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Chapter XIII

Space and Holiness in Medieval Jerusalem*

The usual way in which medieval Jerusalem is reconstructed and explained
is both simple and logical. Leaving aside for the moment the imperial
Roman paganism which ruled the city between 70 ce and the fourth century,
three systems of religious beliefs and practices – Jewish, Christian and
Muslim, each with ethnic, social, economic, political, ideological and linguistic
variables – were present and active in the city during the medieval millennium.
One of them always dominated, the Christian one from Constantine to the
early seventh century and in most of the twelfth, the Muslim one the rest of
the time. It is easy to demonstrate that the monumental infrastructure of the
city – the Holy Sepulcher and the Nea during the so-called Byzantine
Christian rule; the Holy Sepulcher and a host of other churches, few of
which have remained, during Latin Christian times; and the Haram al-
Sharif and its immediate surroundings in Umayyad, Fatimid, or Mamluk
guises under Muslim rule – expressed religious and ideological values and
ambitions characteristic of whatever system predominated. Significant Jewish
monumental presence appears only in the nineteenth century, partly because
Jews were not directly connected to political power since the second century
and partly because post-Temple Judaism did not need or require monumental
expression until the modern era.

Domination was rarely total in medieval times, except perhaps in the Late
Antique Christian town; as a result, it is reasonable and proper to posit,
underneath the large constructions and shiny effects sponsored by princes,
patriarchs, abbots and civil or military governors, a daily life of multiple
pieties and ethnicities. How these different communities lived and operated
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is often difficult to imagine for the first half of the Middle Ages, roughly
before the Crusades, for the very interesting reason (which is still partly true
of the Jerusalem [276] of today) that the communities were (and are) closely
connected to their coreligionists or compatriots elsewhere, but not to each
other in Jerusalem itself. In most of the sources dealing with Jerusalem,
groups other than one’s own are hardly ever mentioned, except for occasional
complaints about some humiliation or levy imposed by whoever dominated.

Studies on Jerusalem in the Middle Ages have tended to concentrate on
five neatly separated chronological segments – Late Antique or Byzantine,
early Islamic, Latin, Ayyubid, Mamluk – or on the three ethno-religious
communities and their subdivisions. This is so largely because of the linguistic
competencies required to handle these fifteen academic boxes. Original
sources on Jerusalem are in eight or nine languages, and secondary literature
in at least six additional ones. When one further adds the literary genres of
written sources, matters become even more complicated. Inscriptions in
Greek, Arabic, Syriac, or Armenian, Genizah fragments in Hebrew or Arabic
written with Hebrew characters, travel books from many lands endowed
with varying degrees of imagination, court documents in Arabic, endless
diplomas in Latin, grand chronicles from remote capitals like Cairo, Baghdad,
Constantinople, Moscow, or Aachen, locally sponsored guidebooks, and
pious eschatological meditations and proclamations all require awareness of
specialized issues and vocabularies and of many other cultural milieux than
strictly Palestinian ones. A similarly vast comparative baggage, together with
considerable linguistic skills, are required to learn and understand the
archaeological and visual data available for Jerusalem in unusually large and
varied quantities.

It is indeed nearly impossible to handle all this information and, as a
result, the vision we tend to have of medieval Jerusalem (when we actually
do try to have one, for the period is remarkably telescoped in most surveys
or guidebooks) is that of a relatively small number of discrete periods
following each other. In each one, Jews, Christians and Muslims organized
their lives and structured their behavior according to whatever constraints or
opportunities affected each one of them. There were unusual moments
involving all of the city’s inhabitants, as when the emperor Julian returned
to paganism in the middle of the fourth century; when out of nowhere
Persian invaders arrived around 614 and allegedly sacked the city; when the
caliph al-Hakim initiated measures against Christians and Jews which
culminated in the looting and destruction of the Holy Sepulcher in 1009, or
when Frederick II set up his own peculiar arrangement in a presumably
Ayyubid city. Nevertheless, however interesting and important these episodes
may be, the overwhelming picture offered of medieval Jerusalem is that of
separate religious communities, and the academic result is the ecumenical
juxtaposition of the lives and activities of these communities in whatever
sequence editors and organizers of symposia [277] have chosen. Compelled
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in part by the nature and accessibility of sources, this juxtaposition also
corresponds to a very peculiar paradox of our own time to cultivate differences
without realizing incompatibilities and to feel satisfied with an acknowledg-
ment of variety while maintaining the indivisible uniqueness of one’s own
faith and nation. This paradox, I shall try to suggest, is deeply embedded in
the very fabric of Jerusalem, medieval and probably contemporary.

