
the islamic history of the lighthouse of alexandria 1

DORIS BEHRENS-ABOUSEIF

THE ISLAMIC HISTORY OF THE LIGHTHOUSE OF ALEXANDRIA

The lighthouse of Alexandria, classified among the 
seven architectural wonders of the ancient world, has 
a long and turbulent Islamic history. Erected by Alex-
ander’s successor Ptolemy Philadelphus (286–246 BC) 
and designed by the architect Sosastros of Cnidus, it 
continued to fulfill its function as a lighthouse until the 
second quarter of the fourteenth century. It stood on 
the small island of Pharos opposite the eastern harbor 
of Alexandria, where Qaytbay’s fort stands today. The 
Ptolemaians connected the island to the mainland 
with landfill so that it formed a peninsula.1

Whereas pre-Islamic literary descriptions of the light-
house are scarce, Muslim authors provide, along with 
various legends, valuable accounts of its configuration 
throughout the medieval period. As one of the marvels 
of the ancient world, the lighthouse occupies a prom-
inent place in Arabic geographic and cosmographic 
literature. It has been attributed to various founders: 
a pharaoh, Cleopatra, Alexander the Great (identi-
fied as the Qur}anic Dhu ’l-Qarnayn), and, correctly, 
a Ptolemaic successor of Alexander. The mythology 
of the lighthouse associated it with talismanic powers 
as well as with a treasure concealed in its base and a 
mirror (mir}¸h) at its summit. This mirror was believed 
by some to offer a view as distant as Constantinople, 
and by others to focus the sun’s rays to burn hostile 
ships.2 Geographic and cosmographic literature was 
not concerned, however, with the actual appearance 
of the lighthouse.3 Likewise, medieval Egyptian chron-
icles showed little interest in the contemporary archi-
tecture and topography of Alexandria and continued 
for centuries to repeat earlier texts, occasionally report-
ing damage to and restoration of the lighthouse. The 
most valuable information on the material history of 
the structure proves to be travel literature, mainly by 
authors from al-Andalus or the Maghrib. While per-
petuating the old traditions and legends, their texts 
include fresh eyewitness descriptions. 

Only two modern historians have dealt so far with the 
lighthouse. Herrmann Thiersch’s monumental opus, 

Pharos, Antike, Islam und Occident, published in 1909,4 
is still valuable, although important Arabic accounts 
published since then were unknown to him. It includes 
several reconstruction drawings of the lighthouse at 
various stages of its history with details of its interior 
composition (fig. 1). Thiersch’s documentation of the 
Islamic period is based on notes and a bibliography 
provided by Max van Berchem.5 Two decades later, 
Miguel Asín Palacios compiled Arabic accounts rele-
vant to the lighthouse and, most important, discussed 
Balawi’s description, which is the most detailed ever 
written by an Arab medieval eyewitness.6

While adding some recently published material, 
the following essay reconsiders and reevaluates the 
most important Arabic texts dealing with the light-
house in the period between the Arab conquest and 
its collapse in the fourteenth century. It will focus on 
accounts selected for their eyewitness or contempo-
rary testimony and present new conclusions concern-
ing the history and architectural transformation of the 
lighthouse under Muslim rule, adding a reconstruc-
tion of the lighthouse as it looked in 1165, based on 
an analysis of Balawi’s survey.

ARAB MEDIEVAL ACCOUNTS OF THE 
LIGHTHOUSE

Mas{udi

Mas{udi (d. 956)7 is the earliest substantial source on 
the lighthouse. He wrote two accounts of different char-
acter and origin, which were repeated by subsequent 
authors. His Mur¢j al-dhahab (“Meadows of Gold”) of 
944 includes the earliest version, which is of a rather 
mythological character.8 He describes the lighthouse 
as resting on a foundation of glass in the shape of a 
crab. Crowning its summit were copper statues, one 
of which would roar to warn of approaching enemies, 
and another that represented a man pointing to the 
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sun and following it with his finger. Yet another statue 
functioned as a clock, emitting different sounds at each 
hour. Whereas later authors sometimes omitted the 
reference to the statues, the most characteristic ancient 
feature of the lighthouse, mentioned by Mas{udi and 
all later sources, was the mirror at the summit, used 
as a watching device. Mas{udi also speaks of precious 

stones at the bottom of the sea beneath the light-
house—stones that had been captured by Alexander 
from the legendary king Shaddad b. {Ad 9 and con-
cealed there in a secure treasury. 

