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Thus, He begins the creation if man out oj clay; then He causes him 
to be begotten out oj the essence oj a humble fluid; then He Jorms him 
in accord with what he is meant to be, and breathes into him some oj 
His Spirit. Thus [oh people] He endows you with hearing, sight and 
Jeelings as well as heart; seldom are you gratljitl. 
- Sura Sajda Ayat 7 

Since the beginning of the new Hijri century (1981 mila
di), a group of builders, craftsmen and artisans, working 

_ under the auspices of Dar al-Islam Foundation, have 
been engaged in bringing into form on the high deserts of 
northern New Mexico a Masjid and Madrasah destined to 
serve, bidhni'Llah, as the heart of a new Islamic community 
which is slowly taking its own form in the surrounding area. 

Although northern New Mexico has a continuous tradi
tion of more than three thousand years of building in earth, 
these are the first buildings to introduce into the region the 
form of domes and vaults which Dr Hassan Fathy has rein
corporated into the vernacular vocabulary of international 
building over the past fifty years and they are the first realisa
tions of the architecture of Dr Hassan Fathy on the North 
American continent. 

The decision to build with earth, despite the use of it by Allah 
to create humanity itself, has been and continues to be severely 
criticised by many, including a number of backers of the project 
who consider it to be a base and dirty material. In addition, they 
say, its use degrades the image ofIslam in the West due to its 
peasant origins which connote backwardness. Fortunately, 
same say, the work has been permitted to go forward until now 
it is almost two thirds of the way to completion. 

Preceeding page: Aerial view showing masjid and madrasah, 1986. 
Photograph: Paul Logsdon. 
Above: Workshop for earth builders, 1980. Photograph: Nicole Toutoun)i. 
Right: Egyptian master builders demonstrating technique of making squinches; 
workshop, 1980. Photograph: Bastin and Evrard. 
Below: Hassan Fathy teaching, 1980. Photograph: Nicole Toutoun)i. 
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Unlike most "Islamic Projects" in the West which are 
contracted out to anonymous large construction firms with
out benefit to indigenous Muslims, the actual building and 
craftwork is the product of local builders drawn from the 
indigenous American Muslim community as well as from the 
surrounding American Indian, Spanish-American and rural 
Anglo communities. Moreover, for the most part, the work 
of building includes on-job training for apprentices and jour
ney-men. Many dozens of people have received training in 
traditional building techniques as a result of this process. Few 
mechanical means are employed, and these only to save the 
builders' backs, with the understanding that it is more fruitful 
to employ people and thus provide the means to feed them 
and their families, than it is to employ machines and feed the 
industrial complex. At present it is the largest hand-made 
earth building under construction in North America. 

It is also important to understand that this work is seen by 
the Dar aI-Islam Foundation as a direct means of calling people 
to Allah [da'wah] through active participation of diverse peo
ple working cooperatively in close association in order to 
communicate Islam and its Message as a reality in practice 
rather than as an abstraction in words, preached or printed. 

Because northern New Mexico has such a long tradition of 
both earth building as well as fine craftsmanship, the building, 
both in its construction and in its finished forms and spaces, 
has acted like a magnet attracting thousands of interested 
people from all areas of society locally, regionally and interna
tionally. 

A building, if it is to truly come alive, cannot remain an 
empty monument to ideals, however noble. Thus, from the 



moment that the Masjid received its first domes, it has served 
as a place of worship and after its completion, one year after 
work commenced, has served as a school in a tradition as old 
as Islam. More important than its magnetic pull on the cu
rious and the interested has been its attraction as the heart of a 
growing Muslim community which is resulting in the settle
ment of Muslim families with children, which has, in tum, 
led to the building of homes and the start-up of businesses and 
agriculture, all of which are the real components of the life of a 
Muslim society. 

