 this becomes 
increasingly relevant in light of the fact that several of 
these early mosques were located in iraq, a hotbed of 
ʿalid counter claims to the umayyad caliphate and later 
a major center of shiʿi presence, particularly in the case 

fig. 3. an early minbar and maqṣūra (862) in carved teak wood, the Great Mosque of Kairouan. (Photo: © bernard o’Kane) 
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of Kufa, which was a de facto capital of the opposition.18 
in fact, the development of the mosques of iraq coin-
cides or is bracketed by watershed moments from this 
period, such as the first and second civil Wars, in 656–
61 and 680–92, respectively. it could be argued that as 
arenas of public debate and leadership the congrega-
tional mosques in these cities19 may have been affected 
by the decades of political upheaval, religious factional-
ism, and contested legitimacy that prevailed during the 
middle of the seventh century. this overlap is also rele-
vant in the context of the overarching contested nature 
of authority in early islam, particularly in light of the 
religious and political strife pervasive during the 
 umayyad period and the dependency of this authority 
upon the public audience in the mosque. a grisly yet 
powerful illustration of this can be found in the infa-
mous sermon that the governor Ziyad b. abihi gave in 
665 following his appointment as governor of basra in 
664. speaking from the minbar at the congregational 
mosque, he threatened to harvest the “ripened heads of 
his enemies,”20 thus using the mosque as a platform to 
broadcast his intention to suppress dissent at any cost.

Within this snapshot of the early mosque, the signifi-
cance of the shifts outlined above becomes apparent. 
take, for example, the development of the mosque at 
Kufa, which began its history delineated by ditches that 
were marked out by shooting arrows towards the qibla, 
as well as the north, south, and east.21 a simply built 
structure of reeds,22 it became an actual building only 
under the governor al-Mughirah b. shuʿbah23 (d. 670), 
on the orders of the caliph ʿ umar.24 the aforementioned 
Ziyad b. abihi is credited with rebuilding the mosque 
and the Dār al-imāra at both basra (665) 25 and Kufa 
(670).26 He replaced the earlier mosque at basra and 
constructed his new mosque of plaster and baked brick 
(al-jiṣṣ wal-ājurr).27 the ninth-century historian-geogra-
pher ibn al-faqih al-Hamadani captures the mixture of 
astonishment and criticism that characterized reactions 
to the construction of this mosque, one of the first that 
aspired to monumentality:

Ziyad built an edifice for the invocation of God of stone 
(sakhr) and plaster (al-jiṣṣ) not mixed with mud,
Had it not been for the scarred hands of its erectors we 
would have thought it the work of demons.28

Ziyad b. abihi’s rebuilding of the Dār al-imāra as well 
as the mosque in the two major provincial cities of early 
islam may be seen as part of a wider policy to create a 
more permanent residence as islam secured control of 
the conquered territories. the rebuilding may also have 
served other commemorative purposes. the mosque at 
Kufa reportedly incorporated material from the castles 
of nearby al-Hira, the former capital of the lahkmids, 
who themselves were vassals of the sasanids. this was 
perhaps a bid to evoke the past glories of the pre-islamic 
arab rulers of the al-Mundhir clan, which was asso ciated 
with the spoliated doors.29 Ziyad’s efforts, how ever, 
seem here to have transcended mere permanence and 
aspired to unprecedented monumentality, as illustrated 
by the aforementioned reaction to the construction of 
the mosque in basra. 

an intriguing aspect of the development of the 
mosque is its relationship to the governor’s palace or 
Dār al-imāra. this relationship is one that evolved early, 
with the ensemble typically located in the center of the 
garrison towns at Kufa and basra.30 the decision to re-
locate the Dār al-imāra directly behind the wall of the 
qibla is credited not only to Ziyad b. abihi at basra but 
also to the military commander and governor saʿd b. abi 
Waqqas at Kufa. al-tabari (d. 923) reports that the gov-
ernor’s residence in Kufa was moved due to a theft in the 
treasury, located within the Dār al-imāra, which at the 
time was situated behind the qibla but separated from 
the mosque by a street.31 on the advice of the caliph 
ʿumar the move was intended to guarantee the safety of 
the treasury, since the mosque was in use both day and 
night.32 in the case of the Dār al-imāra at basra, Ziyad 
b. abihi considered it inappropriate for the imam to 
walk through the congregation in order to lead the 
prayer; the relocation allowed the governor direct access 
from the palace into his maqsura.33 the former Dār al-
imāra at basra had originally been located in the open 
space (raḥba) near the mosque associated with bani 
Hashim and known as al-Dahnāʾ.34 this earlier Dār al-
imāra was thus connected to the premier clan of 
quraysh, that is, the clan of the Prophet Muhammad. 
the removal of the governor’s palace from a public 
space linked to the bani Hashim to an area that con-
solidated the relationship between the governor’s pal-
ace and his public platform in the mosque may perhaps 
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signal a shift away from the tribal authority of the bani 
Hashim and toward the centrally appointed caliphal 
governor.