Regardless of one’s views about the ethics of a scholarship of juxtaposition,
even when apparently compelled by the sources and by the limitations of
any one scholar, this is not the only way to look at the history of medieval
Jerusalem. In fact, the physical space of the city and the components of its
holiness are constant features which are partly independent of the faiths
with which they are associated. They defined the city far more consistently
than the changing mosaic of men and women, of authority and religion.
These factors may, in fact, have shaped the ways of the faiths that came to
them. Therein lies what seems to me to be the true originality of Jerusalem:
alone among all the cities of God (whoever or whatever the divinity may be)
known to me, it is a holy city for three religions, rather than for a single one,
that can accommodate an unusual variety of subsets of these three religions.
There are very few examples elsewhere of this sort of internal ecumenism.

I will first identify the key components of the space and holiness of
Jerusalem and then give three examples of what could be called the
“petrification” or “inlocation” of the holiness, that is to say, the transformation
of a priori neutral spaces and stones into holy ones. I will suggest something
of the dialectic whereby hallowed spaces generate their own holiness which,
if evicted, must find a place elsewhere. My examples are medieval, but some
of the remarks which follow may have implications for earlier times in the
city. I suspect, although I have not studied the matter, that the very nature
of Israeli and Palestinian nationalism has been modified by being associated
with Jerusalem, as contemporary emotional allegiances are no less affected
by the character of the city than were the old traditional religions.

The key event that created medieval Jerusalem was the destruction of the
Herodian city after the two Jewish revolts of the first and second centuries
and its transformation into Aelia Capitolina. The following two results
ensued:

1. The Roman military establishment took over and transformed an
enclosure hugging the ridges of sharply rising hills into a more or less
square walled city with fixed gates, a backbone of regular main streets,
parts of which were excavated in the 1970s and successfully incorporated
into [278] the contemporary restoration of the Jewish Quarter, and a
number of water reservoirs. These walls, gates, reservoirs and streets
have remained the main axes of the city’s composition until today. The
city included what is known as the “western” hill, a ridge with a
succession of high points from Golgotha in the north to Mount Zion
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in the south; the upper and middle parts of the Tyropoeon Valley; and
the eastern hill, strikingly modified by Herod the Great, where the
Temple stood at the northern edge of the earliest city. A deep ravine on
the eastern side, the Kedron Valley, was used for centuries as a cemetery.
Beyond it rose the steep slope of the Mount of Olives, dominating the
city and extending one’s vision to the Mediterranean or to the Dead
Sea. In ways for which there are parallels elsewhere (Montmartre and
Montparnasse in Paris, seven hills in Rome, Istanbul and San Francisco),
here, in a strikingly small area, an east-to-west sequence of high ridges
and narrow gullies created a daunting setting for any sort of urban
design. The genius of the Roman military establishment was to know
how to form a coherent quadrilinear space with strong axes wherever it
had to show its presence, and it is fascinating to see how that presence
has remained in the present configuration of the Old City as well as in a
Late Antique representation like the Madaba map, where an irrationally
ovoid city totally focused on Christian buildings still identifies Roman
imperial walls, gates and main streets.

The Roman order highlighted for all times (or at least until the city
became affected by the modernism of our own times) the physical
shape of Jerusalem – both the key natural elements of the landscape,
like the high ridges and deep gullies, and the artificial limbs forced on
that landscape, like the flattened Mount Moriah transformed into a
huge platform. Since there are other imperial examples, Jerash for
instance, of adapting standard plans to terrains ill suited for quadrilinear
orders, there is perhaps no need to attribute a profound ideological
significance to the design of Roman Jerusalem and to consider it merely
as a standard operational procedure. However, a deeper purpose cannot
be entirely excluded because of the second unique effect of the failed
Jewish revolts of the first and second centuries. Before turning to it, it is
worthwhile to point out that, in our own times and under the effect of
modernism in general and of tall buildings in particular, a new artificial
and arbitrary pattern of planning and construction is being imposed on
a much enlarged city. Romantic antiquarians and believers in history
regret it, worshipers of the future and devotees of change love it. But,
even if modern Jerusalem is not my concern here, the medieval city can
either [279] be incorporated into the language of modernism (or whatever
follows post-modernism) or else be swallowed and trivialized by it. For
better or for worse, the Roman system of destroying and rebuilding is
no longer morally viable.

