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CRESWELL AND THE ORIGINS OF THE MINARET

K. A. C. Creswell’s articles on the origin and the devel-
opment of the minaret, which appeared in 1926, were an
early product of his characteristic method of arranging
buildings and texts in precise chronological order to un-
derstand the evolution of a building type.! He was
brought to write about the minaret because the subject
had been surrounded by decades of misunderstanding
and confusion.?

Creswell believed that the functional core of the min-
aret was the adhan, or call to prayer. The first Muslims
came to pray without any preliminary call, but “having
heard that the Jews used a horn and the Christians a na-
qus or clapper, they wanted something equivalent for
their own use.”* One of the Prophet’s Companions sug-
gested using the human voice, and after some deliber-
ation the Prophet agreed and ordered his herald to call
the people to prayer. The earliest mosques lacked mina-
rets, for at first, the adhan was chanted from city walls
or from the roofs of mosques or other buildings.

The idea of a minaret first arose under the Umayyad
dynasty in Syria, where Muslims first came in contact
with Syrian church towers, which they adopted and
spread throughout the lands they conquered. In 673,
four sawami® (sg. sawma‘a) were erected on the roof of the
mosque in Fustat by the Umayyad governor of Egypt.
Creswell identified them as the first minarets built as
such in Islam. As the Umayyad caliphs ruled from Da-
mascus, where the mosque retained four squat corner
towers from the pre-Islamic temple enclosure, Creswell
presumed the Fustat deed was inspired by a Damascene
precedent, for he believed that the muezzins there must
have used the four towers left over from the earlier tem-
ple enclosure. His hypothesis was apparently confirmed
by the Umayyad construction of four corner towers at
the mosque of Medina during their renovation of the
building in the first decade of the eighth century. Cres-
well believed that these early minarets were called saw-
ma‘a because they were likened to the small square cells
used by the Christian monks of Syria. Square minarets
followed Umayyad expansion into North Africa and
Spain, where minarets continued to be square towers
known as sawma‘a throughout medieval times.

Coming in contact with other tower traditions, Islam

developed regional minaret types. In Egypt and Syria,
Creswell derived a new theory for the formal devel-
opment of the Mamluk minaret, determining that the
typical minaret had a square shaft supporting a finial
dome resting on an octagon, each story separated by
stalactite cornices. Over time, the square shaft became
increasingly elongated and the dome increasingly elab-
orate. Eventually, the square shaft atrophied to leave
octagonal minarets surmounted by small lanterns,
which became popular under the influence of the octa-
gonal minarets that were relatively common in the east-
ern lands of Islam in the period before the Mongol con-
quest. Creswell’s conclusion is worth repeating: “By
merely arranging our material in strict chronological
order, we are brought to a conclusion ... that the octa-
gonal type of minaret came from Syria to Egypt and that
in its evolution the Pharos played no part.”* That the
ninth-century helicoidal minarets of Samarra and of the
mosque of Ibn Tulun in Cairo derived from ziggurats
was self-evident. Had Creswell’s interests carried him
beyond the tenth century in the eastern Islamic world,
he would have undoubtedly related the circular mina-
rets of Iran to ancient or Indian sources and the slender
minarets of Ottoman architecture to Iranian prece-
dents.

Over the following decades Creswell repeated his
theories and amplified his conclusions in Early Muslim
Architecture and The Muslim Architecture of Egypt.’ His me-
ticulous method and magisterial voice ensured that his
statements would be widely accepted. Even the discov-
eries of recent decades have brought only minor mod-
ifications.® For example, Creswell believed the frees-
tanding tower at Qasr al-Hayr East to be the “third
oldest existing minaret in Islam,” but excavation of the
site revealed the tower to date no earlier than the thir-
teenth century.” Although Creswell included many Ira-
nian and eastern Islamic minarets in his original arti-
cles, they were eliminated from further consideration in
his later volumes by his increasing focus on Arab and
Egyptian architecture. Most scholars dealing with the
minaret in eastern Islamic lands realized that Cres-
well’s work did not answer many of their questions;
while some proposed alternative solutions, others tried,
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with varying success, to reconcile their theories with
Creswell’s.?