In the Mur¢j Mas{udi describes the lighthouse as 
having lost its upper structure due to its demolition by 
the caliph al-Walid (r. 705–15). According to this tra-
dition, the Umayyad caliph was tricked by the Byzan-
tines who, anticipating his reaction, made him believe 
that the lighthouse concealed a treasure. By removing 
the upper half of the structure along with its mirror 
in search of this treasure, al-Walid deprived the Mus-
lims of the strategic advantage of the lighthouse, to 
the great satisfaction and triumph of the Byzantines.10 
The population was angry, and the man responsible 
for misleading the caliph ran away. 

In this account, Mas{udi indicates that the origi-
nal height of the lighthouse was one thousand dhir¸{ 
(cubits) before al-Walid demolished the upper half. 
His statement that the lighthouse had remained in 
this ruined condition until the present (933–34) sug-
gests that he was relying on an old text that did not 
take into account the reconstruction work done in 
the meantime by Muslim patrons, as will be shown 
below.11

In another book, al-Tanbºh wa  ’l ishr¸f, which he 
wrote at a later date (955–56) while residing in Egypt, 
Mas{udi discusses the lighthouse in very different 
terms. This text, which has a realistic character and 
seems to be based on more reliable sources and on 
contemporary eyewitness description, is of greater 
interest to us.12 Here he correctly attributes the foun-
dation of the lighthouse to a Ptolemaic successor of 
Alexander. He also reports that it was traditional for 
Christians at that time to carry their food to the light-
house on Maundy Thursday, to picnic and spend the 
day on its premises.

 In this version, Mas{udi describes the lighthouse in 
its current form as a restored tower, 230 dhir¸{ high, 
composed of three superposed structures. Its lower sec-
tion consisted of a rectangular masonry shaft ca. 110 
dhir¸{ high, above which was an octagonal story about 
60 dhir¸{ in height and made of brick and stucco, and 
a third, circular story.13 There was a Greek inscription 
in lead on the eastern wall. Mas{udi adds that the light-
house had originally measured almost 400 dhir¸{. 

Assuming that one dhir¸{ is equivalent to 50 cm, 
as is generally agreed, Mas{udi’s figures indicate that 
the lighthouse in the mid-tenth century was ca. 115 
m high, with a rectangular shaft of ca. 55 m. Its total 

Fig. 1. The Ptolemaic lighthouse of Alexandria by Thiersch. 
(Reconstruction based on drawings in Hermann Thiersch, 
Pharos, Antike, Islam und Occident [Leipzig, 1909]) 
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height would have been slightly more than half that 
of the original, which he estimated at 200 m.14 

His measurements of each section indicate that the 
cylindrical third story must have been as high as the 
second, i.e., 60 dhir¸{, or 30 m. These proportions 
diverge from those provided by later accounts.

According to Mas{udi, the rectangular shaft, which 
presumably had maintained its original height, would 
initially have formed only one-quarter of the entire 
tower, which is very unlikely. His estimate of the origi-
nal height of the lighthouse therefore appears exag-
gerated.

The Tanbºh refers to the mirror but not to the stat-
ues mentioned in the Mur¢j, nor, significantly, to al-
Walid’s demolition story. It rather attributes the deterio-
ration of the lighthouse to natural causes, earthquakes, 
and Alexandria’s severe weather. The demolition story 
reported in the Mur¢j seems therefore to belong, as 
does the rest of the account, to the realm of myth, 
although it may have been created to explain the con-
figuration of the lighthouse in the early Islamic period, 
after it had lost its original stone upper stories.

In the Tanbºh, Mas{udi indicates that the lighthouse 
had been restored a century earlier; he writes that 
Ibn Tulun (r. 868–84) built a wooden cupola15 at the 
summit, which he describes with the words mabs¢«a wa- 
m¢raba (shallow and flaring); its profile must there-
fore have resembled an umbrella or a mushroom. It 
had no staircase. According to the Tanbºh, Ibn Tulun’s 
son Khumarawayh (r. 884–96) had to consolidate the 
western wall of the lighthouse (it is not clear in which 
section), part of which had collapsed. (In contrast, in 
the fifteenth century Ibn Iyas [see below] mentions 
an earthquake during the reign of Khumarawayh’s 
son Harun [r. 896–905] that damaged the top of 
the lighthouse.16 It is not clear whether Mas{udi con-
fused Khumarawayh with his son Harun or there was 
indeed a series of damages and restorations in the 
Tulunid period.)