unlike the garrison-town friday mosques of iraq, 
the post-conquest friday mosques of Greater syria 
were mostly appropriated sites at the city center, as 
was the case in damascus and Jerusalem. at damas-
cus the predecessor of the umayyad friday mosque 
was founded in 634, during the caliphate of ʿumar, on 
the site of the church of st. John the baptist (formerly 
the temple of Jupiter).35 both Muʿawiya and ʿabd al-
Malik b. Marwan (r. 685–705) were thwarted by the 
terms of the post-conquest treaty in their attempts to 
secure the purchase of the temenos (temple enclosure) 
that housed the church-cum-mosque, with the church 
operating until the construction initiated in 705 by the 
umayyad caliph al-Walid i.36 as a result, the original 
post-conquest mosque did not change much from its 
foundation until it was rebuilt under al-Walid i,37 who 
reportedly bribed and threatened the christian com-
munity into agreeing to the sale of the church within the 
temenos.38 under Muʿawiya, the post-conquest mosque 
in damascus exhibited a relationship with the palace 
similar to that observed between the mosque and Dār 
al-imāra in the garrison towns of Kufa and fustat. this 
relationship, however, was a pre-existing one, since the 
Dār al-imāra encompassed the former byzantine gover-
nor’s palace, which was located at some distance behind 
the qibla wall. in other words, the link between the da-
mascus royal palace and the friday mosque echoed a 
former constantinopolitan imperial prototype, whose 
byzantine provincial versions had been associated with 
 governors.39 

Muʿawiya, who was governor of damascus from 640 
to 661 before becoming caliph, further consolidated this 
relationship. according to the damascene historian ibn 
ʿasakir (1105–75), Muʿawiya’s palace while governor was 
either part of the former byzantine governor’s palace or 
one he constructed himself in the pre-islamic style at 
some point after his appointment in 640.40 He report-
edly refurbished his audience hall41 in response to a 
scathing remark by a byzantine envoy that the “the up-
per part will do for birds and the lower for rats.”42 de-
scriptions of the remodeled domed audience hall, called 
the khadrāʾ (lit. green, metaphorically the “dome of 

heaven”), suggest lavishness, with marble revetments 
and a garden setting of lush vegetation and fountains.43 
Muʿawiya constructed his own maqsura at the mihrab 
of the companions of the Prophet in the damascus fri-
day mosque, which he later connected to his palace 
complex through a door in the qibla wall.44 the palace 
was later bought by the caliph ʿabd al-Malik from 
Muʿawiya’s son45 and became an integral part of the 
complex under ʿabd al-Malik’s son and successor, al-
Walid i.46 

in 702–4 the aforementioned governor al-Hajjaj b. 
yusuf constructed a mosque and Dār al-imāra in the 
newly founded city of Wasit, in iraq.47 these structures 
warrant a category of their own, as Wasit cannot be con-
sidered a post-conquest city in the strictest sense.48 like 
Muʿawiya before him, in 703–4 al-Hajjaj b. yusuf incor-
porated a qubbat al-khadrāʾ into the Dār al-imāra to 
function as an audience hall, as at damascus.49 this was 
done at the order of caliph ʿabd al-Malik. the tenth-
century historian ibn rusta describes the dome of the 
palace as a lofty structure (qubba musharrafa khadrāʾ) 
that “could be seen from thirty miles away.”50 al-Hajjaj 
b. yusuf also brought doors for his palace and mosque 
from a group of sites with possible iconic pre-islamic 
associations; the ensuing protests of the local inhabit-
ants51 echoed the reactions provoked by his predeces-
sor, Ziyad b. abihi, when he built a new mosque “of 
stone and plaster” in basra.

it has been argued that this transformation of the 
 qibla space in the early mosque may be related to a 
process of politicization occurring during the decades 
following the death of the Prophet Muhammad.52 cer-
tainly the development of the Dār al-imāra under the 
early governors and caliphs suggests that it, together 
with the mosque, formed the foundation for an evolving 
conception of arabo-islamic rulership. the historian-
geographer al-Masʿudi (d. 956) captures for us a vivid 
description of how the mosque space and palace worked 
together to allow for complementary forms of reception: 
the setting of the mosque allowed congregants more 
open access to the ruler, in contrast to the more for-
mal type of audience held in the palace. al-Masʿudi de-
scribes how the caliph Muʿawiya typically held court five 
times a day, first at the mosque and continuing at the  
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palace.53 described below are the first two of such audi-
ences:

coming out he would ask a page (ghulām) to have his kursī 
ready and he would go to the mosque. after his ablutions 
he sat on the kursī, leaning back against the maqsura, with 
his guards standing by. anybody could come to him, poor 
people, arabs from the desert, women, children, and who-
ever else was destitute. to the one who complained about 
an injustice, Muʿawiya would order comfort. to the op-
pressed he sent guards. to the injured he would order an 
inquiry. and this continued until there was no one left. next 
he returned to his palace, and sitting on the throne (sarīr), 
he let people in according to their rank, but forbade anyone 
to prevent him from answering salutations. this visitor 
would say: How is the commander of the faithful? May 
God give him long life. and Muʿawiya answered: With the 
grace of God. once they were seated he would say: oh ye 
who are called nobles, because, to the exclusion of others, 
you are honored with sitting in this audience hall (majlis), 
tell us the needs of those who have no access to us.54

