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The mandate of this essay is to examine the historiog-

raphy of the architecture of the Ottoman Empire in 

the former Arab provinces. Any foray into this topic 

soon stumbles upon a conceptual minefield. Let me 

clarify two key issues implicit in the title: First, Otto-

man architecture was an artifact of empire; it was both 

an imperial project, a centrally planned network of 

buildings and spaces disseminated throughout the ter-

ritories of the Sultan, and the result of countless local 

initiatives that wove their own complex web of formal 

and institutional relationships with the center and with 

other imperial provinces.1 Second, the territory this 

essay means to cover, the Ottoman provinces in North 

Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and the Middle East 

south of Anatolia—roughly the pre-modern Mamluk 

state—was not always conceived as a unified cultural 

area, known as “the Arab world,” that transcended 

historical change. The Ottoman administration clas-

sified and named this territory in different ways at 

different times; a racial-ethnic notion of “Arab land” 

did not obtain.2 Of course the political consciousness 

of an entity called “the Arab world,” al-wa«an al-{arabº, 

is an artifact of the modern era; it reflects a particular 

ideology and, as originally conceived, postulated the 

opposition of the Arab and the Turk, as illustrated 

in the primer of Arab nationalism, al-{Ur¢ba awwalan! 
(Arabism First!), by Sati{ al-Husri (1881–1968).3 The 

tortured modern history of the region is defined by 

the broad processes of modernization, empire, colo-

nialism, and nation-building that radically transformed 

this society’s perception of itself and of its past. The 

very vocabulary used is inflected by these realities, 

and needs to be disentangled. This essay does not 

constitute an exhaustive review of the historiography 

of the Ottoman period in the former Arab provinces; 

the intellectual activity in this time and place was so 

complex and varied that an overarching survey is 

necessarily incomplete. Rather, it examines two key 

intersections of architecture and historiography—Egypt 

around 1870 and Syria around 1930—to establish a 

general framework for the study of modern writing 

on the visible past, and of the transformation of the 

material remnants of that past in the former Mamluk 

provinces.

The geographical expanse considered here came 

under Ottoman rule in 1517, when Sultan Selim 

defeated the Mamluks at the Battle of Marj Dabiq, 

outside Aleppo. This brief moment of violence marks 

the transformation of lands previously unified by their 

allegiance to the Mamluk state, with its capital in Cairo, 

into conquered territories of the Ottoman Empire, with 

its capital in Istanbul. The transformation of these ter-

ritories into Ottoman provinces was a long, deliber-

ate process that extended to all aspects of society and 

included adaptations in legal and administrative struc-

tures, trade patterns, use of urban spaces, and pop-

ulation movements. The incorporation of the Mam-

luk state inaugurated the greatest period of Ottoman 

achievement; the acquisition of the Mamluk Empire 

forever changed the Ottoman polity as it transformed 

the newly integrated territories. 

As the Ottoman centuries progressed, the archi-

tectural fabric of the former Mamluk provinces was 

thoroughly altered (fig. 1).4 Members of the imperial 

dynasty and Ottoman officials not only built new mon-

umental institutional complexes that renewed the pro-

files and functions of cities, but also remodeled and 

redefined existing monuments, shrines, and streets. 

In a process that Irene Bierman has called “the fran-

chising of Ottoman Istanbul,” the office of imperial 

architects provided a standardized design of a varied 

yet highly recognizable Rumi-style mosque that was 

disseminated in all the imperial provinces along with 

blueprints for institutions that supported the Ottoman-

Islamic way of life, and that was often grouped with 

these institutions in architectural ensembles.5
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EGYPT CIRCA 1870: CONSTRUCTING 
THE MEDIEVAL

The users of the multiple architectural layers of the 

cities and villages of Ottoman provinces produced 

discourses about their built environment, including 

a significant local historiography in Arabic and other 

languages as well as an Ottoman discourse of travelers 

and geographers from the capital.6 Authoritative topo-

graphical histories of the Mamluk and Ottoman periods 

continued to influence the modern historiography of 

architecture in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: 

the work of the fifteenth-century Cairene historian 

al-Maqrizi is emblematic in this regard.7 Similarly, 

there existed a premodern European proto-Oriental-

ist humanistic discourse, parallel to a rich tradition of 

travelogues.8 However, the writing of the architectural 

history of the Middle East as a modern enterprise 

began in the late eighteenth century, marking a rup-

ture in ways of perceiving and representing the built 

environment. This rupture is linked to another violent 

episode of imperial expansion, Napoleon’s invasion 

of Egypt in 1798, and to the encyclopedic study that 

he sponsored, the Description de l’Égypte. The monu-

mental Description constitutes the crowning achieve-

ment of the scientists and scholars who accompanied 

the expedition and were granted exceptional access 

to the conquered territory;9 it marks the beginning 

of the modern Western historiography of Egypt, and 

its methods of inquiry, technologies of research and 

representation, and narrative plot were to influence 

generations of historians. It also marks the onset of a 

critical parallel in the narrative structure and substance 

of Orientalism and Arab nationalism.

While the colonial presence of France in Egypt was 

short lived, French cultural influence was decisive and 

enduring and French science dominant until the Brit-

ish occupation (1882–1922). In the nineteenth century, 

the Ottoman province of Egypt under Muhammad {Ali 

and his descendants achieved a degree of autonomy 

from the imperial capital in Istanbul, while maintain-

ing nominal allegiance to it. Western experts in all 

fields descended on Egypt to offer their professional 

skills to the fledgling state and were granted excep-

tional opportunities by the aggressively modernizing 

government of the Khedives. Thus Egypt’s engagement 

with Western knowledge throughout the nineteenth 

century differed somewhat from such engagement at 

Fig. 1. View of Aleppo, showing the Ottoman-period Khusruwiyya and {Adiliyya mosques. (After Jean Sauvaget, Alep: Essai sur 

le développement d’une grande ville syrienne, des origines au milieu du XIXe siècle, 2 vols. (Paris: P. Geuthner, 1941), 2:pl. 40) 
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the imperial center in Istanbul. The experts’ toolbox 

included the Western methods of scholarly study as 

well as the entrenched ideological and racial assump-

tions of their society. Many have analyzed the preju-

dices and Orientalist biases of this literature; my pur-

pose here is rather to draw out some of the dominant 

topoi in the historiographic construction of the recent, 

Ottoman period of Egypt. 