2. The second major result of the fateful events of the first and second
centuries may be called the liberation of memory from space. The
Roman city was provided with a number of monuments commemorating
or expressing standard pagan and imperial themes – temples to Venus
and Jupiter, a statue of Hadrian, an ensemble which became known in
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later sources as a “capitol” – although the exact quality and character of
these constructions may well have been exaggerated by later Christian
writers. We tend to assume that Roman official art did not look like
Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas, but I have often wondered about the true
scale of architectural and artistic investment made by the empire for a
troublesome provincial city. Whatever may have been the case, the
important point is that none of these buildings was in honor of anything
that heretofore had been holy in Jerusalem and, thus, memories were
released from the spaces they had occupied. These memories were
colored in Jewish and Christian terms, but I prefer, at this stage, to
divide them into historical, sacred, pious and eschatological categories,
although the boundaries between them are not always clear and a
considerable amount of overlap does occur.

Historical memories are those of clearly delineated events which are not
necessarily transformed into places of holiness or worship; in Jerusalem, the
most obvious examples are the memories of David and Solomon, the real as
well as the mythical creators of the city’s importance. Sacred memories also
include events, but these are associated with sacred figures. On the basis of
evidence from later times, which can reasonably be used for earlier ones,
Moses, Abraham, Adam and, of course, Jesus were the principal agents of
memory; over the centuries, many others will be added.

Pious memories are memories requiring or inviting behavior, specific actions,
or contact with hallowed places. The main expression of pious behavior in
Jerusalem was pilgrimage, and one of my arguments is that pilgrimage eventually
became an activity independent of religious affiliation but demanding a religious
allegiance. Thus, Islam in the seventh and later centuries developed pilgrimage
to Jerusalem not because it was required by the faith itself, but because Islam
became part of the city. A sociologist could well point out that tourism in
Jerusalem has a pilgrimage-like aspect which is absent from tourism in Cairo
or in Paris, but is partly present in Rome. [280]

Finally, there are eschatological “memories.” It is, of course, not very
logical to talk about a memory of something that has not yet happened, but
at some point in history Jerusalem became infused with the expectation of
the end of time in the space of the city. Whether it is reasonable to assume
this expectation as early as the second century of the Common Era is
unclear to me, just as I am not certain about the ways in which, and the
times when, the cemeteries and mausoleums or caves, eventually the garden
of Gethsemane to the east of the city, affected the emotions which became
part of Jerusalem. Nevertheless, the presence of the dead, mighty or humble,
in the hope of resurrection and eternal life, became an essential psychological
component of the city.

However one is to interpret the eschatological component need not affect
the general point that we can reconstruct and imagine for, let us say, around
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200 ce, a walled Roman garrison and administrative town containing services
associated with such functions artificially imposed on a rugged and waterless
terrain, as well as a host of displaced memories – some involving concrete
events, others determining modes of behavior. The vast majority of these
memories was Jewish, but a Christian differentiation had appeared, and the
southeastern corner of the Roman city with its presumed “capitol” was
going to be the place where Jews sought (or were going to seek) traces of the
ruined Temple, while Christians looked for the place of Jesus’ preaching or
of St Stephen’s martyrdom. What is curious about the few accounts we have
of these early times (the point even applies, I believe, to the “invention” of
the Holy Sepulcher) is that there were searches because of memories without
a clear sense of where the searches would end.

The Middle Ages were the time when the space of Jerusalem and the
memories associated with the city were transformed by Christians, and then
Muslims, into monuments, stones – what I call the “petrification” (or
eislithosis) of the memories. Christians and Muslims could do that because
they exercised political and financial power, but it is also possible to construe
the relationship between the successive monotheistic versions of divine
revelation in another way, which may become clearer after I sketch out
reconstructions of the medieval city in three early medieval instances.