Muʿawiya negotiated the relationship between the pub-
lic audiences held within the mosque and those held in 
the Dār al-imāra with great care, through the use of dif-
ferent seats for each location—a kursī for the mosque 
and a sarīr for the palace—revealing their specific yet 
complementary functions. the caliph thus preserved 
the pre-islamic model of open access to the tribal leader, 
while adopting the practices of the late-antique ruler 
seated within a lavish audience hall.55 His nod towards 
open access even within his majlis is seen in the request 
he made of his nobles that they inform him of the “needs 
of those who have no access to us.” but when he co-opts 
the byzantine governor’s palace and constructs what is 
described in the sources as a monumental dome—his 
qubbat al-khadrāʾ56—at his audience hall we are pro-
vided with perhaps the best illustration of his desire to 
address his parallel role as ruler of an empire. 

an account by al-tabari vividly captures the caliph 
ʿumar’s reaction to Muʿawiya’s behavior as governor in 
damascus. according to al-tabari, the caliph chided 
Muʿawiya for his use of ceremonial and his general con-
duct as a ruler, saying, “o Muʿawiya, you go with a reti-
nue, and you leave in the same way. i heard that you 
start the day in your residence while petitioners are at 
your door.” Muʿawiya responded, “ o commander of the 
faithful, our enemy is close to us, and they have scouts 

and spies, so i wanted, o commander of the faithful, for 
them to see that islam has power.”57 the confounded 
ʿumar conceded that his actions were indeed warranted 
and that it was “either the ruse of an intelligent man or 
the deception of a clever man.” nevertheless, expressing 
an awareness of what amounted to an irreconcilable 
position regarding expressions of authority at the 
mosque and public spaces of the city, ʿumar retorted, 
“Woe unto you! Whenever we discuss something which 
i disapprove of your doing, you leave me not knowing 
whether i should order you to do it or forbid it.”58 this 
conversation is extremely revealing not only of the sort 
of problems that early rulers of islam confronted regard-
ing expressions of their authority, but also of the direc-
tion the architecture of the mosque was taking. this is 
echoed in an account related by the medieval arab ge-
ographer al-Muqaddasi (ca. 945/946–991), who de-
scribed a conversation with an uncle in which the caliph 
ʿabd al-Malik’s motivations for constructing the dome 
of the rock (691) were questioned and considered un-
islamic, due to the great expense incurred and the lav-
ishness of the structure.59 this was seen as a violation of 
the Prophet’s order not to build in imitation of fallen 
pre-islamic empires.60 in ʿabd al-Malik’s defense, the 
uncle relates his actions to those of al-Walid i, the patron 
of the equally lavish Great Mosque of damascus, and 
both men’s deeds are again explained in terms of psy-
chological warfare against byzantium. Here, buildings 
are considered necessary components in the war against 
the “seduction of the beauty of christian churches,” as 
described by al-Muqaddasi.61

introduction of tHe Minbar 

this brings us to the earliest element deemed crucial to 
the qibla space—the minbar. according to the sources, 
the first minbar was introduced in the Mosque of the 
Prophet in Medina circa 628–30.62 likely commissioned 
from a byzantine carpenter, it was introduced into the 
mosque space in response to a request by the compan-
ions that the Prophet be seated above visiting delega-
tions.63 according to hadith, the Prophet both stood and 
sat on the minbar during the delivery of the khuṭba and 
when acting as judge. He also reportedly sat on a kursī, 
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or what was considered by commentators to be a 
throne.64 under the first three of the rightly-Guided ca-
liphs, the minbar seems to have been perceived as a 
symbol of caliphal authority. this is exemplified by the 
order of the second caliph, ʿumar, to his governor in 
egypt, ʿ amr b. al-ʿas, not to erect a minbar at his mosque 
in fustat, as “Muslims should not be seated beneath 
[his] heels.”65 that order has been interpreted as evi-
dence of the evolution of the minbar as an exclusive 
caliphal prerogative, and by the time of the caliph al-
Walid i, the minbar of the Prophet itself was being treat-
ed with the same veneration as other pre-islamic 
thrones, such as that of the sasanian ruler (kisra), de-
spite opposition to its relocation from Medina to da-
mascus.66 

the location of the minbar in friday mosques was 
not necessarily fixed throughout the umayyad period. 
according to ibn al-faqih, Ziyad b. abihi was the first to 
move the minbar in the mosque in basra from the middle 
of the building to a location near the qibla.67 His master, 
the caliph Muʿawiya, likewise attempted to move the 
minbar of the Prophet to a location near the mihrab, 
“like all other manābir (sing. minbar),” but abandoned 
the task following an earthquake and lightning.68 in an-
other account, when he attempted to move it to damas-
cus, there was an eclipse of the sun.69 When both events 
were associated with each other, Muʿawiya proclaimed 
that he only meant to preserve it. He abandoned the task 
and covered it instead.70 in another account, Marwan b. 
al-Hakam, governor of Medina (661–69 and 676–77), is 
credited with adding a wooden base and securing it to a 
built base near the qibla.71 this is further supported by 
evidence that under the  umayyads minbars were mov-
able structures that may have been placed either in front 
of or within the mihrab, presumably once it became a 
niche mihrab.72 