Nineteenth-century Western knowledge bisected 

the history of Egypt into two discontinuous eras: the 

ancient Pharaonic and Hellenistic periods, considered 

part of the history of the West and ultimately of moder-

nity, and the medieval Islamic period, which led to 

Egypt’s present.10 On either side of a divide marked 

by the advent of Islam, scholars segregated themselves 

on the basis of the research languages and techniques 

they used (e.g., archaeology as opposed to philology). 

Coinciding with the emphasis of medieval Islamic his-

toriography on the fut¢¥¸t (early Islamic conquests) as 

a decisive agent of historical change, this radical rup-

ture tends not to be challenged. Alongside the pio-

neering Egyptologists of the nineteenth century, schol-

ars, architects, and Orientalists such as Pascal Coste, 

Émile Prisse d’Avennes, Max Herz, and Jules Bour-

goin took as their field of study the immense archi-

tectural wealth of medieval and early modern Egypt. 

Until the end of the nineteenth century, the French 

language and techniques developed at the École des 

Beaux-Arts dominated the production of documentary 

knowledge about the built environment of Egypt.11 

The primacy of French discourses on the built environ-

ment also determined the terms by which the subject 

under study was categorized. Since French discourse 

linked visual production to ethnic identity, the post-

Muslim conquest architecture of Egypt was defined 

as “Arab.” This category was delineated by what it 

was not: French historiography devised the locutions 

“Persian art” and “Turkish art” around the same time. 

In the nineteenth century, then, writers in French 

chose ethnic terms to demarcate architectural styles 

and periods; even when they also used dynastic (e.g., 

Bahri Mamluk) and sectarian (i.e., Islamic) markers, 

the latter were subsumed under the paramount eth-

nic designation. Thus the category “Arab art” in part 

denoted the art of Egypt after Islam. This is not to 

argue that this discourse held a secular view of “Arab 

art”; to the contrary, it cast Islam, along with climate 

and race, in an essential and determinant role in this 

visual tradition. Prisse d’Avennes described the visual 

culture of Cairo as “engendered by the Qur}an.”12 

Viollet-le-Duc summarized the category thus: “One 

has agreed to give the name ‘Arab art’ to the art 

that has spread itself in those countries with milieus 

of diverse races through the conquest of Islam, from 

Asia to Spain…”13 This self-consciously arbitrary def-

inition gave an ethnic name to a range of visual pro-

ductions by disparate social groups unified by a single 

religion and some formal similarities. As the twentieth 

century progressed, however, this ethnic designation 

came to be taken increasingly literally in Arabic his-

toriography. By contrast, in Western historiography, 

the ethnic designation was supplanted by the British-

inflected, religion-based category of “Muhammedan,” 

and later, around the period of the First World War, 

“Islamic.” This terminology, applied to Egypt, had been 

crafted in the context of India, where the British used 

religious designations for architectural categories.14 A 

representative of this historiography is K. A. C. Cres-

well (1879–1974), whose work on the Islamic archi-

tecture of Cairo became canonical, as did his rigor-

ously formal approach. Creswell’s history of Egyptian 

architecture ends abruptly in the year 1311, leaving 

out the late medieval period and entirely omitting 

the Ottomans.15

Recent scholarship has charted the rise of the cate-

gory “medieval” to denote particular districts of Cairo. 

Irene Bierman has shown how, in the nineteenth cen-

tury, cultural processes were deployed to ensure that 

segments of Cairo came to be perceived as “medi-

eval” and “Islamic” and selectively preserved as such, 

just as other areas of Cairo were expanded and radi-

cally reformulated along principles of modern urban 

planning and architecture.16 The “medievalization” of 

Cairo depended on the dual processes of representa-

tion and reorganization on the ground. The liminal 

point of this process of medievalization was the 1867 

Exposition universelle in Paris, in which Egypt par-

ticipated independently from the Ottoman Empire.17 

The 1867 Egyptian exhibit became canonical both in 

its staging of Cairene architecture for mass consump-

tion, which in turn colored the way the “original” Cairo 

was viewed, and in its highly influential catalogue of 

architecture in Egypt, composed for the occasion by 

Charles Edmond (1822–99), where many historio-

graphic motifs first appeared that would be reiter-

ated again and again.18 The “medievalization” of Cai-

ro’s urban history had its cognates in the elaboration 

of the category of “medieval” in the architectural his-

tory of France, and particularly in the construction of 

Gothic architecture as a pinnacle of national achieve-

Book 1.indb   29Book 1.indb   29 9/20/2007   9:14:03 PM9/20/2007   9:14:03 PM



heghnar zeitlian watenpaugh30

ment, a position maintained by Viollet-le-Duc among 

others. Bierman has shown, however, that in exhibi-

tionary practice as in historiographic discourse France 

possessed both a medieval past and a thoroughly mod-

ern present, whereas Egypt was represented primar-

ily in terms of a medieval past conceived as timeless, 

while its aggressively modernizing present remained, 

if not invisible, at least unrepresented in these spe-

cific venues.

This elision of the modernity of Egypt directly con-

cerns the fate of the Ottoman architectural layer. The 

nineteenth-century Western experts, and the Lajnat 

¥if¬ al-¸th¸r al-{arabiyya, or Comité de conservation 

des monuments de l’art arabe—the institution, estab-

lished in 1881, that enacted the preservation of medi-

eval Cairo—considered Ottoman monuments incon-

gruous with the medieval character of the city because 

they were not sufficiently antique.19 Thus Ottoman 

monuments were rarely catalogued, studied, and pre-

served in their own right, and were at best neglected. 

But there is more at stake in the rejection of the Otto-

man moment than the necessity to mark the temporal 

boundaries of the medieval. The plot of nineteenth-

century narratives of Egypt’s Arab visual past often com-

prised three sequential periods—the earliest of orig-

inal purity and creativity, the middle of maturity and 

greatness, and the last of inexorable decline. These 

narratives always cast the medieval period as the high 

point of Arab art and buttressed this assertion with 

a wealth of visual and textual sources. The so-called 

génie arabe (a cognate to le génie français) found its full-

est expression in the medieval period. 