Creswell’s sober and logical investigation of the his-
tory of the minaret must be understood in the context of
several decades of wild speculation about the origins
and meaning of this most distinctive Islamic building
type. Not surprisingly, classicists such as A. J. Butler
and H. Thiersch had seen the origins of the minaret in
either antique lighthouses, particularly the Pharos of
Alexandria, or in commemorative columns.’ Philolo-
gists, such as R. Hartmann and R. J. H. Gottheil found
the origins of the minaret (Arabic manara) in the use of
fire (nar) signals by the ancient Semites, and they de-
rived its form from the ziggurats of the ancient Near
East.' The most farfetched hypotheses were those pro-
posed by the art historians J. Strzygowski, E. Diez, and
G. T. Rivoira. The first two likened minarets to Central
Asian pillars of the universe and derived them from an-
cient Indo-Aryan practices, such as the pine trunks
which the Nagas of the Himalayan valleys erected in
front of their wooden temples to symbolize the deity and
the maypole (maibaum) of the western Aryans." Rivoira
proposed that the characteristic Mamluk minaret de-
rived from the “no less bizarre forms” found in Indian
architecture of the eighth to thirteenth centuries.'?

Creswell’s explanation of the origin and development
of the minaret must also be understood in terms of the
contemporary understanding of Islam and Islamic ar-
chitecture. Belief that the minaret was invented in the
Umayyad period reaffirmed a concept of a monolithic
Islam, whose normative institutions were introduced at
a relatively early date. It also confirmed Creswell’s be-
lief that no significant architecture existed in Arabia be-
fore Islam to have had any appreciable impact on the
course of Islamic architecture. Rather, the formative
moment in Islamic architecture was in Umayyad Syria,
particularly the construction of the Great Mosque of
Damascus. There, Islamic architecture grew directly
out of the late antique and early Christian architecture
of Syria, and from there it radiated, like the power of the
Umayyad Caliphate itself, over the lands of Islam. The
minaret, like the mihrab and the minbar before it, was
invented neither by the Prophet Muhammad nor by lat-
er Muslims, but was adopted from a pre-existing Chris-
tian tradition by Umayyad patrons. Although Creswell
tended to favor Egypt, his scrupulous honesty prevent-
ed him from making it the source of the first minarets,
for the four minarets of the mosque of ‘Amr in Fustat
clearly imitated those of the Great Mosque of Da-
mascus, but he was able to show that the first minarets

built as such in Islam were for the mosque of “Amr in Fus-
tat, a minor victory."

Creswell’s apparently exhaustive history of the mina-
ret nevertheless neglected several important questions.
If the first mosques to have had minarets, such as the
mosque of ‘Amr at Fustat, had multiple minarets, why
then did most later mosques, especially those of Abba-
sid times, which followed immediately thereafter, have
only one? Why did some mosques, such as the Umay-
yad Mosque of Medina, have four minarets, while
others, such as the contemporary mosque surrounding
the Ka‘ba in Mecca, had none? Was the number of min-
arets a mosque might have entirely arbitrary? Why did
most early Fatimid mosques lack minarets, but why did
the mosque of al-Hakim in Cairo have two?

Intrigued by these and other questions, I was led to
reexamine the history and development of the minaret.
My work has brought me to conclusions quite different
from Creswell’s, but I have been consistently impressed
by Creswell’s careful and logical analysis, which was
conceptually based on the work of the “perfect friend
and perfect scholar,” the noted Swiss Arabist and epig-
rapher Max van Berchem." Van Berchem himself had
written about the minaret in his study of the Arabic in-
scriptions of Egypt.” He stated that in order to under-
stand the minaret one had to analyze the problem’s
philological, functional, and formal components log-
ically, rather than haphazardly as most earlier scholars
had done. By accepting van Berchem’s analysis, how-
ever, Creswell himself made three inadvertent assump-
tions about minarets, which, paradoxically, were also
philological, functional, and formal.

Philologically, he and virtually all his contemporaries
believed that the three Arabic terms used for towers at-
tached to mosques — mandr(a), mi’dhana, and sawma‘a
— were and had always been synonyms. He believed
that in any Arabic or Persian inscription or text, these
terms meant ‘‘tower”’; use of one or another indicated
only geographical, not formal or functional, differences.
Not an Arabist, Creswell had to rely on the help of his
colleagues, and only Gaston Wiet, van Berchem’s epi-
graphic heir, discreetly suggested a few years later that
these words might not always have been synonymous."®
Wiet was right: the three terms were used in different
contexts and at different times to mean different things.
Manar(a), from which the word minaret is derived, usu-
ally meant sign, signpost, or marker. Mi’dhana, the
place (or instrument) of the call to prayer, was initially
used for the muezzin’s shelter on the roof of a mosque,
but never for a tower. Sazwma‘a originally referred to the
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cell of a Christian monk, and the word was used in pop-
ular and literary discourse for a mi’dhana, but never in
early epigraphy because it was too colloquial. Eventu-
ally these three words would all come to mean a tower
attached to a mosque, but in the early centuries of Is-
lam, they had specific and quite different meanings.

