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For a historian of architecture treating the 
record of the past as art presents a variety of 
difficulties and challenges. The considera
tion of any building for its design qualities 
can be an end in itself, and often the study of 
architecture within an architectural curri
culum stresses this aspect perhaps to the 
exclusion of other approaches. Yet formal 
analysis alone cannot in the end yield that 
density of discourse on architecture which is 
at the same time explanatory of the past and 
generative for the present. The other 
approaches are, briefly, archeological and 
chronological, contextual in a political, so
cial and cultural sense By archeological and 
chronological, I mean the close examination 
of a building or a setting in all of its details 
and all of its periods of construction and use. 
For it is only with this base of data that even 
the most simple analytical tasks can be 
achieved The recording of the building is 
the first necessary step. The fact that very 
few of the buildings within the millennial 
history of the Islamic world have been fully 
recorded and analysed presents a major 
obstacle to developing a fine-grained picture 
of what was built at anyone time, or, in 
other words, of what was the constructional 
ethos and praxis. To develop criteria for 
detecting quality in a building, its own inti
mate context of related buildings has to be 
found. 

Can we be sure what was considered to be 
the art of architecture when anyone of the 
buildings of the Islamic architectural record 
was constructed? It has been said that there 
exist no manuals or theoretical works on 
architecture within the Islamic world where 
the qualitative aspects of architecture were 
clearly spelled out. I And, even more, that 
architecture was only building and that, as a 
craft, it possessed no concomitant intel
lectualisation of the process and product. It 
is perhaps true that no single work exists on 
the model of an Albertian treatise. At least, 
none has surfaced in the customary places, 
that is, associated with philosophical texts. It 
may be premature, however, to characterise 
whole traditions of architeture as being with
out any intellectual component or any intel
lectualisation, when little real investigation 
of their cultural and intellectual contexts has 
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occured. This paper will indicate some areas 
of investigation which appear to be quite 
promising for developing the bases for a 
theory of Islamic architecture. 2 And it is 
only from this vantage point that one can 
begin to shape conceptions of architecture as 
art that are inherent in Islamic civilisation 

Sources for the discovery of the theoretical 
bases for the making of architecture in the 
Islamic world must be sought in several 
fields that may be far flung and unrelated to 
each other but are nevertheless related to 
one or another aspect of architecture. Thus, 
rather than generating a theory from the 
exterior and developing criteria for judging 
a work of architecture as art or not, I shall 
attempt to sketch out those areas which, in 
my opinion, are fruitful ground for the dis
covery of the attitudes and patterns of 
thought about the usage of architectur~ 
within Islamic high culture - the pre
condition for discourse on architecture. I am 
purposely presenting a series of examples 
which would reveal a similar density and 
preoccupation with aspects of the built 
environment which we find in other civilisa
tions (Chinese, Classical or European, for 
instance) with better articulated or better 
publicised conceptions of art and aesthetics. 3 

The concept of art and the concept of archi
tecture as art are culturally bound and must 
therefore be investigated within their own 
terms.4 

A preliminary survey of those areas within 
Islamic civilisation which, all agree, had de
veloped a particularly rich, varied and con
scious internal commentary reveals that with
in them there existed a use of and a pre
occupation with the built environment, if 
not with architecture itself. The areas which 
did yield information were literature, philo
sophy, jurisprudence, geometry, astronomy, 
of which all reveal an encouraging richness 
that must now be exploited and developed 
into a fully articulated system of analysing 
and evaluating Islamic architecture. 

It then comes as no surprise that al-Maqdisi, 
a philosopher writing in the tenth century 
would develop the classic argument about 
the existence of God in terms of the con
struction of a building. It is a concretisation 



which drew directly upon his own experi
ence of the major transformation the Islamic 
world was undergoing at the time. By all 
accounts this was its single most intense 
urbanisation (and construction) phase prior 
to the contemporary period. 5 