Prisse d’Avennes (1807–79) may be considered 

emblematic of the many Western experts in Egypt dur-

ing this period. Trained as an engineer and draughts-

man at the École d’arts et métiers at Châlons, he trav-

eled in the Middle East, eventually arriving in Egypt, 

where he was employed by the Khedival government 

on engineering and hydrological projects and taught 

at military schools. He also worked on the pivotal 

Egyptian display at the Exposition universelle of 1867 

and was certainly familiar with Edmond’s authorita-

tive historic scheme of Egypt’s architecture. As bureau-

cratic success eluded him, Prisse d’Avennes turned to 

travel and the study of antique monuments in Cairo 

as well as in Upper and Lower Egypt,20 recording 

both Pharaonic and Islamic monuments with detailed 

line drawings as well as photographs. He considered 

himself both an Egyptologist who refined and com-

pleted previous studies and a student of Islamic art 

who acquainted Westerners with this underappreci-

ated tradition.21 He published his Egyptological and 

Islamic studies in separate volumes, however, clearly 

reflecting his conceptualization of these two eras as 

distinct and discontinuous. 

In his 1877 study, L’art arabe d’après les monuments 

du Kaire depuis le VIIe siècle jusqu’à la fin du XVIIIe,22 

Prisse d’Avennes divided the history of Arab art in 

Egypt into three periods. From the conquest of {Amr 

b. al-{As until the end of the Ayyubid period, architec-

ture showed the clear influence of the Byzantine tradi-

tion. Under the Mamluks, between the thirteenth and 

the fifteenth centuries, religious as well as civic archi-

tecture reached its apogee; the greatness of medieval 

Arab art—what Prisse d’Avennes called le génie arabe—

compared favorably to the full flowering of Gothic art 

in France. In line with Orientalist discourse, however, 

he clarified that medieval Islamic civilization was infe-

Fig. 2. Drawing of the Ottoman-period Sinaniyya Mosque, Cairo. 

(Originally published in Prisse d’Avennes, L’art arabe d’après les 

monuments du Kaire depuis le VIIe siècle jusqu’à la fin du XVIIIe, 

4 vols. [Paris: Ve. A. Morel et Cie., 1877], 1:pl. 30) 
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Fig. 3. Mosque of al-Rifa{i, Cairo, 1869–1911, architects Husayn Fahmi and Max Herz. View of the southeastern and south-

western facades. (Photo: Nasser Rabbat)

Fig. 4. Mosque of Muhammad {Ali, Cairo, 1828–48, architect unknown. Viewed from the Mosque of Ibn Tulun. (Photo: 

Heghnar Zeitlian Watenpaugh) 
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rior to its cognate, the French medieval: as Viollet-le-

Duc phrased it, “In the Arabic monument, geometry 

supplied the vestment; in the Western mediaeval struc-

ture, it gave the body.”23 Nevertheless, Ottoman rule, 

or in Prisse’s words “Turkish rule,” ushered in a period 

of inexorable decline, where rulers did not strive for 

the welfare of society. Thus, “from this moment [i.e., 

the conquest by Selim] onward, the events of the his-

tory of Egypt are devoid of interest. They are noth-

ing but small riots, palace revolutions, disputes of sol-

diers, murders, and poisonings, and they never had as 

a goal the improvement of the destiny of this unhappy 

people.”24 Still, compelled to catalogue “the march of 

the decadence of Arab art,” Prisse d’Avennes called 

upon Cairene monuments of the sixteenth to the 

eighteenth century (fig. 2) to show how “Arab genius 

was extinguished under Turkish influence.” The few 

works of artistic merit represented “the supreme pro-

test of Arab genius against barbarism.”25 In the end, 

Ottoman architecture was tarred by a value judgment: 

it was of inferior artistic quality. One can of course 

argue that judgments of quality, based as they are on 

hierarchical scales and normative systems, inherently 

represent acts of power. 

Prisse d’Avennes’s tripartite division of history had 

a direct precedent in Charles Edmond’s 1867 history 

of Egyptian art, which was also divided into three eras. 

But while Prisse d’Avennes used a biological meta-

phor—that of growth, maturity, and decadence—to 

characterize artistic traditions, Edmond’s discussion 

tended towards the racial: for him, the stagnation 

and lack of innovation of the modern (i.e., Ottoman) 

period correlated to the fact that the Ottomans repre-

sented a foreign rule in an Arab land: “Ils [the Otto-

mans] étaient des étrangers parmi la race conquise 

par leurs armes.”26 It is noteworthy that this vision of 

history defines the Ottomans as bellicose foreigners 

while it overlooks the equally non-native status of the 

Mamluks, who were recruited as military slaves from 

beyond the realm of the state and often were of Cir-

cassian or Turkic origin. Such discourse, which was 

widely shared, was quite selective, or inconsistent, in 

applying pure racial categories to the architecture pro-

duced in heterogeneous premodern societies that did 

not conceptualize social difference in a manner cur-

rent in the nineteenth century. 

As has been shown many times, the notion of a 

decadent, stagnant East in contrast to a dynamic and 

progressive West is at the heart of Orientalist dis-

course and of the West’s notion of its own modernity 

in the culmination of history. The paradigm of Ori-

ental decline has been especially powerful in the his-

toriography of the Ottoman past, and only recently 

has it been effectively challenged.27 However, as Prisse 

d’Avennes made explicit, decadence did not necessar-

ily conclude the trajectory of Arab art. In fact, as he 

saw it, the Napoleonic conquest interrupted this pro-

gressive decay and paved the way for Muhammad {Ali 

and the “regeneration of Egypt.”28 Thus France’s bold 

entry into a passive and indolent Orient, rather than 

an internal development in Egypt, reversed the course 

of history and ushered in a period of vigorous renewal 

by modernizing leaders like the Khedives. Experts like 

Prisse d’Avennes not only documented and preserved 

medieval architecture but also prescribed the renewal 

of Arab art in Egypt through a return to the medi-

eval manner. Pascal Coste, Max Herz, Mario Rossi, 

and others put their advice into practice by design-

ing Neo-Mamluk structures in a style that, inspired 

by the promise of a return to the essential genius of 

the Arab race, gained currency among European and 

Egyptian architects as the nineteenth century pro-

gressed. The Mosque of al-Rifa{i (fig. 3) exemplifies 

this trend, which Nasser Rabbat has called “historiciz-

ing in its inspirations and nationalistic in its aspira-

tions.”29 This “return” to the medieval, however, was 

as indebted to Viollet-le-Duc’s exhortation to his con-

temporary French architects to outdo Gothic builders 

as it was to the spectacle of the newly “medievalized,” 

restored Cairo of the late nineteenth century.

 Of course while I describe this narrative, I am also 

reproducing it. Let me qualify this impression. His-

toriography is one mode of representation, while the 

practice of building is another, parallel representation. 