Finally, Mas{udi reports that in Ramadan 344 (De -
cember 955–January 956), an earthquake led to the col-
lapse of about 30 dhir¸{ of the lighthouse.17 At this time 
he was in Egypt, where he died shortly afterward. 

Muqaddasi

Three decades later, Muqaddasi,18 who visited Alexan-
dria in 985, adds interesting information not included 
in Mas{udi’s texts. He described the interior of the 
rectangular shaft as broad enough to allow a horseman 

to climb it, and he mentions numerous chambers in 
its interior, which many later authors confirm. The 
lighthouse, he reports, was reached by a causeway, 
and its western wall was hit by the sea.

Nasir-i Khusraw

Nasir-i Khusraw,19 who spent three years in Egypt in 
the late 1040s, says little about the lighthouse except 
that he saw it in good condition. He adds that someone 
had suggested to the caliph al-Hakim (r. 996–1021) 
that he reinstall a mirror at its summit, but that the 
caliph discarded the idea as unnecessary given his 
good relations with the Byzantines. 

 We know that the caliph ordered maintenance 
work in Alexandria, re-digging its canal and in 1013 
rebuilding the Mosque of {Amr, having demolished 
it in 1004.20 He may have restored the lighthouse as 
well, which could have prompted the suggestion that 
he crown the reconstruction with a new mirror.

al-Bakri

Although al-Bakri (d. 1094)21 was not an eyewitness, his 
compilation of accounts with concrete details comple-
ments our image of the early medieval lighthouse. 
He refers to a cavity carved out by the waves in the 
lower part of the shaft that had been filled in with 
ancient columns by some emir.22 In general, however, 
the rectangular shaft was in good condition, unaltered 
by time. He reports that the inner ramp, wide enough 
for two mounted men to climb simultaneously, led 
to 366 apartments. There were twenty-two openings 
on the outside to diminish the force of the wind. 
The northern wall had an undeciphered inscription 
in copper, and the shaft had an iron door “of unknown 
date.” The lighthouse was still used for sending fire 
signals to the ships from the first platform, a task 
performed by Christians.23

Al-Bakri’s measurements do not seem trustworthy. 
He reports that the rectangular shaft measured 320 
dhir¸{ in height, the receding octagonal section 80 
dhir¸{, and the upper structure, which consisted of a 
rectangular tower surmounted by a well-constructed 
mosque, 50 dhir¸{. Unless he was using a different mea-
surement for the dhir¸{, the total height he indicates 
for the lighthouse, 450 dhir¸{, exceeds the estimates of 
other authors, even Mas{udi’s exaggerated one. 
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al-Gharnati

In 1117–18, Abu Hamid al-Gharnati24 visited the light-
house several times and depicted it in a simple drawing 
showing a tower surmounted by a receding second 
story carrying a domed pavilion (fig. 2).25 A ramp car-
ried by an arcade led to the elevated entrance of the 
lighthouse, which, he writes, was 20 dhir¸{ above the 
ground. The author repeats the demolition story but 
instead of al-Walid names {Amr Ibn al-{As, the Arab 
conqueror of Egypt, as the treasure seeker.

Gharnati mentions a multitude of chambers (sing. 
bayt) to the left of the viewer climbing the ramp to 
reach platforms (sing. majlis) at different levels. The 
fact that the ramp was on the right and the rooms on 
the left suggests a clockwise ascent. His description 
of the chambers as communicating with one another 
so that they could be accessed from only one initial 
entrance-and-exit door must refer to the platform of 
each story.

al-Idrisi

Al-Idrisi,26 the famous geographer from Ceuta, saw 
the lighthouse in 1154. He admired its height and 
sturdiness and noted its signaling ships by fire, without 
which they would have become lost. He reports that 
lead was used to consolidate the masonry, a detail 
already mentioned by Ibn Hawqal in 977 and reiter-
ated in subsequent sources.27 Idrisi also mentions the 
chambers (buy¢t) and openings in the walls on all sides 
to introduce light. The waves, he writes, hit its north-
ern wall.28 He indicates the height of the lighthouse 
in three different measurements: its total height was 
300 dhir¸{ rash¸shº,29 which he equates with 100 q¸ma.30 

