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* First published in Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd edn., vol. 5 (1980), pp. 298–9.

Chapter V

Qubbat al-Sakhrah*

Qubbat al-Sakhrah, the Dome of the Rock, at times called the Mosque of
‘Umar, is the oldest remaining monument of Islamic architecture, and
probably the first conscious work of art of Islamic civilization.

Location and Description

The Dome of the Rock is located on an artificial platform, roughly but not
exactly in the center of the Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem. The shape and
emplacement of the platform were probably determined by the ruined state
of the old Jewish Temple area, together with whatever Roman constructions
may have been left; it is also possible that there were pious and historical or
legendary associations with parts of this area of the Haram, but these are
difficult to demonstrate (see below).

A celebrated inscription, in which al-Ma’mun replaced ‘Abd al-Malik’s
name with his own, dates the construction of the Dome (qubba in the
inscription) to 72/691–2. It has been superbly described in all details by K.
A. C. Creswell, and recent repairs have only confirmed most of his
reconstruction of the original monument. It consists of a dome (20.44 m. in
diameter and 30 m. in height) surrounded by two octagonal ambulatories,
each side of the outer one being around 20.50 m. Interior supports consisted
of piers and columns; the dome was set on a high drum and probably was
from the very beginning a wooden double dome. There were fifty-six windows
in the drum and the octagons, a parapet on the outside, and simple porches.
Two important architectural characteristics of the Dome of the Rock must
be noted. One is the superb geometry of its layout, based on the extension
of two squares inscribed in the circle of the rotunda. It is this geometry
which provides the monument with its harmonious airiness and which
makes it possible to perceive the whole building at a glance. The second
characteristic is that, from the point of view of its plan and composition, the
Dome of the Rock belongs to a high tradition of Byzantine architecture
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represented by monuments found in Ravenna, Syria (St Simeon, Bosra), and
Jerusalem (Holy Sepulcher, Church of the Ascension). It is almost certain
that its builders and planners were Christians from Syria or Palestine.

The Dome of the Rock was lavishly decorated with marble, mosaics, and
gilt bronze plaques. The cupola was gilded on the outside and the outer
walls were in large part covered with mosaics. Most of the exterior decoration
has disappeared, but, in spite of numerous restorations, the interior still
approximates to its original appearance of a glittering sheathing of mosaics.
Almost every part of the wall was covered with vegetal and geometric
designs and these included the very unusual motif of royal crowns and
jewels. A fairly complete description of all these themes has been provided
by Marguerite van Berchem in Creswell’s Early Muslim architecture. Although
there is some debate about the origins of the mosaicists (Syrian or Byzantine),
there is little disagreement about the stylistic origins of the decoration. Most
of it derives from the rich vocabulary of late antique and early Byzantine art,
but there are also definite Iranian elements. Together with the important
absence of any figural representation, this mixture of sources indicates that a
conscious new Muslim taste affected the decoration of the Dome of the
Rock far more than its architecture. We shall return later to the interpretation
which could be given to these mosaics, since it is closely related to the
problem of the meaning of the whole monument. As we shall see, a key
document for whatever interpretation is given lies in the long inscription in
gold mosaic cubes which runs along both sides of the octagonal arcades. In
addition to providing the date of the building, this inscription contains
numerous qur’anic passages which range from statements of the faith of
Islam (cxii; xxxiii, 54; xvii, 111, etc.) to the major Christological passages in

1 The Dome of
the Rock



qubbat al-sakhrah 113

the Holy Book (especially iv, 169–71 and xix, 34–7). These are our earliest
dated fragments from the Qur’an, and C. Kessler has shown recently that
many letters were already provided with clear diacritical marks.