Muʿawiya was also reportedly the first to preach 
from a minbar at the haram in Mecca.73 brought by 
him from syria during the Hajj, it was described as a 
small, three-stepped structure, which was not fixed  in 
place, judging by a reference to the governor of Mec-
ca, Khalid al-qasri (d. 743), who ordered the minbar 
brought to the haram when needed.74 it remained 
on site until it was replaced by a larger minbar com-
missioned by the abbasid caliph Harun al-rashid  

(r. 786–809), who relocated Muʿawiya’s minbar to Mount 
ʿarafa in Mecca.75 Muʿawiya also reportedly attempted 
to relocate the staff of the Prophet to damascus, on the 
pretense that neither the minbar nor the staff should re-
main in Medina, the home of the “enemies and murder-
ers” of his ancestor, the third caliph, ʿuthman b. ʿaffan  
(r. 644–56).76 He was challenged again and compro-
mised by instead adding six steps to the original two.77 
When caliph ʿ abd al-Malik similarly attempted to move 
the minbar, he relented when he was reminded of his 
predecessor’s actions and of the hadith of the Prophet 
Muhammad that, “Whoever swears an oath upon my 
pulpit sinfully, his resting place shall be in the fire.”78 

His son al-Walid i expressed a similar interest, but 
failed to secure the minbar’s removal to his newly re-
furbished mosque in damascus. al-Walid’s brother and 
successor, sulayman b. ʿ abd al-Malik (r. 715–17), declared 
his disapproval of the way both his father and brother 
were disparaged for their failed attempts to move the 
minbar, and condemned the inconsistency and “arro-
gance” of the people of Medina in the face of the rightful 
claims of the umayyad caliphs to the Prophet’s minbar. 
He further emphasized his dismay at the treatment of 
his father and brother in this regard, stating, “We took 
over the world, and it is in our hands and we want to 
support one of the symbols of islam sent to it by trans-
porting it to our presence. this is not righteousness.”79 
according to sulayman, the supremacy of umayyad 
caliphal authority entitled them to the minbar of the 
Prophet, whose authority had been ceded to them as the 
world emperors they saw themselves to be. from sulay-
man b. ʿ abd al-Malik’s declaration we can also infer that 
he saw a parallel between the station of the caliph in his 
capital’s mosque and the station of the Prophet upon his 
minbar, in what had now become a universal “symbol 
of islam,” rather than the seat of the Prophet inextri-
cably linked to Medina and its people. these accounts 
illustrate once again the tensions within the community 
regarding the perceived usurpation of symbols of the 
Prophet’s authority by the  umayyads, while highlighting 
how important it was to the umayyads to have posses-
sion of the minbar of the Prophet. 

ʿabd al-Malik ascended the minbar when consulting 
on important matters, such as when he imposed the 
death sentence upon yahya b. saʿid b. al-ʿas (d. 689), 
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following the rebellion in damascus between 688 and 
689.80 Muttarrif b. al-Mughirah, who was made gover-
nor of al-Madaʾin (ctesiphon) in 697, likewise pro-
claimed from his minbar, before revolting against ʿabd 
al-Malik, that he would “sit to receive [the people] 
morning and evening,” and urged the people to come to 
him with their grievances, again an echo of the practices 
of Muʿawiya at both mosque and palace. He then re-
ceived people in his iwan, probably the iwān Kisra (the 
sasanian “arch of chosroes” in ctesiphon).81 the min-
bar, however, was not the only seat used by the caliph 
within the mosque. it is reported that ʿ abd al-Malik also 
had his sarīr (couch or throne) brought into the mosque 
during his audiences and when he acted as judge, per-
haps in imitation of Muʿawiya before him.82 the refer-
ences to the sarīr in the sources suggest that it may have 
been some sort of bench, not unlike the type of thrones 
depicted in later umayyad frescoes such as at qusayr 
ʿamra.83 ʿabd al-Malik is said to have stored the body of 
the governor ʿamr b. saʿid b. al-ʿas, wrapped in a rug, 
beneath his sarīr, following his execution in the khadrāʾ 
palace in 688–89.84 it seems to have been long enough 
to accommodate more than one person seated next to 
each other, as suggested by a reference to the anti-caliph 
ibn al-Zubayr (d. 692) tossing ʿ urwa b. al-Zubayr (d. 713) 
from it while seated next to him,85 and another refer-
ence to ʿamr b. al-ʿas (d. 664) being seated next to 
Muʿawiya upon his sarīr.86 in an honorific act, when the 
Prophet’s companion abu ayyub al-ansari died in 674, 
he was reportedly carried upon the sarīr of yazid b. 
Muʿawiya (r. 680–83), which suggests that it must also 
have been long enough to support a body.87 

the minbar was the place from which to point out 
caliphal misconduct, as can be inferred from the procla-
mations of ʿamr b. saʿid, the umayyad governor under 
the caliph ʿabd al-Malik.88 upon revolting and taking 
control of damascus, he proclaimed from the minbar: 