The tower measured 96 q¸ma up to the dome, which 
itself was 4 q¸ma high. The rectangular shaft was 70 
q¸ma and the upper structure 26 q¸ma high.31 Thus 
he describes not a triple composition but rather a 
rectangular shaft carrying a receding upper structure 
crowned with a dome. He reports that the staircase 
of the rectangular shaft included a wide ramp (daraj) 
similar to that used in minarets (ªaw¸mi{). Indeed, the 
Giralda in Seville has such a slightly graded ramp. 
The measure of the dhir¸{ rash¸shº being established 
beyond serious doubt,32 the total height of the light-
house, according to this author, would be equivalent 
to about 162 m, with the rectangular shaft measuring 
about 113 m. 

al-Balawi

For precision, Balawi’s account33 is the pièce de ré -
sistance in the history of Arabic descriptions of the 
lighthouse. Of Malagan origin, Balawi (1132–1207) 
visited Alexandria in 1165 and, using his own mea-
surements, took notes on the structure; the details 
he provides allow the reconstruction of the exterior 
configuration (fig. 3). On his return to Malaga the 
following year, he included these notes in his ency-
clopedic Kit¸b alif b¸}. (The author himself had been 
in the building craft while in Malaga, having contrib-
uted to the construction of a number of mosques and 
wells there.)34

Balawi inspected the lighthouse equipped with pa-
per, pen, and ink as well as a rope to which a stone 
was attached, to measure the building. He found 
it recently restored and in good condition, and he 
described it as a marvel. 

The causeway (raªºf, mamsh¸), which connected the 
island of the lighthouse with the port, would be sub-
merged when the sea was high (idh¸ h¸ja al-ba¥r). The 

Fig. 2. Drawing by al-Gharnati of the lighthouse. (Redrawn 
after the manuscript Kit¸b thamar al-alb¸b wa-zuhar al-a¥b¸b 
(undated), Bibliothèque nationale, Paris, Ar. 2168)
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Fig. 3. The lighthouse according to Balawi’s description. (Reconstruction by D. Behrens-Abouseif)

lighthouse stood at the tip of the island, surrounded 
on four sides by a platform. On its northwestern side 
this platform sloped down to the sea like a hill.

The platform was a sturdy construction, lead and iron 
having been used to connect the blocks of limestone 
(kadd¸n). These stone blocks, which were larger than 
those employed in the rest of the building, belonged 
to a recent reconstruction, better in quality than the 
original. The rectangular shaft had a tapering pro-
file; a stone dropped from its top hit the wall before 
reaching the ground.

Balawi mentions a monumental inscription on the 

southern wall of the rectangular shaft, which he says 
was not in ordinary script but consisted of images 
(ashk¸l)—probably hieroglyphs—one dhir¸{ high, made 
of hard stone inlaid in the masonry of the shaft.35 The 
corrosion of the stone around the characters raised 
them in relief.

Having reached the first platform, Balawi dropped 
his rope to measure the height of the rectangular 
shaft. He then repeated this procedure at the top 
of the octagonal and the circular sections and mea-
sured their respective heights—a combined total of 
53 q¸ma. 
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Balawi is the only author to give measurements of 
the width of the lighthouse. His description of the inte-
rior of the rectangular shaft is detailed and also docu-
mented with measurements. The inner ramp (zuq¸q) 
of the rectangular shaft was roofed with a masonry 
vault and was 7 shibr wide, allowing two horsemen to 
pass simultaneously. The ramp was bordered on the 
climber’s left by rooms that communicated with one 
another. This and the fact that Balawi found the inte-
rior of the shaft hollow show that the ascent must 
have been clockwise.

Balawi counted four stories before the top platform. 
He could not enter the rooms of the first story, but 
he counted eighteen, fourteen, and seventeen rooms 
respectively in the second, third, and fourth stories. 
He also counted the steps of the staircase in the upper 
structures and measured the thickness of their walls.

Balawi confirms that the function of the lighthouse 
was to guide the ships with fire signals emitted from 
its summit. It is not clear, however, in which part of 
the shaft the fire was lit.

 I next consider the measurements taken by Balawi 
and the calculation of their metric equivalents. The 
causeway along the peninsula leading to the light-
house was 600 dhir¸{ long, 20 dhir¸{ wide, and 3 dhir¸{ 
above sea level. A platform 12 dhir¸{ wide surrounded 
the lighthouse on four sides. A ramp (mamsh¸) about 
100 b¸{36 long, carried by an arcade of sixteen vaulted 
bays of increasing height, led from the causeway to 
the entrance of the lighthouse.