In nineteenth-century Khedival Egypt, the rejection of 

Ottoman forms and norms in favor of a return to a 

medievalizing style was by no means universal; although 

historiography may have militated against it, continu-

ing value was placed on Ottoman forms as markers 

of legitimacy, authority, and prestige. Under Muham-

mad {Ali, despite the burgeoning popularity of Neo-

Mamluk buildings, a Rumi style was preferred for the 

new mosque of the viceroy on the citadel. Nasser Rab-

bat has shown that while a neo-Mamluk-style mosque 

designed by Pascal Coste was initiated there, the even-

tual edifice, which dominates the skyline of Cairo to 

this day (fig. 4), bore the hallmarks of an archaizing 

Rumi style, rejecting even many of the architectural 

innovations, known as “Ottoman Baroque,” then in 

vogue in Istanbul.30 Here was the Ottoman language 
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of power at its most iconic—Rumi style and building 

type, multiple minarets, and siting on the most salient 

topographical point, affording sweeping views of Cairo 

and visible to every Cairene. With his mosque on the 

citadel, the now-autonomous former governor claimed 

for his capital what had been denied to it as a prov-

ince.31 This choice starkly illustrates the ambivalence 

towards Ottoman architecture: it was judged stagnant 

and decadent while being prized as a marker of pres-

tige and dynastic legitimacy.

The nineteenth-century discourse on Arab art main-

tained its influence on its non-European audience 

beyond the turn of the century and the events follow-

ing the First World War that so transformed the Mid-

dle East, dissolving the Ottoman Empire and reassem-

bling its former provinces into new republics, some 

under colonial rule.32 The narrative rehearsed by 

Prisse d’Avennes and others derives its force from its 

strong tripartite form. It is a device that is as familiar 

as it is potent: the period of decline requires a malev-

olent force, and Ottoman rule then figures as the nec-

essary villain that extinguishes Arab genius—but not 

forever, because this narrative always ends with the 

(possible) redemption of Arab genius, the regenera-

tion of pure medieval grandeur, and the overthrow 

of the oppressive, obscurantist, depraved, anti-mod-

ern “Turk.” Needless to say, such a narrative casts 

the French invader in a heroic light as the agent of 

history who conjures into action the Arab spirit, dor-

mant under “foreign” rule. Declaring the preceding 

Ottoman centuries depraved consigns them to a cul-

tural vacuum that must be superseded by new ways of 

thinking and doing, turning them into a barren des-

ert that national modernity must then reclaim.

This essential plot of history, with its redemptive 

ending that was in fact the beginning of the mod-

ern era yet to be written for the non-Western realm, 

held immense appeal for thinkers and leaders in 

the late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century Ottoman 

provinces. The tripartite narrative of original purity 

and vigor, medieval maturity and genius, and oppres-

sion and decline, to be followed by national awak-

ening and renewed greatness under the sign of the 

modern, was rehearsed over and over again by Arab 

nationalists. An additional factor in the development 

of the discourse on visual culture was the Nahda (al-

Nah¤a), an Arabic-language-based intellectual move-

ment of the late nineteenth century in the Levant 

that asserted the importance of the cultural heritage 

of the region and forged a new, modern Arabic lan-

guage, as opposed to Ottoman, the dominant liter-

ary language of the imperial center in Istanbul.33 In 

the early twentieth century, Arab nationalist writers 

such as Sati{ al-Husri rewrote the third episode of this 

narrative as the tale of the opposition of imperialism 

and nationalism, with the Ottoman state, “the Turk,” 

cast in the role of the imperialist oppressor, doubly 

vilified by the superimposition of the Orientalist ste-

reotype of corrupt Oriental despot. This view implies 

that the art and architecture produced in this social 

context of decline was necessarily derivative, of dubi-

ous authenticity, and inferior in quality; such art and 

architecture were therefore often ignored in surveys 

of the built history of the region.

SYRIA CIRCA 1930: CONSTRUCTING THE 
NATIONAL

To examine the early-twentieth-century historiography 

of Ottoman architecture in Arab lands, I consider the 

scholarship on the history of urbanism produced by 

French and Arab scholars in the new nation-state of 

Syria. After the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire 

following the First World War, its territories were 

carved up into modern nation-states, including the 

republics of Turkey, Egypt, and Syria. Nation-states 

endowed with new concepts of citizenship replaced the 

provinces of the multi-ethnic Ottoman Empire. Syria 

was subjected to a novel colonial form, the Mandate, 

whereby France tutored the younger nation in state-

hood.34 Under this tutelage, Syria reorganized the 

legal infrastructure of patrimony inherited from the 

Ottomans and developed new institutions to manage 

the heritage of the nation-state alone, rather than 

the entire empire. This assertion of the “nationality” 

of the patrimony, coupled with the erasure of Otto-

man presence and contribution to the history of the 

region, is the dominant trend of the interwar period 

and beyond. 

The aftermath of the First World War saw an intense 

production of knowledge about the past in the con-

text of the rise of the nation-state.35 Modern modes 

of knowledge, representation, and display, including 

history writing, museum exhibitions, and urban plan-

ning, were introduced along with new techniques for 

research such as archaeology, aerial photography, and 

cadastral surveys. While the modernizing Ottoman 

Empire of the late nineteenth century had deployed 

comparable technologies to study the visible past, in 

Book 1.indb   33Book 1.indb   33 9/20/2007   9:14:05 PM9/20/2007   9:14:05 PM



heghnar zeitlian watenpaugh34

the 1920s and 1930s these practices were intensified 

and their scope was redirected to the terrain of the 

nation-state.36

 This historiographic activity was profoundly influ-

enced by some of the main topoi of nineteenth-century 

Orientalism, many of which had become ensconced 

and naturalized by the 1920s. I will discuss the main 

tenets of this historiography through the work of two 

intellectuals, Jean Sauvaget and Muhammad Kurd {Ali, 

each associated with a key cultural institution in Syria 

under French Mandate—Sauvaget with the French 

Institute for Arab Studies and Kurd {Ali with the Arab 

Academy. 