As each quadrant of the building has come under comple
tion, the Madrasah has expanded as have the educational 
opportunities. At the Madrasah the traditional sciences of 
Qur'an memorisation and recitation, study ofHadith and Sirra 
Nabawiya, 'aqida, 'adab and akhlaq are taught alongside subjects 
needed in the contemporary world ranging from the usual 
subjects of reading, writing and arithmetic to computer scien
ce, geohistory and applied sciences. A team of advisors in
cluding such personages as Dr Ibrahim al-Battawi of al-Azhar 
University, Dr Seyed Ali Ashraf of Cambridge University, 
Dr Seyed Hossein Nasr of George Washington University 
and HE. Dr Abdullah Naseef, former Rector ofIZing Abdu
laziz University and Secretary General of Rabita al-Alam 
al-Islarnia, are actively assisting in the development of curricu
la to insure that the new generation of Muslim students are 
well equipped for the future. Moreover, since the actual 
building of the Madrasah is simultaneous with the education of 
the children, they have the rare opportunity to observe, and in 
certain instances, take part in, the actual construction of their 
own school out of the native earth. 
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Dr Fathy writes concerning the building of schools, "In 
the school it is the children's souls that will grow and the 
building must invite them to fly, not cramp them like a 
Chinese shoe. With a few fateful lines on his drawing board 
the architect decrees the boundaries of the imagination, the 
peace of mind, the human stature of a generation to come. As 
long as the school shall stand, its walls, windows and doors 
will speak to little children at their most unprotected age. The 
architect has the grave duty of creating in a building a source 
of love and encouragement for these children and must let 
nothing come before it. If love goes into the building it will 
always show." 

Thus it is that this building of Masjid and Madrasah is a 
work of love: the love of Allah that led those who conceived 
of it to build it; the love that led others to contribute financial
ly to its construction; the love of Dr Fathy who put the lines 
on paper; and the love of the builders, craftsmen and artisans 
who have put their hard labour, skills and aesthetic sensibili
ties into its actual construction. 

The original drawings consisted of only five sheets: found
ation, plan, elevation, sections and roof schematics. When 
asked about this Hassan Fathy said, "I leave this to you and 
those who work with you". Thus in viewing the buildings 
and their great wealth of detail one sees manifest both in form 
and more importantly in space, not only the intentions of the 
architect but the creative work and aspirations of all those 
who have contributed to its realisation. In an age when the 
working drawings for a building of this size routinely consist 

Qur'an class in masjid, 1983. Photograph: Nuridin Durkee. 
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Plan 

Masjid, Quads 1 & 2 complete, require some 
finish work. 
Quad 3 shell complete, requires extensive 
interior work includingfomishingfor 
kitchens, caftteria, arts & crafts room, 
language lab. 
Quad 4 foundation & base walls complete, 
exterior shell & interior finishing to be 
completed. Minaret awaits beginning. 

Below: D!fferent stages if constmetion done quadrant by quadrant beginning 
with the masjid, 1982-1986. Photographs: Paul Logsdon. 
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of 70 or more pages which call out every detail down to the 
size of the screw and the exact make of hinge to be employed, 
it is a measure of the confidence of the architect in the ability 
of the builders and craftsmen to both realise his vision and 
allow them the opportunity to add their own vision and skill 
to the finished work. 

In writing on the subject of "Tradition", Hassan Fathy put 
it this way: "A workman who controls a machine puts 
nothing of himself into the things a machine makes. Machine 
made products are identical, impersonal and unrewarding as 
much to the user as to the machine minder. 

"Handmade products appeal to us because they express the 
moods and the sensibilities of the craftsmen. Each irregularity, 
oddity and difference is the result of a decision made at the 
moment of manufacture. In the ideal architecture modelled by 
the craftsmen, by the artisans, man would be putting some
thing of himself into the matter. For man, the universe, the 
sky, the sun, the moon, the wind, his own body, his brain, 
his heart, his spirit and all his reactions are transferred to his 
fingers, shaping the brick, sculpting the mud, carving the 
designs. He is radiating from his body into the material just as 
the environment is irradiating him. To my mind architecture 
is like the shell of the snail, the soft part secreting calcium 
carbonates and by natural forces making the form by move
ment and surface tension. The principle of accretions allows 
for the constant interaction of man, material and environment 
and will re-radiate the feelings we invest in it, which in tum 
derive from our universe. Thus we work in harmony with 
our world. 