Each of the sides of the lighthouse measured 45 
b¸{ at the base of the rectangular shaft, which was 31 
q¸ma high from ground level. The octagonal section 
was 15 q¸ma high and the circular upper structure, 
including the domed oratory, 7 q¸ma; the domed ora-
tory itself was 3 q¸ma high. The total height of the 
lighthouse was 53 q¸ma from the ground and 58 q¸ma 
above sea level.

The platform of each story was surrounded by a 
parapet (sit¸ra). The parapet of the rectangular shaft 
was one q¸ma high, and 7 shibr plus 9 ashkil (?) thick, 
which, according to our calculations below, is equiva-
lent to 250 cm and 154 cm, respectively. The parapet 
of the second story was only 2 shibr thick.

Between the octagonal shaft and the parapet Balawi 
measured a distance of 15 shibr. Each side of the octag-
onal section measured 10 b¸{. By mathematical cal-
culation, the width of the octagonal section between 
two parallel sides would therefore have measured 
24.1 b¸{.37 

On the second platform he measured the circum-
ference of the cylindrical section as 40 b¸{, which 
indicates a diameter of 12.73 b¸{. On the third plat-
form stood the oratory, open on four sides and “like 
a dome,” with a circumference of 20 b¸{, which cor-
responds to a diameter of 6.4 b¸{. 

In converting these measures to meters, we face 
the problem that Balawi used five different measures: 
shibr, dhir¸{, q¸ma, b¸{, and ashkil. The dhir¸{ is gener-
ally estimated to be approximately half a meter. The 
length of the q¸ma and the b¸{ are controversial. I am 
unable to find the size of the ashkil, which must be a 
fraction of the shibr.

Balawi’s shibr is beyond doubt equivalent to 22 cm, 
because it is the unit of measurement he used to indi-
cate the circumference of Pompeii’s Pillar in Alexan-
dria, which he recorded as 38 shibr. By modern mea-
surement, the diameter of the still-extant pillar is known 
to be 2.70 m at the base, or, multiplied by pi, 8.48 m 
in circumference. Hence Balawi’s shibr equals 22 cm, 
the conventional conversion of this measure.

We can thus calculate the length of the b¸{ by com-
paring the figures given for the length of the base of 
the lighthouse by {Abdari in shibr and by Balawi in b¸{—
140 shibr and 45 b¸{, respectively . The resulting length 
of the b¸{ is 3.11 shibr, which is equivalent to 68 cm. 
By this estimate the width of the octagonal section of
the lighthouse would be 16.4 m, that of the cylindri-
cal section 8.7 m, and that of the oratory 4.3 m.

The height of the lighthouse is indicated by Balawi 
in q¸mas, the q¸ma generally estimated to be about 2 
m. According to this, the lighthouse would have been 
106 m high. However, a comparison between Gharna-
ti’s and {Abdari’s measurement of the distance between 
the entrance of the lighthouse and the ground sug-
gests a slightly greater length for the q¸ma. The dis-
tance indicated by Gharnati as 20 dhir¸{ is given by 
{Abdari as 4 q¸ma. This results in a q¸ma equivalent 
to 5 dhir¸{, i.e., 2.50 m. As all three authors, Ghar-
nati, Balawi and {Abdari, originate from the western 
Islamic world, their units of measurement are likely 
to have been similar. In this case the height of the 
lighthouse should be 132.5 m. 

In terms of proportions these measurements indi-
cate that the width of each of the three upper sec-
tions, including the oratory, was approximately equiv-
alent to half the width of the section below. A similar 
relationship obtains between the section heights: 31, 
15, and (4 + 3) q¸ma.
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To calculate the sloping angle of the rectangular 
shaft we need to compare the width of its upper and 
lower ends. At the top, the width of the shaft was equal 
to the width of the octagonal shaft plus the distance 
between it and the inner wall of the parapet (7 shibr 
and 9 ashkil) plus the thickness of the parapet of 15 
shibr. The resulting equation is: 24.4122 b¸{ + 2 x (7 
shibr and 9 ashkil + 15 shibr). On the basis of a b¸{ equal 
to 0.68 m and a shibr equal to 0.22 m, and omitting 
the unknown ashkil, the top of the rectangular shaft 
was about 26.3 m wide—i.e., 16.60 m + 2 x (1.54 m 
+ 3.30 m)—whereas the base was 30.6 m wide. The 
deviation from the perpendicular line would be 1.6°, 
which is a slight slope. 