Soon after the creation of an administrative infra-

structure for Syria under the Mandate, the French For-

eign Ministry directly funded a research institute for 

Arab studies in Damascus, part of a network of over-

seas research centers, highly prestigious institutions 

that supported (and continue to support) advanced 

research and teaching about the history of the coun-

tries of their location. Opened in 1922 as the École 

des arts décoratifs arabes, later named the Institut 

français d’études arabes de Damas (IFEAD), it is cur-

rently one of the branches of the Institut français du 

Proche-Orient. 37 IFEAD was the site where research 

was supported, fieldwork launched, and discoveries 

published. It also produced a voluminous archive of 

research reports that document this episode of the 

quest for a savoir colonial.38 Among the scholars who 

won stipends as pensionnaires at IFEAD, the most influ-

ential was undoubtedly Jean Sauvaget (1901–50), who 

shaped the study of the region’s urbanism. In addi-

tion to his specialized monographs, Sauvaget forged a 

conceptual framework for the study of the Arab lands, 

and particularly of Syria.39 

Damascene intellectuals had founded the Arab Acad-

emy (al-Majma{ al-{Ilmº al-{Arabº) in 1918, during the 

short-lived Arab Kingdom of Faysal.40 During French 

rule, the Academy, with its library and museum, came 

under the Syrian Ministry of Public Instruction.41 The 

institution is now known as Majma{ al-Lugha al-{Arabiy -

ya bi-Dimashq, and is separated from the library and 

museum. The Arab Academy considered itself the 

guardian and innovator of Arabic belles-lettres and 

sought to revive the medieval greatness of the Arabic 

language by publishing editions of classical texts. Its 

scholarly journal, Majallat al-Majma{ al-{Ilmº al-{Arabº 

bi-Dimashq, and books by its members all participated 

in this intellectual project. One of the founders of the 

Arab Academy, Muhammad Kurd {Ali (1876–1953), 

was a major intellectual figure of the interwar period 

and beyond;42 he engaged in published debates with 

the Western scholars who had taken Syria as their field 

of study43 and penned a remarkable book, Khi«a« al-

Sh¸m (The Topography of Syria).44 

European research on the built environment in Syria 

in the 1920s and 1930s differed from the research 

on Egypt in the nineteenth century. Rather than the 

Beaux-Arts-inspired emphasis on the art of the dessina-

teur—the line drawings and the monumental volumes 

of the Description and L’art arabe—twentieth-century 

French research drew on the newer scientific tech-

niques of aerial photography and urban and cadas-

tral surveys on the one hand, and Arabic philology, 

paleography, and epigraphy on the other. Rather than 

tracing the evolution of architectural styles as had the 

Western experts in nineteenth-century Egypt, Sau-

vaget investigated the urban development of the east-

ern Mediterranean shore. While the nineteenth-cen-

tury Orientalists had focused more on the medieval 

Islamic sections of Cairo than on its Roman layer to 

the south, Sauvaget along with René Dussaud, Henri 

Lammens, and Henri Seyrig sought to uncover the 

Greco-Roman grid of antique cities such as Damas-

cus, Aleppo, Lattakia, and Bosra beneath their pres-

ent state. Thus by the nature of the material terrain 

he assigned to himself, Sauvaget was more likely to 

see the relationship between the antique and Islamic 

periods as one of continual reuse rather than of neat 

historical rupture, as in Egypt. 

Moreover, Sauvaget used categories that were prod-

ucts of the twentieth century, such as “Syrian cities” 

and “Arab cities,” even when he discussed time peri-

ods during which the regions he studied had been 

part of the Ayyubid, Seljuk, Mamluk, or Ottoman 

states. His history of Aleppo from its foundation to 

the nineteenth century defines it as “une grande 

ville Syrienne,” employing the neologism “Syria” as a 

transhistorical marker.45 The category “Arab,” which 

for the nineteenth-century Orientalists had been an 

ambiguous ethnic term that could refer to hetero-

geneous populations in far-flung geographical areas 

(cf. Viollet-le-Duc’s definition cited above), had by 

the 1920s, through the influence of Arab nationalist 

thought, come to be taken literally by both European 

and Arab writers. The rise of Arab nationalist writing 

is well documented, yet its often symbiotic relation-

ship with the colonial discourse it ostensibly opposed 

has less frequently been noted. The role of French 

Mandatory authorities in encouraging the develop-
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ment of Arab nationalism in Syria, to the detriment 

of any remaining Ottoman sentiment, was critical in 

the construction of this nationalist discourse. Institu-

tions such as IFEAD were explicitly charged with cre-

ating and disseminating the historical, linguistic, and 

ethnographic knowledge that would fuel nationalist 

thought for Syrian intellectuals. Stated starkly by a 

French government official, both the study of French 

culture by Syrians and scholarly study of Syria by the 

French were to influence the rise of Arab national-

ism in Damascus: 

The Syrians are the future leaders of the entire Arab 

movement, and French high culture exercises a clarifying 

effect on their spirit…Syrians, trained in both cultures, 

must [then] train their own disciples…One must teach 

them to think in Arabic the categories that we have taught 

them to think in French.46 

This is not to deny the agency of Arab thinkers in 

forging a twentieth-century national identity in opposi-

tion to Ottoman imperialism and French colonial rule: 

in this particular case, the colonial and the anticolo-

nial agendas converged in their understanding of the 

ethnic-national category “Arab.” Increasingly in the 

work of writers like George Antonius and Sati{ al-Husri, 

the category “Arab” was imbued with a unified political, 

even racial, meaning in the framework of nationalism. 

The nascent ideology of the Arab Renaissance Party 

(al-Ba{th) crafted a secular nationalism with fascist 

overtones. Secularism adhered to nationalist ideology, 

and this largely obtained in the work of Arab nation-

alists. Nevertheless, Islam hovered as a key marker 

of “Arabness,” co-opted into nationalist discourse as 

a religion inextricably linked to the Arabic language 

and Arab mores, which had originated in the epicenter 

of the Arab Revolt, the Hijaz. This outlook reopened 

the question of periodization and the relationship of 

the Arab present with the antique past. In many itera-

tions of twentieth-century Arab nationalist thought, the 

present was articulated as the inheritor of the antique 

past: the Pharaonic period in Egypt, the Mesopota-

mian civilizations in Iraq, and the Phoenician era for 

Lebanon and Tunisia. Revivals of antique styles were 

often sponsored for public monuments and fine arts 

but were mostly short-lived beyond the 1970s. 

Another legacy of the nineteenth-century discourse 

was the primacy of the medieval. The work of Sau-

vaget, especially, consecrated the medieval as the high 

point of Syrian-Arab history, through numerous stud-

ies of Ayyubid monuments and translations of medi-

eval chronicles. The “medieval” of Syria—consisting 

mostly of the Umayyad period, when Damascus was 

the imperial capital, and the Ayyubid dynasty that had 

left a rich architectural legacy within the borders of 

the new republic—was chronologically slightly ante-

rior to the “medieval” of Egypt.47 

The centrality of the medieval period was also taken 

for granted in Arab nationalist thought, where it often 

became the only period of Arab history to be acknowl-

edged.48 Pride in the greatness of medieval Arab genius 

was empowering to fledgling nationalists, who per-

ceived the Arabs of the twentieth century as the direct 

descendants, biological and cultural, of those inhab-

itants of Baghdad who had forged a great civilization 

in the ninth century. Nationalist thought disregarded 

or minimized any heterogeneity that existed in medi-

eval or modern society—a heterogeneity that the Ori-

entalists had freely acknowledged without valorizing.