The Christian transformation was simple. The western hill was sanctified
through the building of the Holy Sepulcher complex, the Zion complex
and, somewhat later, the Nea or New Church of the Theotokos as major
monuments in the midst of many other, lesser, constructions. The eastern
hill was left in ruins as a sign of God’s wrath upon the Jews and as the
fulfillment of the prediction in the gospels that no stone shall remain upon
another stone. Beyond the ruinous Jewish space, the Mount of Olives –
scene of the Ascension and location of the forthcoming Resurrection – rises
beyond the valley of [281] pain and death. The whole city could become
monumentally organized around foci of architectural or liturgical attention
because enough memories existed which could embody the space of the city.
As one walked out of the Holy Sepulcher, one could see the destroyed
Temple area with its pagan remains and the Nea’s mighty substructures
facing Herod’s tremendous western wall, which at that time was probably
already associated with Solomon – although I have not yet found a clear
source to prove or disprove this assumption. Procopius’ account of the
building of the Nea emphasizes primarily the engineering feats needed to
carry stones into the building site and “forty oxen were specially selected by
the emperor for their strength” to pull the carts that brought the stones. It is
not easy, in this text, to separate the hyperbole of a Constantinopolitan
publicist from what actually happened (for instance, carts were never used in
Syria and Palestine at this time), but it is reasonable to assume that someone
had persuaded Justinian to outdo Solomon’s or Herod’s work. This is not
the only time that Justinian compared himself to Solomon.
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There was also a second level of “petrification” of memories. The Piacenza
Pilgrim in 570, and other pilgrims around that time, actually see the fig tree
on which Judas hanged himself, the altar on which Abraham was meant to
sacrifice Isaac, which is also Melchizedek’s altar, the wood of the Cross, the
sponge and the reed of the Passion, the onyx cup of the Last Supper, the
Virgin’s girdle and headband, the stones with which St Stephen was killed,
the ring of Solomon, the silver bowls with which Solomon ruled the demons,
the horn with which David was anointed, and so on. In addition to an
architecture that organized the space of the city, there was also a reification
of the memory of things, at times with movements from one place to the
other, so that the same object could be seen in two different sanctuaries or in
the treasury of two different churches.

The first Muslim transformation was that of the seventh century. Its key
act was the resacralization of the area of the Herodian Temple. There are
many reasons for this transformation, and many different interpretations of
it exist since the ninth century. From the perspective of this paper, the causes
of the event are less important than its results.

Instead of the willfully ruinous area of the Temple, the faithful Christians
coming out of the Holy Sepulcher see now the shining and colorful Dome
of the Rock. In stages which will probably never be known, Abraham,
Moses, several Zacharias, Jesus, Jacob and Joseph acquire their Muslim
embodiment in the stones of what becomes the Haram al-Sharif. David and
Solomon are also present, but in a different way, due to their double quality
in Islam of kings and prophets and because of a historical as well as mythical
kernel associating them with Jerusalem.

The details of these changes are almost impossible to disentangle either
[282] chronologically or typologically, but two points are essential. One is
that a space inherited by a very young Islam required specifically Islamic
meanings; within a century, beyond the early connection with the “mihrab
of David” mentioned in the Qur’an (38:21), or with a place seen by the
Prophet (there is much scholarly debate on both of these issues), the combined
themes of the Prophet’s isra’ and mi‘raj, Night Journey and Ascension became
the dominant theme of the Haram. The other point was the Muslim adoption
of the general themes of resurrection, judgment and eternal life. Typologically,
the themes of mystical visits and ascension were already present in Jerusalem;
only now, however, did they acquire a Muslim connotation.

The impact of this early Islamic transformation on the character of the
physical city was, first of all, that the whole city became, so to speak,
religiously charged rather than contrasted through an active western Christian
pole and a negative, ruined, eastern one. It is, as far as I have been able to
see, impossible to imagine the actual physical presence of Jews in the city;
this is unfortunate, as these must have been extraordinary decades – from c.
640–90 – when very different and hardly homogeneous members of all
three faiths were seeking or holding on to their place in Jerusalem and where
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there must have been a whole crowd of intermediaries ready to suggest
where memories could find a place and which places needed memories. Let
us just try to imagine in their actual places what Arculfus described around
670, after he identified the footprints of Christ before his Ascension:

… on the west of the round building [of the Ascension] described above there are
eight upper windows paned with glass. Inside the windows, and in corresponding
positions, are eight lamps, positioned so that each one of them seems to hang
neither above nor below the window, but just inside it. These lights shine out from
their windows on the summit of the Mount of Olives with such brilliance that
they light up not only the part of the Mount to the west … but also the steps
leading all the way up from the Valley of Jehosaphat to the city of Jerusalem,
which are lighted, however dark the night. Most of the nearer part of the city is
lighted as well. The remarkable brilliance of these eight lamps shining out by night
from the holy Mount and the place of the Lord’s Ascension brings to believing
hearts a readiness for the love of God.1