"Consider the work done for a handmade structure. With 
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the placing of every brick was the decision made to put it here 
as an arch, there as a wall. In the effect of every decision is the 
basic nature of the builder. There is an aesthetic value in this 
method of building by hand. If you take the opposite method 
of prefabrication, where you have balks that you carry with a 
crane, one followed by countless zeroes, man contributes 
nothing but time. The mechanical destroys human harmony 
with nature, materials and tradition; the mechanical like sym
metry is death." 

Thus it is in the interest of the resurrection and revivifica
tion of traditional ways and values, and, the life of the spirit 
brought about by the training and utilisation of the whole 
human being, that the builders, craftsmen and artisans are 
working against the tide of a time when quantity has usurped 
the rightful reign of quantity. 

Beneath the crystalline skies of the high desert against the 
backdrop of distant snow capped mountains a silence has 
settled. Though the voices of the children and their teachers 
are still heard in worship, study and play; the sound of the 
rhythmic chipping of bricks , the chugging of the pug mill and 
the shouts of "more mud" have not been heard for almost a 
half year. The work of building has temporarily ceased, fallen 
prey to international hard times, and the generous patrons and 
patronesses of the past have pulled tight their purse strings. 
Unfinished earth walls stand dangerously exposed to rain, 

Lift, below: Children in madrasah corridor, 1986. Photograph: Cradoc 
Bagshaw. 
Below: Madrasah Courtyard. Photograph: Nuridin Durkee. 
Bottom: Classroom, madrasah. Photograph: Cradoc Bagshaw. 
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Roofscape madrasah, 1986. Photograph: Nuridin Durkee. 
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Top: Madrasah courtyard, 1986. Photograph: Nuridin Durkee. 
Above: Work onJoundations, madrasah, 1982. Photograph: Barry Iverson . 
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snow and the hard winds of winter. Trained builders shake 
their heads and wonder in public and private, how they could 
have come so far; nearly two thirds of the way only to have 
been stopped. 

But beneath this flux of eddies, backwaters, whirlpools 
and rapids runs a deeper current, a river of faith, of trust and 
of the belief that, through the Infinite Grace of Allah, the 
work will resume and go forward. A belief that there is a 
destiny to this work, this emerging form appearing in time 
and yet out of time as though it had always been there and is 
only now re-emerging on the mesa above the valley with the 
river running through, greening the land from the shining 
fingers of lateral irrigation ditches. That this form, secreted 
out of the native earth, is built not to occupy or dominate 
space but to create spaces; spaces that resonate with ancient 
memories of the chambers of the heart where arch lifts dome 

. " 

and dome merges into dome, curved spaces rising and falling, 
vaulted corridors lifting the earth in tunnels of time ... and 
space for a new generation to worship their Creator and learn 
anew the timeless Way to walk in harmony and peace and 
thus fulfil the purpose for which we human beings have been 
created and brought to light. For lit is such a Light "in the 
Houses which Allah has allowed to be raised up so that His Name 
shall be remembered within; extolling His limitless Glory in the 
morning and the evening. People whom worldly commerce nor 
striving after gain can divert from the remembrance of Allah and from 
constancy in prayer and from the purification of charity. People who 
are filled with fear oj the Day on which all hearts and eyes will be 
overwhelmed that Allah may reward them out of His Bounty more 
(than they deserve) for Allah grants sustenance to whom He will, 
beyond all counting." 
- Sura "Noor", Ayat 36-38 

Madrasah in winter, 1984. Photograph: Nuridin Durkee. 

Nuridin Durkee is the president of the Dar al Islam Foundation, 
Abiquiu, New Mexico. 
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