Along with the naturalization of the category “Arab” 

as a national designation and the consecration of 

the medieval period as the high point of Arab his-

tory came the acceptance of the Orientalist paradigm 

of Ottoman decline, which was equally embraced by 

the French arabisants and the Arab nationalists. This 

obtains in Sauvaget’s work, in a remarkable turn of 

Eurocentrism. Sauvaget equated political and admin-

istrative stability with social harmony, the construc-

tion of public buildings, and the regularity of urban 

planning, what he called “l’unité morale” of a city. As 

such, the Greco-Roman city, with its unified orthog-

onal plan and civic buildings, was an ideal type with 

moral superiority. Unity of form rather than fragmen-

tation and communal consensus rather than individ-

ual action were the building blocks of the “moral 

unity” of a city. 49 Consequently, his history of Syrian 

cities demonstrated the slow and inexorable degen-

eration of this ideal type, which reached its nadir in 

the Ottoman period. 

 Sauvaget’s 1941 study of Aleppo, Alep: Essai sur le 

développement d’une grande ville syrienne, des origines au 

milieu du XIXe siècle, is an attempt at a total history of 

a city, from its origin to the recent past. Sauvaget had 

chosen a city that boasted a glorious medieval period 

but that had also been thoroughly reshaped by the 

Ottomans, who erected its most striking features—the 

largest covered bazaar in the world and monumental 

caravanserais with richly decorated facades. And yet, 

famously, Sauvaget derided the Ottoman architecture 

of Aleppo as nothing but a “trompe-l’œil,” “a sumptu-

ous facade behind which there are only ruins.”50 It is 
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worth noting the continuity of the metaphor of surfaces 

misleadingly concealing an empty core to describe the 

inferiority of Islamic architecture (cf. Viollet-le-Duc’s 

opposition of clothing and body cited above).51

For Sauvaget, Ottoman decline was most appar-

ent in the lack of civic consciousness and planning. 

He forcefully argued against the notion of a broader 

urban plan governing any discrete acts of patronage. 

To him, the great urban complexes of the sixteenth 

century were merely the haphazard result of expan-

sion driven by the ambition and greed of individual 

patrons rather than communal consensus. He attri-

buted the homogeneous appearance of the central 

monumental corridor to a fortunate coincidence, “fal-

lacious” in that it produced an impression of planning 

while it was in fact the result of haphazard growth.52 

André Raymond’s critique of Sauvaget addressed the 

historiographical and political context of Sauvaget’s 

emphasis on Ottoman decline.53 In the case of the 

urban development of Ottoman Aleppo, while mas-

ter plans that would indicate a broader urban organi-

zation do not survive, Sauvaget’s own research on the 

architectural remains indicates a concerted, deliber-

ate transformation of the city rather than a random 

accumulation of individualistic, self-serving patronage 

campaigns. At the heart of Sauvaget’s work is a deep 

contradiction: while his research directly confronted 

and documented the fact that the topography of Syr-

ia’s cities was basically Ottoman (in legal structure and 

social organization as well as construction period and 

style), his narrative could not acknowledge the Otto-

man period as primary but rather rejected it in the 

strongest possible terms. A pernicious aspect of Sau-

vaget’s view of the urban history of Aleppo, and of 

Islamic urbanism generally, is his categorical denial 

of any type of urban planning and his assertion of 

the lack of civic consciousness in the Islamic city, 

which to him was indicated by the absence of what 

he would consider civic institutions. Individual greed 

and authoritarian (read: nondemocratic, antirepub-

lican) rule encroached on the orderly, orthogonal 

antique blocks and obscured them with diagonal pas-

sages and parasite constructions. Thus Sauvaget’s dia-

chronic study of Aleppo, by tracking the development 

of urban space, constitutes a moral parable that dem-

onstrates the ultimate superiority of the European cul-

tural ideal. Sauvaget’s depiction characterizes Islamic 

civilization, in contrast to Western urban planning, as 

intuitive rather than rational, with an implied hierar-

chical construction of Western society as rational and 

thereby superior. In short, Sauvaget created a frame-

work for the study of Muslim cities along the Mediter-

Fig. 5. One of the earliest published photographs of the Barada panel, Great Mosque of Damascus. (After K. A. C. Creswell, 

Early Muslim Architecture, 2 vols. [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1940], 1:pl. 54b)
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ranean littoral that centered on a narrative of irrevers-

ible decline, from the rational grid plan of classical 

antiquity to the slow degeneration into the irrational 

diagonals, meandering alleys, and culs-de-sac of the 

Muslim present. 

 As knowledge about the visible past of Syria began 

to coalesce into a national narrative, Syrian writers who 

were staunchly opposed to colonial rule reproduced 

some of the narrative plots devised by Sauvaget. In 

this time and place, local intellectual endeavor often 

dovetailed with colonial practices and institutions. 

The Ottoman period, which constituted the recent 

past of the region, was as reviled by the nationalists 

as it was by the Western experts. Regarding the man-

ner in which the Ottoman past had been studied—or 

studiously ignored—in the context of nation-states for-

merly part of the empire, Rifa{at Abou-El-Haj argued 

that the Arabic-language scholarship on the Ottoman 

era perceived the rise of the nation-state as legitimate 

and inevitable. Thus, Arab nationalist scholarship 

“provided an ideological justification for the territo-

rial divisions which the colonial [i.e., post-Ottoman] 

 powers carried out and for forging a new identity for 

the local elites.”54

Muhammad Kurd {Ali was a member of such an elite. 