Although the Dome of the Rock has been amazingly well preserved, it
was affected by many alterations and repairs over the centuries. The exact
chronology of all these changes is difficult to establish. The cupola was
redone in Fatimid times and under the Ottomans; the roof of the octagons
was repaired in ‘Abbasid times; and their ceilings transformed under the
Mamluks. The Crusaders added a handsome iron screen around the Rock,
which has now been removed, but it was the Ottomans who in the tenth/
sixteenth century covered the building’s exterior walls with some of the best-
known examples of Turkish ceramics. Between 1956 and 1964 a Restoration
Committee under the leadership of Egyptian and Jordanian architects and
authorities undertook a complete restoration of the monument. Some parts,
such as the dome, were totally redone, others, the mosaics for instance,
cleaned and repaired. The guiding principle of this work was to put every
part of the building back in its earliest documented shape. Although future
research may quibble at some of the decisions taken (for instance, it is likely
that the beams of the ambulatory’s roof were visible, since painted ones were
found there), it has been one of the most successful jobs of restoration
known anywhere, and it is hoped that its carefully kept records will soon be
published.

Significance

The Dome of the Rock has excited more scholarly concern than any other
Islamic monument, and this for several reasons. It is a unique building
which was rarely copied for its shape (a few later mausoleums like the
Sulaybiyya in Samarra or Qalawun’s tomb in Cairo may have used it as a
model), and never for its functions. It does not fit into any architectural
series. Also it is located on the site of the Jewish Temple, in the holy city of
[299] Christianity, without showing obvious traces of impact from the two
older monotheistic faiths. It does not look like a mosque, and the Aqsa
nearby fulfilled the congregational needs of the Muslim community. Finally,
literary sources on the Dome of the Rock are confused and contradictory,
even though the inscription on the building indicates that it was a major
effort of the Umayyad dynasty.

The many explanations which exist can be divided into three broad
groups. The first one is the traditional pious Muslim view, which interprets
the Rock as the place whence the Prophet went on his celebrated journey
into Heaven (mi‘raj). That such became eventually the holy meaning of the
Dome of the Rock is undisputable, since the whole Haram became the
Masjid al-Aqsa of Qur’an, xvii, 1. But, while the association between the



114 jerusalem

Rock and the Prophet’s journey may have been made quite early, there is no
trace of it in the most authentic document about the monument, sc. its long
inscription.

The second explanation is concretely historical, and goes back to a passage
from al-Ya‘qubi. This explanation holds that, during the struggle of the
Umayyads with Ibn al-Zubayr, ‘Abd al-Malik attempted to create in Jerusalem
a shrine which would compete with the Ka‘ba and the pilgrimage to Mecca.
Recently, W. Caskel revived the theory by pointing out that the Umayyads
as a dynasty did seek a cultic center in Syria or Palestine, and that Jerusalem
was the only one which fulfilled the necessary conditions. The main objection
to this theory is that, even though there are several literary indications of a
special Umayyad attachment to Palestine, there is some doubt as to whether
such a basic Islamic requirement as the pilgrimage to Mecca could be
altered. Furthermore, al-Ya‘qubi was a violently anti-Umayyad polemicist,
whose interpretations are open to criticism.

The third explanation is cultural–historical. Starting with the evidence of
the inscriptions and of the mosaics, it proposes to see in the Dome of the
Rock a monument proclaiming the new faith and empire in the city of the
older two religions. It sanctified anew a Jewish sanctuary and slowly
incorporated within itself the memories of Abraham and Joseph, among
others. It set up the crowns of Byzantine and Persian kings like an offering
around the center of the monuments, and put up its own Christology above
the crowns. It was a missionary monument of victory, built at a time when
‘Abd al-Malik was concerned with Christian enmity, but especially when he
sought to proclaim Islamic uniqueness within a common religious tradition,
as, for instance, in his coinage. As the specific need of maintaining the
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cohesion of the community of faithful waned, pious associations grew up
and eventually transformed the Dome of the Rock into the unique sanctuary
it is today.

While this third explanation seems to us to reflect better than the first
two the evidence of contemporary sources and of the spirit of the time, it is
only fair to say that the debate is not yet closed. However it may be
eventually resolved, two conclusions are pertinent. One is that, both as a
work of art and as a cultural and pious document, the Dome of the Rock is a
unique monument of Islamic culture in almost all respects. The second one
is that it is a monument with a history, for, whatever its initial purpose may
have been, it developed more and more complicated associations as time
went on. It may indeed be a rare instance of a sanctuary whose holy
meaning grew after it had been built. But, as a work of art, it is one of the
most telling documents about the gradual transformation of a local Syro-
Palestinian Christian art into Islamic art.