As noted above, Balawi estimated the thickness of 
the parapet atop the rectangular shaft as 7 shibr (1.54 
m); he reported that it was equal to the width of the 
inner ramp. The total length of the inner ramp was 
239 b¸{, or about 162 m, which is plausible in rela-
tion to the height. 

Ibn Jubayr

Ibn Jubayr visited the lighthouse in 1182 and was 
impressed by the quality of its masonry and its dimen-
sions. He himself measured one side of the rectangular 
shaft at the base and found it more than 50 b¸{38 long, 
and he was told that the whole tower was 150 q¸ma 
high. He also refers to the numerous chambers.39

{Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi

{Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi wrote about the lighthouse 
in 1195; although his observations on other ancient 
monuments are among the most interesting ever writ-
ten in Arabic literature, he has little to say about this 
one, justifying his brevity by noting that the lighthouse 
was famous enough to make description superflu-
ous. He writes that several authors had estimated its 
height at 250 dhir¸{40 but adds that he had read the 
notes of an inquisitive and thorough person who had 
measured it himself and found the actual height to 
be 233 dhir¸{, the rectangular shaft being 121 dhir¸{ 
high, the octagonal section 81.5, and the cylinder 31.5 
(together 234 dhir¸{, a discrepancy of one dhir¸{ from 
the reported height).41 The mosque, 10 dhir¸{ tall, is 
not included in his calculation; adding its height to 
the individual measurements produces a total height 
of 244 dhir¸{, or 122 m. 

al-Harawi and Yaqut

The next two eyewitnesses, al-Harawi and Yaqut, convey 
a different picture of the lighthouse. Al-Harawi (d. 
1214), from Aleppo, wrote that it was not a marvel but 
rather had the appearance of a watchtower.42 Yaqut, 
who wrote around 1227, criticized the descriptions 
provided by his predecessors as full of exaggeration 
and lies.43 The lighthouse, according to Yaqut, looked 
like any other ordinary tower (¥iªn, ªawma{a). He 
climbed it accompanied by other scholars, who were 
equally surprised by the difference between what they 
had read and the reality they saw. He even denied the 
existence of multiple chambers and contradicted those 
who pretended that one might get lost in its interior. 
At this time the lighthouse was not accessible by land 
and consisted of a rectangular tower with a parapet, 
which ended in a platform surrounded by crenels and 
supporting a receding structure with a dome, resem-
bling a watchtower (qubbat al-dºdab¸n). Yaqut describes 
the second story as rectangular, not octagonal. One 
of the sides of the lighthouse had collapsed and had 
been restored by the Fatimid vizier al-Salih Tala}i{ b. 
Ruzayq, (d. 1161), a restoration recognizable by the 
superior quality of its masonry. Yaqut made a simple 
drawing corresponding to his description (fig. 4); he 
also mentions the ramp leading to the entrance.

Fig. 4. Drawing of the lighthouse by Yaqut. (After H. F. Wüsten-
feld, ed., Yacut’s Geographisches Wörterbuch [Leipzig, 1866–73], 
vol. 1, 263)
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al-Suyuti

Although he wrote in the late fifteenth century, long 
after the lighthouse had collapsed, Suyuti (d. 1505)44 
provides information not mentioned by the others, 
which he attributes to the unnamed Mamluk author of 
a book called Mab¸hij al-fikr. According to this source, 
the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kamil (r. 1218–38) had 
replaced the mosque at the summit of the lighthouse 
after it was carried away by the wind. This seems to 
confirm that a deterioration of the structure had taken 
place between the last decade of the twelfth century, 
after al-Baghdadi saw it, and the first decade of the 
thirteenth century, when Harawi arrived. The same 
source adds that Sultan al-Zahir Baybars rebuilt the 
causeway and the northern facade, which had almost 
collapsed (wa-k¸d¸ yanhadim¸n).45