His six-volume Khi«a« al-Sh¸m (1925–28) was clearly 

modeled on both the great medieval Khi«a« of al-Maqrizi 

and the nineteenth-century Khi«a« al-Tawfºqiyya of {Ali 

Mubarak of Egypt. It also referenced and quoted the 

rich trove of medieval and early modern histories writ-

ten by Damascene and Aleppine ulema. Kurd {Ali’s 

Topography follows its models in its subject matter and 

structure as well as in its lack of visual elements—what 

can perhaps be called the aniconic nature of Arabic 

discourse on the city. 55 It literally redefined the ter-

ritory of the modern nation as distinct from the terri-

tory of the Ottoman Empire, comparing the cultural 

life of Syria in the Ottoman period and under the 

nation-state. The imperialist Ottoman state denied the 

cultural development of Syria, carting off local antiq-

uities to embellish museums and homes in Istanbul, 

as Timur had done previously:

For forty-six years we had asked the Turkish [note: not 

Ottoman] government to establish a small museum in 

Damascus, but they did not do this because they liked 

the best of everything to be in Istanbul, and they wanted 

the rest of the countries to be villages for their imperial-

ism, until there was an Arab government in Syria and it 

opened a museum…56 

Kurd {Ali argued repeatedly that his Sham was his-

torically, linguistically, and artistically distinct from 

the rest of the Ottoman Empire. He denounced the 

archaeological excavations of the nineteenth century, 

conducted under Ottoman supervision: 

The Ottoman government allowed these excavations so 

it would share the riches and take them to museums 

in Istanbul. Their excuse was that the best thing sci-

entifically was to assemble all the antiquities (¸th¸r) in 

one museum, rather than distributing them in various 

places. But they ignored the fact that this is not right 

for a land [i.e., Syria] that has a historical unity and 

cannot be comprised in a land such as the Ottoman 

Empire, which includes under its flag different peoples 

and diverse civilizations.57

Thus Kurd {Ali highlighted the historical unity of 

the Syrian territory, which made it incompatible with 

multiethnic states like the Ottoman Empire. He also 

advocated a transhistorical unity of Syrians across the 

centuries, noting a common aesthetic tendency among 

Syrians in all periods of history:

It is clear that the Syrian (Sh¸mº) in every period of his 

history prefers that which is plain/simple (s¸dhij); this 

is clear in his technology and his religious philosophy, 

in art a mixture between plain and beautiful…58 

Like the Orientalists, Kurd {Ali’s view of Syria’s history 

disproportionately emphasized the medieval period: 

“Damascus was the capital of the Umayyads and a 

center of Arab civilization…”59 is a statement deeply 

imbued with the medievalism that had by now become 

naturalized in the Arabic as well as the Western dis-

course. Thus while Kurd {Ali engaged in fierce debates 

with the Orientalists of his generation, particularly 

Henri Lammens, his writing co-opted and naturalized 

many of their basic concepts on the Syrian state and 

the Arab nation.

As in the case of Egypt, the crafting of a discourse 

on the built environment of Syria was accompanied 

by representation, and particularly exhibitions. Many 

of the elements discussed above were made visible in 

the Exposition coloniale of 1931, held in Vincennes 

(Paris).60 Moreover, similar to the process in Egypt, 

urban archaeology and conservation, primarily in the 

new capital city of Damascus, targeted medieval mon-

uments: notably, the Umayyad mosaics of the Great 

Mosque of Damascus were discovered and restored in 

1928–29 (fig. 5). Eustache de Lorey, the director of 

the École des arts décoratifs arabes, while conduct-
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ing structural repairs at the Great Mosque following 

its devastating fire of 1893, had uncovered a mosaic 

panel on the wall of the Western portico of the court-

yard, spared by a layer of plaster. The discovery of what 

became known as the “Barada panel” was reported in 

scholarly journals and newspapers locally and in the 

West and recognized as momentous for the history of 

world art.61 Instantly celebrated, these mosaics enabled 

historians to cast Damascus, the new capital of Syria, 

as the birthplace of Islamic art and architecture. 

The greatness of the Arab-Islamic history of Syria was 

thought to reside in its medieval glory rather than its 

recent Ottoman layer. Indeed, Ottomans were deemed 

poor custodians of the great sites of Arab genius—after 

all, they had plastered over the Umayyad mosaics, and 

the devastating fire at the Great Mosque had taken 

place on their watch.62 What is completely absent in 

this discourse is mention of the long and expensive 

process of restoration of the Great Mosque of Damas-

cus by Sultan Abdülhamid II and the connection of 

Damascus to Medina through the Hijaz Railway.63 

Mimicking their European counterparts, Arab writers 

of the twentieth century saw Rumi-style architecture 

in the Arab world as derivative and inauthentic. They 

dismissed great Ottoman-period monuments in their 

territory (probably built by local artisans) as “foreign” 

and stifling to Arab genius. Studies of Ottoman archi-

tecture in the provinces by authors from the Turk-

ish Republic have tended to claim certain buildings 

as Turkish; conversely, local historians have been all 

too willing to give up these buildings as foreign and 

inauthentic, or to reclaim some of their details as rep-

resenting enduring national traits. Broadly, two views 

dominate scholarship: on the one hand, that of the 

“Arabic-speaking provinces” of the Ottoman empire as 

a culturally recalcitrant region that rebuffs new influ-

ences and retreats into a medieval past; on the other, 

the view of an enduring national tradition, discern-

ible but stifled under foreign Ottoman rule, that ulti-

mately rejects the imperialist oppressor. The omni-

present ablaq motif—the striped polychrome masonry 

that appears on Mamluk and some Ottoman monu-

ments in the Levant—was singled out as a ubiqui-

tous example of the survival of local forms, indexical 

of the resilience of national artistic style despite the 

imposition of Rumi architecture. Such an approach 

precludes the possibility that Ottoman builders might 

have intentionally incorporated local forms, materials, 

and techniques as part of an Ottoman way of build-

ing, as I have argued elsewhere.64

The Orientalist notion of post-medieval decline was 

appropriated outright. The Ottoman state was indicted 

as the culprit for this decline through its oppression 

and exploitation of the Arab nation. Domination by 

the Ottoman state was now understood as the dom-

ination of the Arab nation by the Turkish nation, 

and the Turks were now assimilated to the premod-

ern Ottoman polity. Similar to the Orientalist narra-

tive in Egypt, the Arab nationalist narrative demanded 

the vilification of the Turks (substituted for “Otto-

mans” in the historiography) or their excision from 

any positive role in history. The traumatic transforma-

tions of the nineteenth century, the power struggles 

inherent in any imperial situation, became reduced to 

the unbearable and unnatural injustice of one nation 

(Turks) dominating the other (Arabs). The figure of 

Jamal Pasha al-Saffah (“the Bloodletter”)—the nefar-

ious governor of Damascus during the First World 

War who was responsible for summarily hanging Dam-

ascene patriots/nationalists—personified the impe-

rial relationship, becoming a type of shorthand for 

depicting a reductive nationalist binary of oppressive, 

vile Turks versus resisting, heroic Arabs.65 However, 

this type of depiction performs a fundamental legit-

imizing role for the neologisms of the Middle East’s 

twentieth-century geography, such as Lebanon, Syria, 

and Iraq. A serious reflection on these issues by Arab 

and Western intellectuals is at present underway, but 

the currency of nationalist historiography, rehearsed 

through television serials and popular novels, contin-

ues to be dominant.66

The notion of an Ottoman decline in the former 

Arab provinces is counterfactual on many accounts and 

is paradigmatically insufficient to explain the many 

changes that took place in the nineteenth century. 