no one from quraysh ever stood on this pulpit before me 
without asserting that heaven and hell were his,  and that 
he would cause whoever obeyed him to enter heaven, and 
whoever disobeyed him to enter hell. but i tell you that 
heaven and hell are in the hand of God, nothing of that 
belongs to me, save that you have a claim to equal treatment 
and a good stipend from me.89

by 665 the minbar had become the ultimate platform for 
the promotion of ideology. in that year Ziyad b. abihi fa-
mously declared from his pulpit in the mosque of basra 
that, “indeed, lies from the pulpit remain well-known, 
so if you catch me in a lie it is permissible for you to 
disobey me.”90 He continued to proclaim the obligation 
of obedience from the people in return for justice on his 
part. 91 upon completing his speech, ʿ abdallah b. ahtam 
asserted that he had “been granted wisdom and unmis-
takable judgment,” to which Ziyad b. abihi responded, 
“you have lied. that was the Prophet of God, david,” in 
reference to Koran 38:20.92 ideologically charged con-
versations between rulers and the Muslim community 
occurring within the mosque in this period are to be 
expected, but the association with the minbar is cer-
tainly worth noting. the prominence of the minbar in 
these exchanges enforces the argument that the mosque 
space operated as the ultimate locus of audience, well 
before it became articulated in the architecture as such 
under later umayyad caliphs, such as al-Walid i. the he-
gemonic nature of these sermons, with their threaten-
ing tenor, references to the Prophet Muhammad, and 
invocation of the authority of the Prophet-King david, 
only en hances the position of the minbar as the ultimate 
platform for spreading ideology. 

the ruler, however, was not always in a position of 
power within the mosque space, and in these cases the 
maqsura took on a more utilitarian purpose. take, for 
example, the events that occurred in Kufa when Ziyad 
b. abihi was governor, a position he would hold in addi-
tion to his existing position as governor of basra, split-
ting his time between both locations by residing for six 
months in each city.93 upon his arrival in Kufa he spoke 
to the community from the minbar only to be pelted 
with pebbles.94 He responded by “making use of the 
maqsura”95 and then adjudicating from upon a kursī 96 
at the gate of the mosque, punishing the wrongdoers by 
cutting off their hands.97 this event provides insights 
into the very practical impetus behind the introduction 
of measures meant to protect the ruler in the mosque 
space. i would argue here that the precedent of open 
access conflicted with the tendency towards autocratic 
rule, and the mosque responded accordingly. 

the minbar naturally also became the place from 
which to present a crucial message in times of conflict, 
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or to curse an opponent, an act that stirred even more 
controversy given the sanctity of the seat. Muʿawiya only 
refrained from cursing ʿ ali b. abi talib (who was eventu-
ally declared the fourth rightly Guided caliph) from the 
minbar in Medina following the death of the latter’s son 
and the Prophet’s grandson, Hasan b. ʿ ali b. abi talib (d. 
670), when saʿd b. abi Waqqas threatened to leave the 
mosque, never to return.98 after saʿd b. abi Waqqas 
died, however, Muʿawiya not only cursed ʿali b. abi 
talib unrelentingly but also ordered others to do so.99 
the umayyads were not the only ones to curse their en-
emies from the minbar; the ʿalids did so as well. the 
anti-caliph ibn al-Zubayr (d. 692) reportedly cursed his 
opponents from the minbar in Mecca following the 
death of one of his supporters, and refused to praise the 
Prophet to spite his enemies within the mosque, so as 
not to “bring pleasure to their hearts.”100

caliphs were expected to conduct themselves appro-
priately at the minbar, and any transgression was heav-
ily criticized. When al-Walid i visited the Mosque of the 
Prophet in Medina, he delivered the first sermon seated, 
and the second one standing.101 When the caliph’s com-
panion and advisor rajaʾ b. Haywah (d. 730) was ques-
tioned as to the validity of al-Walid i’s standing and 
sitting during the delivery of his sermons, he answered, 
“yes, Muʿawiya did it this way and so on.” in fact, 
Muʿawiya is considered the first to have sat down be-
tween sermons.102 rajaʾ b. Haywah went on to explain 
that when ʿabd al-Malik was also challenged on his de-
livery of the friday sermon, he insisted that ʿuthman 
had delivered it in a similar fashion. to this the chal-
lenger responded, “We have not seen any [umayyad 
caliph] prouder than [al-Walid].”103

the minbar was also where the oath of allegiance 
(bayʿa) to a new caliph was sworn. in 661 Muʿawiya ac-
ceded to power in Jerusalem, most likely in the al-aqsa 
Mosque, which he had rebuilt.104 Muʿawiya “[refused] 
to go to Muhammad’s throne,” presumably a direct ref-
erence to his minbar in Medina, and instead placed his 
own “throne” (probably an allusion to his capital), in 
damascus.105 the communal nature of this event is em-
phasized by the description of “the emirs and many no-
mads” who gathered to pledge their allegiance to 
Muʿawiya.106 it is also likely that Jerusalem was one of 
the locations where ʿabd al-Malik received the bayʿa.107 