Ibn {Abd al-Zahir and al-{Abdari

Ibn {Abd al-Zahir (d. 1292), a contemporary of al-
Zahir Baybars, reports that the sultan restored the 
lighthouse in 1273–74 because it was in a dilapidated 
state (tad¸{¸ [sic] ark¸nuh¸), having been neglected by 
the rulers of the past. Baybars ordered the restoration 
of the shaft from bottom to top (wa-rattaba al-bin¸} 
min {al¸ ’l-mamsh¸ alladhº ¥awlah¸ [sic] min asfal wa- 
hum «¸li{¢n).46 This is confirmed by al-{Abdari, who 
described the lighthouse in 1289, more than a decade 
after Baybars’s restoration. He climbed to the summit 
and found it higher than it appeared.47 The sea hit 
its corroded walls on the east and west sides. It was 
consolidated up to the upper part (fa-du{ima minh¸ bi-
bin¸} wathºq ittaªala il¸ a{l¸hi) and at the socle (dak¸kºn 
muttaªi{a wathºqa), which rose 3 q¸ma above the sea 
and reached down under the water. The entrance 
of the shaft was 4 q¸ma above the ground and could 
be reached only by a bridge made of wooden planks 
connected to another structure erected next to it. 
The vestibule, where a guard was posted, was spacious; 
the inner ramp was 6 shibr wide. The inner chambers 
were closed. Each side of the lighthouse measured 
140 shibr, and the thickness of its parapet at the top 
of the rectangular shaft was 10 shibr. It had a great 
finial (j¸mm¢r) surmounted by a smaller one.48 At the 
summit there was a nice domed mosque, reached by 
an open staircase.

At this stage the access ramp had disappeared, the 
triple composition also seems to have been lost, and 
the rectangular shaft itself was heavily restored. By 
the time of Baybars, therefore, the monument had 

become an unpretentious, merely functional light-
house and watchtower. The next decades witnessed 
its final stage.

Baybars al-Mansuri

Baybars al-Mansuri (d. 1325), a contemporary of the 
event, reports the violent earthquake of 1303, which 
destroyed a substantial part of Alexandria’s walls 
along with its minarets and the lighthouse.49 The 
emir Baybars al-Jashnakir, who was also in charge of 
rebuilding the upper structures of al-Hakim’s mina-
rets after the quake,50 undertook the restoration of 
the lighthouse.

Ibn Battuta

On his first passage through Alexandria in 1326, Ibn 
Battuta saw the lighthouse in a dilapidated condition, 
but it was still recognizable as a rectangular tower with 
an elevated entrance accessible only over a bridge 
of wooden planks connected to another structure. 
According to him, it measured 140 shibr (30.8 m) on 
each side, and its inner passage was 9 shibr wide. On 
his way back in 1349, he found the structure in ruined 
condition, its shaft now inaccessible.51 He reports that 
Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad had set out to build a new 
lighthouse near the old one but died (in 1341) before 
achieving his scheme.52

After the collapse of the lighthouse its stones were 
taken away and the site remained empty until Qayt-
bay founded his fortress on its foundations. This was 
completed in 1479.53 

SYNTHESIS OF THE ARABIC ACCOUNTS

Although Thiersch vehemently argued that the light-
house, except for minor work done at its base, survived 
intact into the Islamic period, a critical analysis of 
the Arabic sources does not confirm his view.54 No 
Arab author gives a realistic description of the light-
house in its late antique configuration. Rather the 
references to the pre-Islamic lighthouse are always 
mingled with the legends of the mirror, the glass crab, 
and the gems hidden underneath it. Moreover, there 
is a discrepancy between the Arab descriptions of the 
lighthouse—as consisting of three articulated sections 
with a cupola at the top—and the lighthouse depicted 
on Roman coins, where a monumental statue at the 
summit appears as the upper section. If Muslims ever 

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   8 10/18/2006   12:00:22 PM



the islamic history of the lighthouse of alexandria 9

saw the lighthouse in its full Hellenistic shape, this 
could have been only for a short period that left no 
recorded memory.

Mas{udi provides the earliest description of the 
lighthouse in contemporary terms, long after the orig-
inal top stories of the structure had disappeared. He 
relies on an earlier source when he refers to its los-
ing its upper part during al-Walid’s reign. Although 
Muslim rulers were often reported to have demolished 
ancient monuments in search of treasure,55 the tale 
of the demolition by the caliph does not seem trust-
worthy. The texts referring to treasure in the light-
house usually relate that it was hidden in the sea 
beneath it; the Arabs would thus have tried to search 
the base, which is reported to have been refilled with 
stone blocks, rather than dismantle the upper part. 
The story should rather be interpreted as an a poste-
riori explanation of the missing original top, and per-
haps also of an Umayyad reconstruction in brick that 
produced a structure of different material designed in 
an Islamic style. Whether the upper stories collapsed 
prior to or shortly after the Arab conquest is a mat-
ter of conjecture. If al-Walid did restore the truncated 
lighthouse, this would be the earliest restoration of 
the Islamic period.