Arculfus’ emotions were affected by a spectacle of lumière whose son may
have been provided by liturgical singing, yet it affected the whole part of the
city which by then was supposed to be Muslim and to contain a Jewish
Quarter. [283]

The second important aspect of the early Islamic transformation of the
city is, once again, difficult to explain but easy to see: the building of the
Dome of the Rock. Much has been, is and will be written about the
construction, iconography, history, patronage and holiness of this most
extraordinary and unique monument. But, for an understanding of the
visual history of the city, it does not really matter why it was built by and for
Muslim purposes. The important point is that it was a truly unique work of
art in its shape and in its decoration of shiny gold and mosaic on the
outside, and with an extraordinary interior spatial order and marble as well
as mosaic decoration. It was and still is a work of art because its aesthetic
magnetism and power kept it from destruction, because the abstract values
by which it was (and is) perceived and judged could be adapted to the
memories of Abraham or Solomon, to changing moods of Muslim piety, to
a church, to a mosque, to Palestinian nationalism, or to Israeli tourist
posters – to anything that required physical beauty and attraction. Urban
planners see such buildings as challenges, if not even real problems, because
they dominate space and constrict invention and innovation. They are also a
problem for strict religious leaders because they overwhelm the perception
of space and lead one’s emotions in directions other than strictly pious ones.
It is possible that the edifice was built in this fashion because it is only by
abstracting them into geometry and color that the Mediterranean, and
possibly even local, builders and decorators could express the complex religious

1 J. Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades (Warminster, 1977), p. 107.
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and ideological motivations of the building’s patrons into terms under-
standable to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem.

My last vision of urban medieval Jerusalem is roughly that of the mid-
eleventh century, when we have an important eyewitness account by the
Persian traveler Nasir-i Khosro who, like a contemporary trained anthro-
pologist, used fieldnotes, measurements and drawings in remote northeastern
Iran to relate what he saw and did in Jerusalem. It is also the time of
thousands of Genizah fragments with considerable information about Jews
in the city, of Latin Christian pilgrims, and of the first fada’il or “praises” of
the city for Muslims.2

The main spatial changes were: shortening of the walls of the city to the
south; reconstruction of the complex of the Holy Sepulcher after its
destruction by order of al-Hakim; reconstruction of the Aqsa Mosque and a
new dome on the Dome of the Rock after an earthquake; abandonment and
eventually closing of the southern gates of the Haram (the ones under the
Aqsa Mosque); a number of additions to the Haram itself, including a fancy
new gate on the spot of the present Gate of the Chain, facing westward and
dominating the city across the Tyropoeon Valley, which was still very much
a valley at that time. Most of these changes were the result of perfectly
normal [284] maintenance requirements. Some also reflected political
decisions. The Holy Sepulcher was looted probably because it was alleged to
be filled with expensive objects. Moreover, Fatimid ideology was expressed
through the dynasty’s control of Jerusalem in particular and of Muslim piety
in general, as is clear from the inscriptions found near the Holy Sepulcher,
in the Dome of the Rock and, most spectacularly, on the triumphal arch of
the new Aqsa Mosque. In the latter, the qur’anic mention of the masjid al-
aqsa (17:1) is the earliest remaining use of that important reference associated
with Jerusalem and it is followed by the full titulature of the ruling caliph al-
Zahir and the names of his local representatives.

These spatial changes both reflected and affected holiness. They reflected
it primarily in the Muslim sanctuary, with the full establishment through
buildings and inscriptions of the two dominant themes of Muslim piety: the
Prophet’s Journey and the Resurrection and Judgment. But this is also the
time when the fada’il, those wonderful accounts of pious memories in
Jerusalem, enshrined the prophet–kings David and Solomon in the Muslim
stones of the city. These changes also reflected a new trend toward the
withdrawal of religious systems into themselves. The new gate to the Haram
dominates the city, but the Holy Sepulcher is closed unto itself; the probable
completion of the colonnade on the north, west and south of the Haram, as
well as the building of parapets and formal gateways to its upper platform,

2 See also M. Rosen-Ayalon’s article “Three perspectives on Jerusalem,” in L. Levine, ed.,
Jerusalem: Its Sanctity and Centrality to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (New York, 1999),
pp. 326–46.
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are all features which emphasize the boundaries between spaces and, therefore,
between groups. Two aspects of these changes remain unclear to me. One is
why Mount Zion, the highest point in the city, with a church built or
rebuilt in the late tenth century, was kept outside the walled city. The other
one is why there is no evidence for Jewish holy spaces, as opposed to
religious or otherwise restricted institutions which existed, among other
places, on the Mount of Olives.