Muʿawiya is said to have solicited the bayʿa for his son 
yazid, whom he declared as heir apparent from the min-
bar in Medina, surrounded by his entourage from the ahl 
al-Shām (people of the levant).108 

the minbar as a seat of authority seems to have been 
reserved exclusively for caliphs and their governors, 
who represented caliphal authority within provincial 
centers. it would seem that no one else could make proc-
lamations from the minbar. after the death of Muʿawiya 
in 680, one of his followers and former commanders, 
al-dahhak b. qays al-fihri (d. 684), stood next to the 
minbar bearing the caliph’s shroud as he eulogized 
him.109 there is also evidence to show that the role of 
the caliph as preacher (khaṭīb) within the mosque had 
become increasingly important as part of the umayyad 
caliphs’ image as rightful rulers.110 it has been suggested, 
for example, that the image of the ruler flanked by two 
attendants on the “orans” drachm of bishr b. Marwan 
(ca. 694–95) may have been a representation of the ca-
liph preaching within the mosque. if so, this would be a 
further affirmation that the mosque space was cultivat-
ed as a metaphor for the vital role the caliph played 
within islamic society while the qibla space emerged as 
the arena for the expression of this identity.111

introduction of tHe Maqsura

the introduction of ritual into the mosque space seems 
to have begun as early as the reign of the third caliph, 
ʿuthman, who belonged to the banu umayya clan of the 
quraysh tribe of Mecca. He reportedly covered the 
Prophet’s minbar in the Medina mosque with cloth in 
an act of veneration, possibly an echo of how the Kaʿba 
was venerated. 112 He is also credited with the introduc-
tion of the first maqsura, which he constructed at the 
mosque in Medina. built of brick and pierced with win-
dows, it seems to have been more monumental than a 
mere wooden partition, as has been generally as-
sumed.113 the maqsura would become an almost fixed 
feature of the friday mosque, its continuation justified 
by contemporary commentators not so much as a parti-
tion to separate the caliph from his congregation, but as 
a security precaution against assassination attempts.114 
after ʿuthman, Muʿawiya constructed a maqsura at the 
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Great Mosque of damascus in 664–65.115 ibn al-faqih 
largely ignored the earlier maqsura of ʿ uthman and con-
sidered Muʿawiya to be the first caliph to introduce 
maḥārib (sing. miḥrāb) and maqāṣir (sing. maqṣūra),116 
along with other innovations such as guards and eu-
nuchs, in reference to the Great Mosque of damascus. 
this is perhaps an allusion to the introduction of cere-
monial into the mosque, likewise attributed to Muʿawiya 
in other sources. the term maqāṣir is also used outside 
the context of the mosque, and may allude in general to 
some form of private enclosure or space, with connota-
tions of distinction and privacy. al-azraqi, an early his-
torian of Mecca writing during the ninth century, refers 
to maqāṣir constructed within the Dār al-nadwa (House 
of deputies) in Mecca for the use of women.117 the 
ninth-century historian al-baladhuri (d. 892) refers to a 
further example of maqāṣir outside the context of the 
mosque: the construction of maqāṣir within city walls. 
However, the precise meaning of the term is not clear 
from the context.118 

Ziyad b. abihi, Muʿawiya’s governor, constructed a 
maqsura at his friday mosque in Kufa that was later 
renovated by the umayyad governor Khalid al-qasri.119 
other governors under the umayyads also constructed 
maqsuras in Kufa and basra.120 Muʿawiya’s governor in 
Medina, Marwan b. al-Hakam (623–83), the father of 
caliph ʿabd al-Malik b. Marwan, rebuilt the maqsura at 
the Mosque of the Prophet in 664–65,121 prior to being 
discharged in 669.122 during his governorship of Medina 
(705–12),ʿumar b. ʿabd al-aziz (the future umayyad ca-
liph ʿ umar ii [r. 717–20]) again rebuilt this maqsura, this 
time as a raised structure of teak wood, rather than of 
unbaked brick, as in the time of ʿuthman. although this 
may not seem to be in keeping with his austerity, the 
sanctity of the Mosque of the Prophet may have been a 
motivating factor in his decision.123 the maqsura that 
ʿabd al-Malik’s notorious governor al-Hajjaj b. yusuf 
built in the friday mosque at Wasit may have been 
topped with a dome, based on the thickened founda-
tions.124 What emerges from this brief survey of the use 
of the maqsura is that nearly every governor and caliph 
invested in building one for himself, in an unending 
cycle of refurbishment and perhaps also competition. 
this suggests that the maqsura may have operated as a 
metonym of authority within this context, in light of its 

pre-islamic use in the Dār al-nadwa in Mecca and its 
association with demarcating seclusion and privilege 
within large, open-plan hypostyle mosque spaces. 