The late Ottoman period had seen the rise of local 

elite families within the Ottoman official structure—

families that included Sati{ al-Husri’s—rather than 

the stark domination of one ethnic group by another. 

Abou-El-Haj argued that the local elites who were part 

of the Ottoman administration later staffed the gov-

ernments of Mandatory states; they urgently needed 

to erase their now-discredited Ottoman connections 

and did so by embracing a pre-Ottoman Arab past.67 

Moreover, in terms of the built environment, by the 

early twentieth century, most of the public monu-

ments of the Mediterranean Islamic cities were Otto-

man-built. The nineteenth-century modernization of 

the Ottoman state was visible everywhere in the Arab 

countries; some of the most modern and vibrant urban 

Book 1.indb   38Book 1.indb   38 9/20/2007   9:14:07 PM9/20/2007   9:14:07 PM



the legacy of ottoman architecture in the former arab provinces 39

spaces of Damascus, such as the Suq al-Hamidiyya and 

Marja Square, were due to Ottoman patronage dur-

ing the period described as one of cultural poverty.68 

It is significant that an urban historian such as Sau-

vaget never discussed the modern spaces of Syrian 

cities, even though his headquarters in Damascus—

the French Institute, housed at the {Azm Palace—was 

adjacent to the Suq al-Hamidiyya, and despite the fact 

that he visited the modern apartment buildings and 

clubs in the modern Ottoman {Aziziyya neighborhood 

of Aleppo (planned in 1900).69 

The ideologies of nationalism and the new ways of 

reading urban space dictated other perceptions to Syri-

ans and Westerners of the 1920s and 1930s. While Sau-

vaget’s influence on the urban history of the Middle 

East has been immense, during the Mandate IFEAD 

supported the work of others less prominent. French 

ethnographers and geographers took as their field of 

study not the medieval but rather the contemporary 

period of Syria’s history: Albert de Boucheman studied 

the desert commercial city of Sukhna, Jacques Weul-

ersse (1905–46) wrote about the peasants of the Ala-

wite mountains, and Robert Montagne (1893–1954) 

focused on nomads.70 Significantly however, the leg-

acy of Ottoman modernization largely escaped these 

scholars as well. Even while they scanned the contem-

porary landscape of Syria, they emphasized the rural, 

the extra-urban, and the nonmodern.

The elision of the modern in this discourse rep-

resents a deafening silence, an absence so consistent 

and so striking that it was certainly constructed. The 

modern of the Ottomans became impossible to per-

ceive, or at least impossible to voice. Surveys of the 

architectural history of Syria thus treated the Otto-

man period either counterfactually and uncritically as 

a period of substandard artistic production or, more 

often, as a literal blank space, their narratives end-

ing with Selim’s conquest of 1517. The elision of the 

Ottoman period in these histories often produced a 

gap of four hundred years. A casualty of the decline 

paradigm in the nationalist discourse is the awareness 

of the very modernity of the Ottoman state, in which 

its Arab inhabitants, alongside many groups, were 

active and creative participants. What is at stake is a 

rejection of the modernity of these societies—for this 

modernity would be Ottoman—that prompts instead 

an emphasis on medieval greatness, with its resultant 

decline. The implications of this elision, paradoxi-

cally, fulfilled both colonial and nationalist ends: the 

French became the champions of modernity where 

premodern backwardness had reigned; and the Arab 

nationalists became the standard-bearers of a secular-

modernist renewal where a nefarious obscurantism 

incapable of innovation had stifled national aspira-

tions and talents. Strangely, the claim to modernity 

by Arab nationalist discourse required that the earlier 

modernity of the Ottoman nineteenth century in the 

Arab world be discredited or erased.

The recent surge of interest in premodern domes-

tic urban architecture and the nostalgia for the “old 

courtyard house” in Syria is producing a discourse 

that ignores the historical context of this late Otto-

man vernacular urban architecture and therefore does 

not see any link to the Ottoman polity. The courtyard 

house represents a timeless “before,” prior to moder-

nity.71 As Christa Salamandra demonstrates, many 

Damascene families who trace their genealogy to the 

a{y¸n (notables) of the nineteenth century seize upon 

the old courtyard house as a prestigious architecture 

that legitimizes notable status in the context of a post-

independence state where they are excluded from 

rule. What remains unsaid is the fact that the archi-

Fig. 6. Islamic Cultural Center of New York, 1986–91, architect 

Skidmore, Owings and Merrill LLP. (Photo: courtesy of the 

Aga Khan Trust for Culture) 
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tecture that still indexes social prestige and cultural 

authority is an Ottoman form, a product of the Otto-

man Empire and Ottoman social, economic, and artis-

tic realities—those very realities reviled in the nation-

alist discourse. 

To this day Ottoman architecture in the Arab world 

is an uneasy historiographic category. Since the nine-

teenth century, the Ottoman state and its legacy, archi-

tectural or otherwise, has been contested, erased, 

revived, and reviled in the former Arab provinces. In 

the historiography of the visible past of these regions, 

the Ottoman period occupies an ambiguous position 

at the intersection of European Orientalist narratives 

of Arab civilization and medieval greatness, national-

ist narratives of the rebirth of the Arab nation, and 

Islamist narratives of Islamic civilization. Through-

out the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Ottoman 

architecture was both reviled as imported and inau-

thentic and prized as a marker of imperial prestige 

and Islamic legitimacy. 

In recent years, Muslim communities in the West 

who build mosques often produce buildings that have 

a dominant hemispherical dome and a soaring min-

aret (fig. 6). The dome and the minaret are thought 

by these communities to be crucial, timeless mark-

ers of Islam.72 We could argue, instead, that this for-

mat is far closer to the standardized Rumi Ottoman 

mosque than to the hypostyle or four-iwan plans of 

other dynasties. Should we read this as the return of 

the repressed, or as the continual dominance of the 

Ottoman visual ideal?
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