"If it were permissible to imagine the crea
tion of this world without a creator, it would 
in fact be possible to imagine the existence 
of a building without a builder, a piece of 
writing without a writer, of a design without 
a designer, of an image without a painter. It 
would, in fact, be permissible to the one 
who sees a solid residence and a firm build
ing to believe the following: a pile of earth 
was gathered together without a gatherer; it 
was then mixed without a mixer until cohe
sive and moist; then it was moulded into 
bricks of perfect proportion and admirable 
square ness without someone to plan it in 
advance and to fashion it; then the founda
tions of the residence laid themselves out, its 
footings strengthened themselves, its pillars 
and transoms rose up, so that its walls could 
be extended and its corners completed; and 
mud bricks flew into the air, landed on their 
proper sides and arranged themselves in the 
most beautiful order; then the joists and 
beams fell on their own according to the 
measurements of the apartments and of the 
sectors and were cut for building without 
anyone gathering them and cutting them; 
then the wood was hewn without a hewer, 
sawed without a sawyer and smoothed with
out a plane; when (these wood pieces) are 
completed, the uneven parts straightened 
out they rise on their own grooves, trans
form into ceilings over rooms and their pil
lars rise under them; then a sheating covers 
them (ceilings), doors open and shut on 
their own; then the building is covered with 
lime and mud, paved and plastered; it is 
decorated with different kinds of ornaments 
and designs. And so the work is finished, the 
building is completed, its separate parts 
united in the best fashion and the most per
fect arrangement. Not one of its partitions. 
bricks, or wooden beams appear without the 
viewer's admiration for its wisdom and its 
purpose, all of this without the maker who 
made it, the fashioner who fashioned it, the 
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expert who formed it, the planner who plan
nedit".6 
Not only does al-Maqdisi discuss the build
ing in great detail and with an acute aware
ness of the construction process but also he 
admires quality in building, "its wisdom and 
purpose". The use of the building process in 
philosophical and theological literature 
should not only be regarded as a typical 
argument for the existence of God. It is also, 
in my opinion, highly indicative of the way 
in which thinking about building and about 
architecture permeated the many spheres of 
intellectual life in the tenth century A.D 7 If 
creation was envisaged as a building process, 
then as a corollary one can assume that the 
building process itself was intellectualised. 
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From Buzjani's treatise on geometry for craftsmen 

Source Bibliotheque Nationale, Persane 169, fol 
181a. 

And we can no longer speak only of building 
in some incohoate realm of traditional, natu
ral or historic architecture, without the abil
ity to conceptualise and to create discourse 
about it. 

So pervasive was the consciousness of the 
built environment and of the process of 
building that it filters into the realm of belles 
lettres. An example has been identified in 
the case of the wind tower in Egypt H 

Apparently this architectural importation 
and innovation so preoccupied the imagi
nation of the literati that scores of poems 
were composed utilising the wind tower as 
metaphor for the various states of love. To 
give three examples, one by Burhan aI-din 
al-Qirati (1326-l379) has the following lines: 

I am a badahanj all filled 
With emotion, joy and happiness. 

High on top of me, the pigeons sing. 
Inside me, the wind recites love poems. 

And, a mansion where our badahanj stretch
es up high, 
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Love-sick curing the thirst of violent pas
sion. 

If, when it is hot, a grating there is opened, 
"Love for her came to me, before I knew 
what love was". 

(The last line a quote attributed to Laila Wa 
Majnun, a romance). 

One by Ibn al-Tubi (first half of the eleventh 
century): 

I came to him on a hot summer day, 
And he gave me a frosty welcome. 

I said: "I do not have a badahanj in my 
house, 
But the face of that fellow is my badahanj" 

Or one by Ibn Abi Halajah al-Tilimsani 
(1325-1375): 

A badahanj, may our mansion never be 
without its pleasant company! 
As if it were an abject lover confronting 
passion 

In al-Ghuzuli's Matali' al-Budur, an anthol
ogy of cultural history, a whole chapter is 
devoted to the badahanj. This work as well 
as the individual poems reflect the integra
tion of this new feature of architecture into 
the regional culture of the Arab world from 
the eleventh to the fourteenth century. 

As in the case of the philosophical text, 
these examples show an awareness of the 
functional and aesthetic aspects of architec
ture far beyond the more narrow builders' 
circles and very much part of the discourse 
of literati and intellectuals of their time. This 
was a response to architectural innovation 
These circles were conscious of architecture 
and very ready to assimilate its forms and 
spaces into their own experientallanguage. 
How this aesthetisation of functional ele
ments in tum influenced architecture is a 
question which has not yet been suitably 
investigated. One thing is sure though, that 
the experience of and commentary on con
sciously contrived space is a well attested 
feature of high Islamic civilisation. One 
should name the renowned garden poetry, 
the nawriyat and rawdiyat of Andalusia,9 as 
another example. In fact a search though the 
vast literature of the classical Islamic world 
would probably reveal a wider and richer 
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appreciation and qualitative discrimination 
of architecture than has been assumed to 
this point. It is in this realm that one of the 
bases for what was considered art in archi
tecture is to be sought. 