this challenges the views of both the primary sources 
and contemporary scholarship, which present the ca-
liph Muʿawiya and later the caliph al-Walid i as the ones 
who introduced aspects of the “palace into the 
mosque.”125 rather, the evidence here suggests that the 
introduction of the maqsura was the result of a more 
gradual and ubiquitous process, going back to the ca-
liphate of ʿuthman b. affan (an ancestor of the umayy-
ads), who departed from the austere policies of his 
predecessor, ʿumar al-Khattab. that process related 
more to the evolving role of both caliphs and their re-
spective governors as both imam and khaṭīb within fri-
day mosques, and to how they were perceived and 
treated by the public. such a conclusion is further sup-
ported by evidence that shows how, over time, the maq-
sura came to function as a space reserved exclusively for 
the inner circle of the caliph. for example, under the 
umayyad caliph al-Hakam ii (r. 961–76) in cordoba,126 
the maqsura had its own private entrance connected to 
the palace. as we have already seen, Muʿawiya’s gover-
nor Ziyad b. abihi reportedly relocated the Dār al-imāra 
at basra behind the qibla wall in order to provide the 
caliph, governor, or imam direct access to the front of 
the friday mosque.127 an entrance connected the maq-
sura at al-Walid i’s Great Mosque of damascus with the 
khadrāʾ palace of Muʿawiya.128 similarly in Wasit, a 
doorway connected the maqsura constructed by al-Haj-
jaj b. yusuf to his newly built palace, also known as al-
khadrāʾ,129 in a direct echo of the ensemble at damascus. 

the presence of a private entrance allowing access 
between the palace and the maqsura would have essen-
tially created an exclusive intermediary space that com-
bined the security of the palace with the public spectacle 
aspect of the congregational mosque.130 al-Hajjaj b. yu-
suf, like his predecessors, was able to privately exit the 
mosque to his palace using a similar entrance.131 it is also 
suggested in the sources that al-Hajjaj’s commanders 
and close circle would have gathered within the maq-
sura while his troops assembled outside.132 for example, 
it is implied that when armed conflicts spilled into the 
mosque, as they did during the revolt of ʿamr b. saʿid b. 
al-ʿas, the door of the maqsura was locked and had to be 
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broken down.133 seclusion is implied again in a later part 
of the account, when the maqsura was broken into again 
after the “sons of Marwan” (i.e., the Marwanid branch of 
the umayyads) locked themselves within it.134 What 
emerges here is an impression of the maqsura as an ar-
chitectural feature that evolved over time to accommo-
date the inevitable tension between separation and 
exposure at the qibla of the mosque. the maqsura is also 
often connected to subsequent developments at the ca-
liphal palace, for example, the introduction of the cur-
tain or ḥijāb used to limit visual access to the later 
Marwanid umayyad caliphs such as al-Walid ii (r. 743–
44) at his audience hall in the Khirbat al-Mafjar (724–
74).135 nevertheless, the maqsura does seem to present 
its own unique history within the context of the evolving 
nature of the public audience at the friday mosque.

conclusion

the evidence presented here suggests that the friday 
mosques constructed during the period between the 
first mosque in Medina in 622 and the emergence of the 
prototypical domed umayyad caliphal mosques (in Me-
dina, damascus, and Jerusalem) under al-Walid i reveal 
a process of experimentation intrinsically linked to the 
contested nature of early islamic governance. that pro-
cess resulted from the often-conflicting religious and 
political agendas of the early governors and umayyad 
caliphs. the shift away from the austerity and simplicity 
of the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina seems to have 
occurred gradually, beginning perhaps as early as the 
second half of the seventh century under Ziyad b. abihi 
in Kufa and basra, rather than under the umayyad ca-
liphs in damascus. this development is particularly 
worthy of attention. the mosque and palace complexes 
that Ziyad constructed in two vital urban centers of iraq 
exuded an air of unprecedented monumentality—his 
mosque in basra was described as resembling “the work 
of demons.” this is in striking contrast with attitudes 
towards architecture only a few decades earlier, when 
the wooden doors of the Dār al-imāra at Kufa were 
burned upon the order of caliph ʿumar b. al-Khattab, 
and the governor ʿamr b. al-ʿas was scolded for sitting 

upon a minbar in fustat. unlike his predecessors, 
Muʿawiya’s governor Ziyad b. abihi not only sat upon a 
minbar but also ruled from within a fortified Dār al-
imāra and prayed within a maqsura, previously believed 
to be a right reserved for caliphs. it seems possible that 
the actions of Ziyad b. abihi at Kufa and basra may have 
been related to his elevated position and the powers 
vested in him by Muʿawiya, as exemplified by his inclu-
sion in the clan of umayya as the caliph’s kinsman and 
brother. thus, in 665, while governor of basra, Ziyad b. 
abihi became Ziyad b. abi sufyan, losing the moniker 
for illegitimacy (abihi, son of his unknown father)136 and 
the brand of shame resulting from his mother’s promis-
cuity.137 this context, along with the shifts in attitude 
towards the mosque and palace under Muʿawiya, may 
explain his ambitious architectural pursuits in contrast 
to his predecessors, shifts that paralleled those of his 
master in damascus. this is not to argue that the efforts 
of caliph and governor were necessarily in competition 
with one another but they could be interpreted as part 
of a broader attempt at the umayyad consolidation of 
authority through the establishment of secure centers 
from which to govern. they can also be interpreted as 
indicative of how architectural configurations such as 
the maqsura may not have been operating solely on a 
symbolic level but rather emerged as a result of the real-
ity of governing within the mosque space.