Both Mount Zion and the Mount of Olives deserve a monographic
history as spaces with considerable modifications in the nature of the holiness
and piety which surrounded them. But, in a general sense, and if one
excludes relatively minor modifications like the shifting of the names of
gates from the south of the Haram to the north, the image suggested by this
second definable moment in the history of Islamic Jerusalem is that of
confessional communities acting out their lives and beliefs separately from
each other in their minds, if not necessarily in the streets they shared. They
rarely talk about each other, except at carefully staged moments when a
Nasir-i Khosro is shown in the Holy Sepulcher paintings depicting the “Last
Judgment” or the “Entry into Jerusalem,” that is to say, images which reflect
shared beliefs or innocuous events in the life of Christ – not the “Crucifixion”
or the “Resurrection,” [285] which must have existed in that sanctuary. A
small group of tenth-century inscriptions do suggest something a bit different.
They are epitaphs of Muslims and Christians which contain unusual curses
on those who would deface the tombs or jump over them. They provide a
curious glimpse of a time when relative peace in the living streets was
possible because one could play out one’s antagonisms in the cemeteries.

The time of the Crusades will see an explosion of Christian buildings and
a partial eradication of Muslim memories; the latter will be revived in
Ayyubid and Mamluk times. Under the less tolerant and more arbitrary late
medieval domination of the latter, separate lives in separate quarters becomes
the lot of Jews, Christians and Muslims. Their stories are better known, as
they have been studied more frequently than the early medieval period,
which has been my primary concern.

What I have tried to show here can be summed up in the following
manner. An artificial Roman imperial space over ragged hills and valleys
contained a rich trove of holy memories associated with the real and the
mythical history of the Jews and the first Christians, as well as with pious
practices like pilgrimage or the deeper expectation of existence beyond time.
Between 350 and 700, these memories (or most of them) found spaces, and
these spaces acquired holiness – first a Christian holiness and then a Muslim
one. Over the centuries, memories changed location as well as confessional
allegiance – Abraham in particular, but also Jesus, Adam and David – and
spaces changed their holy names. But sooner or later, sometimes as late as
the nineteenth century, holy memories were still seeking a space in Jerusalem
and its surroundings, and at times insignificant stones were suddenly given a
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meaning from the rich source of the Scriptures in order to please a wealthy
visitor. At the same time, large- and small-scale pilgrimage continued
regardless of religious affiliation, and the expectation of the end of time and
the beginning of eternity drew people, living and deceased, to the city. They
still do so today.

The further uniqueness of Jerusalem is that most of its memories were
Jewish, but that these Jewish memories became Christian, and Christian and
Jewish memories became Muslim. Alone of all the holy cities of the world,
the space of Jerusalem could accommodate all these pious expressions in
every one of their confessional garbs. This was so in part because it is the
same God who appeared differently to Jews, Christians and Muslims. It was
also so because Islam, which dominated the city during most of the Middle
Ages, acknowledged and formalized the rights and beliefs of those who
remained within the fold of older traditions. Finally, it was so because the
Roman empire had freed the memories of the city from the places they had
occupied and also freed the city from being a political capital. During 1800
years or so, Jerusalem [286] was an administrative and political sous-préfecture
for all but one unsuccessful century. This, I submit, allowed for another set
of values than those of power – values of belief and piety – to define the
purpose of the city. Yet, in a striking paradox, it is political and ideological
power that, under Constantine, Justinian, ‘Abd al-Malik, al-Walid, al-Ma’mun,
al-Hakim and al-Zahir, created the monuments of the city which shaped the
way we perceive it. And, as a further paradox, it is the Dome of the Rock,
the one building whose exact original function is still something of a mystery,
that dominated the city in the past. In it the brilliant manipulation of space
and decoration restricted the certainty of holiness, but the aesthetic quality
given to the holiness made the space sacred.

Today, this old Roman city is a small part of a large metropolis teeming
with different expectations and varied agendas. Whether the holiness of its
spaces is still meaningful in terms other than those of contemporary ethnic
and political passions, or whether it is destined to be transformed into the
post-modernist spaces of contemporary architecture needed for international
tourism and worldly taste, will not be known for a while.