The fact that in Islamic architecture build
ings talk is an important one. For the most 
part monumental buildings carry inscrip
tions which give the name and the date of 
the patron (and, at times, ofthe architect, 
builder or supervisor) and the date of the 
commissioning of the building. 10 The use 
and choice of literature in inscriptions reveal 
the extent to which buildings had an impact 
on the environment and the imagination of 
the onlookers. The most commonly chosen 
were, of course, verses of the Qur'an. 
Though a handful may be most popular, 
their variety indicates that the effect of the 
inscription was always a factor in the choice, 
and, furthermore, that the message ofthe 
building, its iconography, was considered 
incomplete without one. In some cases, the 
contents of the inscriptions were drawn from 
the realm of belles lettres, at times especially 
composed for the building, as is the case 
with the poems of Ibn Zamrak on the 
Alhambra or in the poems in the palace of 
Mahmud of Ghazni. There, the imagery of 
the building is made explicit through poetic 
metaphor and allusion. 

The third area for investigation lies within 
the vast literature of Islamic jurisprudence. 
Recent studies have attempted to extract 
general principles of planning for contem
porary purposes from hisba manuals and 
fiqh books. 11 This literature can yield much 
more, for in it lies also the "archaeology" of 
thought about buildings and the processes of 
construction. A closer study of the juridical 
literature that concerns itself with buildings 
can yield a more precise vocabulary of de
scription and of evaluation. Most important 
is the category of the books on buildings 
(kitab al-binyan). 12 Confronted with rapidly 
urbanising societies in the eighth to the 
eleventh centuries, early Islamic jurists be
gan to define what buildings and their com
ponents were in urban contexts, what their 
rights and appurtenances were and what 
were private and public domains. On these 

early works were based subsequent cases, 
manuals, and waqfs. 13 
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Just as the early jurists derived conceptions 
of urban fabric and buildings from the ear
liest examples of the Prophet and the Com
panions on the one hand and from the cus
tom of the land on the other, so too, the 
early public buildings and the early settle
ments developed between these two poles. 
It is therefore imperative that key sections of 
the juridical literature be examined with the 
goal in mind to ascertain the beginning of 
the processes of definition of buildings and 
urban fabrics. In the reconstruction of that 
intellectual history will lie one of the bases 
for the articulation of a theory of Islamic 
architecture. 

Fourthly, the realm of the history of science 
promises to contribute to the discourse on 
Islamic architecture. David King's resear
ches into the history of astronomy and in 
particular into the computation of the qibla 
are seminal, as they reveal the myriad prob
lems of establishing the qibla for mosques, 
the participation of the scientific com
munity, particularly of the astronomers in 
this and the complimentary use of folk astro
nomy and the traditions of the Companions. 
Underlying all major architectural schemes 
then was a sense of sacred directionality 
which needs to be factored into any discus
sion of Islamic architecture. 14 The additional 
bonus of familiarity with the literature of 
Islamic science is the fact that one finds 
information about aspects of architecture in 
rather unexpected places. For example, 
instructions for the construction of a wind 
tower are found in an astronomical manual 
by Ibn al-Sarraj because it has to do with 
problems of winds and orientation. 15 In 
general, geographical manuals are also 
aware of the environment and, in particular, 
those which describe the climate and build
ings. (The leading geographer al-Muqaddasi 
came from as a family of geometers). Con
nected to the concern for the description and 
the mastery of the environment is the 
development of agriculture and the appro
priation of the landscape through the inten
sification of gardening practices and the in
stallation of gardens 16 Thus the literature 
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produced about the garden, the rawdiyat 
and nawriyatmentioned above, fits into the 
same acute consciousness of the built and 
man-made environment. 

Finally, within the realm of the history of 
science one should look at how geometry 
was viewed and developed and what its role 
was in the design of Islamic architecture. 
That geometry played a key role was already 
recognised by earlier scholars such as Cres
well or Schoeder in their analysis of indivi
dual works of architecture. 17 But attempts 
to see its direct impact on the nature of 
form, structure and decoration have only 
begun. IS 