Creswell’s reliance on others to read his primary
sources also meant that he usually took the information
his colleagues translated at face value. He was unable,
unlike Jean Sauvaget, to ask how reliable a particular
source might be or how correct or corrupt a chain of
transmission was. Unraveling the early history of the
minaret demands a degree of historiographic sophisti-
cation which Creswell did not claim to have because
medicval authors had already reinterpreted and re-
written the history of the minaret in light of what it had
become.

Creswell’s functional assumption was that the histo-
ry of the tower attached to a mosque was identical with
the history of the call to prayer. Living as he did in Cai-
ro, Creswell needed only to look about him and see
muezzins calling the faithful to pray from slender tow-
ers attached to mosques, but, as anthropologists are
quick to point out, modern practice does not necessarily
explain the past. Simply calling any tower attached to a
mosque a ‘“‘minaret” predisposed him to believe that it
had been built for the call to prayer. In truth, careful
analysis of the data from the eighth and ninth centuries
shows that the history of the tower attached to the
mosque was independent of the history of the call to
prayer. The call to prayer is nearly as old as Islam, but
towers were not attached to mosques in the Umayyad
period at all (apart from the exceptional case of the
mosque of Medina), and they were not regularly at-
tached to mosques until the ninth century. Further-
more, there is nothing to indicate that muezzins used
these towers at all. Indeed, Shi‘ites believed that the call
to prayer should not be given from any place higher
than the roof of the mosque, so that specifically Shi‘ite
mosques (e.g., those of the Ismafili Fatimids) had no
towers for the call to prayer.

Creswell’s formal assumption was that the shape of
minarets helped explain the origin and development of
the type. The towers of the Damascus mosque were
square, as were later Syrian towers and those in North
Africa and Spain, so Creswell assumed that the first
square minarets spread from Syria to North Africa and
Spain. If the mosque tower did not appear until the
ninth century, however, Syrian towers can have had no
impact on North African or Spanish ones, and Cres-

well’s neat evolutionary theory collapses. It is far more
likely that the idea of attaching a tower to a mosque was
quite separate from any notion of what form that tower
should take and that each region of the Islamic world
looked to its own tower traditions when called to build
one. Only in specific instances, such as the clear im-
itation of the helicoidal towers of Samarra at the
mosque of Ibn Tulun in Cairo, did tower types travel
long distances.

Creswell’s method of arranging the evidence in
chronological order was solid, if simplistic, for it as-
sumed that the monumental, archaeological, and litera-
ry record was (or could be) complete. What we see,
however, is not what there was, and every building that
survives in fact or in some textual reference represents
scores destroyed or ignored by history. Reliance on the
record led Creswell to make lists of first occurrences
wherever they might be and then connect them like the
dots in a child’s game, however unlikely the resulting
image might prove. Ernst Herzfeld, his contemporary,
had more imagination and a far firmer grasp on the
problem: he, for example, understood the crucial role of
Abbasid Baghdad in the formation of a common lan-
guage of Islamic architecture despite the complete
dearth of monuments and the unyielding ambiguity of
the texts.!” The survival of stone buildings in Syria led
Creswell to overestimate the importance of the Umay-
yads for the history of the minaret, and the loss of brick
ones in Arabia, Mesopotamia, and Iran led him to un-
derestimate the importance of the Abbasids for it. Al-
though Creswell knew that texts described the Abbasid
renovations to the mosque surrounding the Ka‘ba in
Mecca, he was sublimely unconcerned with this build-
ing and any impact that it might have had on the devel-
opment of Islamic architecture elsewhere.

Positive results from the reexamination of the origins
and development of the minaret some sixty years after
Creswell first published on the subject also suggest that
it might be worthwhile to reexamine other “solved”
subjects in Islamic architecture. Possible topics, sug-
gested by a quick glance through Creswell’s volumes,
include such perennial chestnuts as the origins and de-
velopment of the mihrab,'® minbar, magsura, and four-
iwan plan. The intense investigations of recent decades
suggest that few major monuments remain to be discov-
ered in the way the fabulous minaret of Jam was found
in a remote Afghan valley in the 1950’s.!* Rather, the
major voyages of discovery will be in rereading and
rethinking texts and reinterpreting the physical remains
in their light. Any scholar embarking on such a voyage
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will, however, rely heavily on Creswell’s essential
manuals of navigation for many years to come.

Richmond, New Hampshire
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