the inherent vulnerability of the ruler standing un-
protected within the friday mosque was mitigated by a 
series of measures that allowed the mosque to continue 
to function as a platform for the promotion of a political 
agenda, a tradition necessitated by the immutable im-
portance of preaching from the minbar. in the develop-
ment of the maqsura and the relocation of the governor’s 
residence (Dār al-imāra) or caliphal palace (the qubbat 
al-Khadrāʾ Palace in damascus) behind the qibla we 
seem to find parallel attempts to resolve the tension be-
tween the conflicting needs for security and access to a 
public audience within the mosque. the open access to 
the ruler that had been allowed at the Mosque of the 
Prophet in Medina clearly could not be maintained in 
the turbulent political environment of the first decades 
of islam. this, of course, is not to deny in any way the 
symbolic weight of both the minbar as a pseudo-throne 
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and a relic of the Prophet Muhammad, and the enclo-
sure screen as a pre-existing and ubiquitous architec-
tural feature of the early church and even the 
pre-islamic Dār al-nadwa. the maqsura did not emerge 
exclusively in response to these dynamics, nor does the 
evidence presented here negate the symbolic impact of 
creating a physical and psychological barrier between 
the caliph/governor and the congregation. 

there also seems to have been a drive towards a more 
sophisticated maqsura, from the earliest brick version 
under ʿuthman to the raised teak wood iteration of 
ʿumar b. ʿabd al-aziz and the massive and possibly 
domed maqsura of al-Hajjaj b. yusuf at his mosque in 
Wasit. the maqsura may have been intended as a pre-
caution against assassination attempts, but the history 
of maqsura construction suggests that at some point it 
transcended what may have originally been a purely 
functional role. it is probably not coincidental that every 
umayyad caliph and governor invested in a maqsura in 
the mosques under their control. the governor al-Hajjaj 
b. yusuf perhaps took this process further by adding a 
dome above his maqsura in Wasit, something that the 
window-pierced brick maqsura of the caliph ʿuthman 
did not yet have. al-Hajjaj b. yusuf similarly added a 
qubbat al-khadrāʾ at his nearby palace, in emulation of 
its counterpart in the caliphal palace of damascus, like-
ly as an echo of the caliphal precedent in damascus and 
perhaps as a stamp of umayyad hegemony in a more 
general sense.

With the veneration of the Prophet’s minbar as a 
symbol of islamic authority, this feature symbolically 
became the platform for the voice of authority. this is 
reflected by the increasing importance of preaching 
from the minbar, as expressed in Ziyad b. abihi’s state-
ment that “lies from the pulpit remain well-known.”138 
the attempts to relocate the minbar of the Prophet from 
Medina to damascus only seem to have been successful 
once the umayyad caliphs had secured their position 
as the legitimate leaders of the community. We recall 
how sulayman b. ʿabd al-Malik vented his frustration 
over the caliph’s inability to secure what had become 
a universal symbol of islam. the untenable position 
of the early governors and caliphs seems to have been 
largely resolved through their use of architecture. the 
shift towards the more prescribed form of audience at 

the  friday mosque at damascus that was championed 
by the caliph Muʿawiya still maintained vestiges of the 
Prophet’s audiences in the Medina mosque. for exam-
ple, the use of the mosque space as a gathering place 
for tribesmen to rally freely under Muʿawiya certainly 
evoked the Prophet’s model at his mosque in Medina. it 
is also important to consider how Muʿawiya secured the 
bayʿa in Jerusalem among his fellow tribesmen even as 
he shunned the vestiges of mulk (sovereignty, kingship), 
such as a crown, during his accession and “refus[ed] to 
go to the throne of Muhammad” in Medina. 139 

furthermore, by the end of Muʿawiya’s reign, little 
had changed at the mosque in damascus, save for the 
introduction of various “seats” for use in the qibla space 
and the introduction of a maqsura, whatever its form 
may have been. the mosque still bore traces of the early 
post-conquest adaptations begun in 634, and of course 
the Dār al-imāra underwent a major refurbishment.140 
this is paralleled by the work of his governor, Ziyad b. 
abihi, who undertook ambitious architectural projects 
at both the mosque and Dār al-imāra during the same 
period. What emerges here is a surprisingly consistent 
architectural setting, in terms of sophistication, for both 
caliph and governor. in this sense, the works of the gov-
ernor Ziyad b. abihi seem to warrant further examina-
tion in this specific context.

nevertheless, by the end of the reign of the caliph 
Muʿawiya a series of subtle transformations had oc-
curred within the qibla space and with respect to how 
that space was used. the inclusion of a monumental Dār 
al-imāra should also be noted, topped by a qubbat al-
khadrāʾ at both the caliphal palace in damascus and, 
later, at Wasit, under the governor al-Hajjaj b. yusuf. 
these elements can be seen as operating together to ad-
dress the complementary yet contradicting roles of the 
caliph and of the governor who was his representative. 
it seems the architecture was sensitively responding to 
complex and delicate issues regarding the nature of ca-
liphal authority. the view in the sources that Muʿawiya 
whimsically introduced ceremonial at the mosque 
therefore seems to have been an oversimplification. the 
tension expressed architecturally in early mosques con-
nected with him was best articulated by the parting 
words of the caliph ʿumar when he sparred with 
Muʿawiya over the use of ceremonial within the city and 
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mosque: ʿumar left “not knowing whether [he] should 
order it or forbid it.”
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