It is Bulatov's recent work that is the most 
promising. He has investigated the use of 
geometric harmony in the architecture of 
Central Asia from the ninth to the fifteenth 
century. 19 According to the tenth century 
philosopher al-Farabi, the bases of architec
ture lie within the mathematical sciences and 
the beginning of architecture is the know
ledge of hiyal, variously translated as skill, 
art or cunning when concerned with the 
manipulation of geometric forms. Geometry 
is thus the foundation for an architect's 
training. The architect had at his disposal 
four systems of proportion which he could 
mix as needed, although one system pre
dominated. These were the square and its 
derivatives, the equilateral triangle and its 
derivatives, the half square and its deriva
tives, and the root offive rectangles and its 
derivatives. Each system was based on an 
integer, but varied and developed through 
the root of this integer in accordance with 
geometric principles. The system is com
parable to scales in music and, in fact, al
Farabi states that the side of the square and 
the segment of the circle serve as a measur
ing instrument in architecture, just as syllo
gism serves logic, the strophe poetry and the 
foot metrics. The geometric basis of design 
was not, as in Western architecture, con
cerned with the repetition of similar or re
lated forms. The Islamic system assured a 
harmony of all parts, from plan to elevation 
to decoration, and also served practically as 
working method. The geometric system was 
coupled with a programming and analytic 
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An arch to span more than ten ells, after al-Kashi. 
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process which probably occured previous to 
and simultaneous with it. There seems to 
have been a theoretical layout of a building 
on a module without the given scale (which 
among other things was based on the ex
press specifications of the patron); The set 
of plans of a sixteenth-century Bukharan 
architect show a variety of complex build
ings which are laid out on modular graph 
paper. 20 The intimate working knowledge of 
geometric principles is further documented 
in the architecture itself, where there is a 
familiarity of working with proportions, 
rotating figures and modules, and a 
harmonisation of all elements of the 
building. 21 A good test case is the Madrasa 
Ghiyathiyya in Khargird. According to its 
inscription, the famous Qavam ad-Din Shir
azi, who excelled in geometry (muhandasf), 
drawing (tarhf) and construction (mi'marf) 

had conceived its original design. In 8461 
1428-9, long after his death, his associate, 
Ghiyath ad-Din Shirazi actually built the 
madrasa. 22 

Underpinning the plans and the buildings 
are the mathematical treatises from the 
ninth to the fifteenth century. Most have not 
been studied systematically for their interest 
and use to contemporary architects (muhan
disan). As an example one can take Abu'l 
Wafa' Buzjani (940-998) who composed a 
treatise on what craftsmen should know of 
geometry.23 Accompanying the Persian 
translation of this work is an anonymous 
appendix on "An Introduction to Similar 
and Coincident Figures", which among 
other solutions gives several examples on 
complex figures in rotation and tiling 
patterns. 24 The work of the fifteenth-century 
mathematician and astronomer lamshid 
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Ghiyath ai-Din al-Kashi, Miftah al-Hisab, 
sets aside part of his work to consider the 
nature of curved forms such as arches, 
domes and muqarnas and give formulas for 
the precise calculation of curves and their 
surfaces. 25 We know of many more types 
from actual examples than are mentioned by 
al-Kashi, although his were certainly part of 
the archeological record. His observations 
are as much a summary of theoretical know
ledge about geometrical figures as obser
vations in the field and reveal an unbroken 
tradition of geometric thinking which began 
with al-Khorezmi, al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Buz
jani, ai-Baghdadi, the Banu Musa and 
others. 

The muqarnas, though no one has yet 
understood exactly when and how it was 
generated, is, in my opinion, closely con
nected with the same density of geometric 
thinking. For whatever meaning could have 
been assigned to it initially and later on, its 
plan has most likely been derived from a 
theoretical interest in tracking the rotations 
of three-dimensional figures and in tiling 
patterns as well as in recording patterns in 
two and three dimensions. 26 

The four major fields I have sketched out 
can be developed for their own sakes but, at 
this juncture, it is perhaps proper to ask how 
they can contribute immediately to the 
teaching of architecture in the Islamic world 
today. First, they activate the archeological 
and historical record and make the indivi
dual monuments more fully understood as 
representatives of artistic and intellectual 
history. Secondly, by providing this context 
the history of Islamic architecture need not 
remain a mere show-and-tell of pretty build
ings or peasant huts but can continue to be 
developed as a history and theory architec
ture, related to but definitely at variance 
with the history and theory of architecture 
based on the sources of antiquity and the 
renaissance. And, as such, it will probably 
be more meaningful to the individual stu
dent in Tunis, Tehran or Cairo. Formal ex
ercises based on remaining artifacts - build
ings - most often based only on locally 
available examples, are thus put into a more 
complex and more exciting intellectual and 

artistic context. And it is then that the in
structor and the students alike can fully 
understand what was considered art in the 
past and judge for themselves whether it is 
art for them. 
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chronology of development. For an attempt to establish 
a chronology see Yasser Tabba, "The Mllqarnas 
Dome: Its Origin and Meaning", Mllqmllas 3 (1985), 
pp 61-74; for an analysis of the consh uction of a mll
qarnas and for an actual plan fOI one see Ulrich Harb 
Ilkhanidische Stalaktitengewolbe (Berlin, 1978) from 
the late thirteenth-century palace at Takht-i Suleiman 



By choosing as one of their general "umbrel
la" themes for a seminar on architectural 
education in Islamic countries the topic 
"Architecture as Art", the organisers have, 
it seems to me, implied several very diffe
rent kinds of issues, each of which leads to 
its own set of questions pertinent both to the 
training of architects and to scholarly or cri
tical thinking. There are intellectual or 
theoretical issues going back to Vitruvius on 
the nature of "beauty" in architecture and, 
at least since the Renaissance, there has 
been in the West a profuse discourse on the 
art of architecture. The questions here are 
primarily those of the aesthetics of the art of 
building. 

There are moral issues such as whether it is 
appropriate to talk about art when the ob
vious problems facing future architects and 
planners are those of housing and of basic 
infrastructure. Or perhaps it is suggested 
that art can and should be brought into these 
essential but aesthetically irrelevant func
tions. What is involved here is the judge
ment of the ways for professional inter
vention in building. There are pedagogical 
issues, as the study of art has meant for the 
most part the study of the history of art, but 
perhaps philosophy is the more appropriate 
approach to architectural teaching than his
tory. 

There are epistemological issues dealing, for 
instance, with the appropriateness of the 
very concept of art within the traditional 
context of Islamic thought. Are we, as we do 
so often, introducing an inappropriate west
ern concept? Should one first straighten out 
the social and cultural parameters of what
ever it is one is trying to define? 

Architecture as Art 

Oleg Grabar 

terminological and conceptual confusion, I 
saw my task precisely as one of trying to 
clear the air for our overall objective of 
thinking about architectural education. To 
do so, I have taken two judgements as pre
mises. One is that, whether we call their 
results art or not, we all make qualitative 
choices within whatever it is that we know of 
the built environment; we act and judge 
according to these choices; and we expect 
others to do the same, thus justifying the 
inclusion of the topic within education. The 
second premise is that, at this elementary 
stage of our knowledge of aesthetic theory 
within traditional Islam, we have no choice 
but to use a procedure which is not as yet 
culture bound, but it is possible to use exam
ples which are culture bound and thus 
perhaps begin to know what to look for 
when we eventually turn toward the texts of 
the Muslim faith and of Islamic thought. 

I shall first develop four largely unrelated 
series of observations and then propose a 
few themes for subsequent discussions. 

1) At a recent seminar held in Dhaka on 
regionalism in architecture, one speaker, a 

I could easily go on, as the whole subject of 
"what is art" has been severely unhinged by 
the intellectual, social and pedagogical 
changes of the last hundred years. To some 
everything built is art, which also means that 
nothing is and that the category itself has 
become meaningless. To others, art is al
ways in the past and what we are talking 
about is the relationship between history 
and today's creativity. To others yet, a work 
of art is identified by its conformity to one of Louis Kahn, Assembly Hall,; Dhaka 
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Bangladeshi practicing architect, gave a 
rapid overview ofthe history (that is, the 
chronological sequence) of architectural re
mains within the boundaries of a new nation 
state. Non-Islamic, Buddhist, Hinduist or 
contemporary western monuments were in
cluded together with Islamic ones and in fact 
the brochure-manifesto issued by a local 
study group highlights a sequence of major 
architectural ensembles beginning with the 
earliest remaining one, a Buddhist stupa sur
rounded by living and educational quarters, 
and ending with Louis Kahn's Assembly 
Hall. This sequence with its emphasis on the 
earliest and the latest was set up as the back
bone of a permanent national tradition. 
Within the sequence, Mughal- or British
inspired buildings were criticised as inappro
priate and intrusive within a linear tradition 
which thus became both a norm against 
which new buildings are to be judged and 
the treasure of built forms which strengthens 
national identity. The task of the historian 
or of the critic becomes then to extract from 
these "national" monuments principles of 
design or formal ideas which could be trans
ferred to contemporary techniques and func-