Thiersch considered the earthquake of 796 to have 
inflicted the initial damage to the upper structure of 
the lighthouse. Although this is the first earthquake 
explicitly reported to have affected the summit (ra}s), 
earlier cataclysms might already have decapitated it.56 
A series of earthquakes was recorded to have shaken 
Egypt between the foundation of the lighthouse and 
al-Walid’s reign, and late antique sources vaguely refer 
to restorations. The top being the most fragile part 
of a tower, as we know from minaret architecture, it 
is most unlikely that the upper part of the lighthouse 
would have remained intact for nine centuries while 
consolidation works had become necessary at the base. 
Restoration work was undertaken by the Tulunids, 
and following Ibn Tulun’s addition of a wooden dome 
at its summit, if not even earlier, the lighthouse was 
crowned by an oratory.

After the earthquake of 950 and the collapse of 30 
dhir¸{ of the structure in 956, the Fatimids, who are 
reported to have renewed Alexandria’s fortifications, 
must have thoroughly renovated the lighthouse.57 
This would explain how Nasir-i Khusraw found it in 
good condition, and why the idea came up to restore 
its former glory by replacing the ancient mirror. The 
fact that al-Hakim’s southern minaret58 had a com-

position comparable to that of the lighthouse, with a 
rectangular shaft carrying an octagonal, receding sec-
ond story that must have been surmounted by a cylin-
drical structure,59 suggests that the form of the mina-
ret might have been inspired by a recent restoration 
of the lighthouse.

The Fatimid vizier al-Salih Tala}i{ (d. 1161) is cred-
ited by Yaqut with having undertaken a masterly res-
toration of the lighthouse. This is confirmed by the 
account of al-Balawi, who saw the lighthouse shortly 
after the vizier’s death. Idrisi must have seen an older 
version in 1154, predating the period of al-Salih Tala}i{’s 
power, which began during the reign of the infant 
caliph al-Fa}iz (r. 1154–60) and expanded under al-
{Adid (r. 1160–71).60 This may explain the discrep-
ancy between Idrisi’s description and that of Balawi 
eleven years later.

The decline of the lighthouse began in the early 
thirteenth century. In 1227, at the time of Yaqut’s visit, 
the causeway along the peninsula no longer existed. 
The mosque had to be rebuilt between 1218 and 1238 
by al-Malik al-Kamil,61 and Sultan al-Zahir Baybars had 
to consolidate the rectangular shaft itself, which until 
then seems to have resisted time. Baybars al-Jashnakir’s 
restoration following the earthquake of 1303 was the 
last attempt to rescue a lighthouse that had already 
lost its tripartite configuration. Three decades later 
it no longer stood.

THE PROPORTIONS OF THE LIGHTHOUSE

In spite of its association with myths and legends, the 
lighthouse of Islamic times has been described on the 
whole in a plausible manner, mainly by travelers from 
Spain and North Africa.

Balawi’s measurement of the base of the lighthouse 
as 45 b¸{ (30.6 m) is not far from those of Ibn Jubayr, 
who measured 50 b¸{ (34 m), and Ibn Battuta, who 
mentioned 140 shibr (30.8 m). This length corresponds 
to the side of Qaytbay’s fortress as it was surveyed by 
the scholars of the Description de l’Egypte, prior to mod-
ern restoration work.62

Ibn Iyas’s text leaves no doubt that Qaytbay built 
his fort in 1479 on the foundation of the lighthouse.63 

The Egyptian authors could not have been mistaken 
about the site, which continued to be marked by 
debris, as Qalqashandi and Khalil al-Zahiri indicate 
in the early fifteenth century.64 It is evident that Qayt-
bay would have made use of the valuable asset of the 
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Ptolemaic foundations to save labor and costs on his 
fortress, which took over the watchtower function of 
the lighthouse.

As has been calculated above, Balawi’s measure-
ments of the lighthouse in 1165 indicate a height 
of about 132 m, 10 m more than the height attrib-
uted by Baghdadi to the survey by an anonymous 
“inquisitive and precise person,” who also reports a dif -
ferent relationship between the height of the rectan-
gular shaft and the rest of the structure.

A height of 132 or even 122 m was gigantic in the 
premodern world, if we recall that with its socle the 
minaret of the Great Mosque of Samarra, the Malwiy -
ya, measures 53 m, and that the minaret of Sultan 
Hasan rises 80 m above the ground.

Considering the height of the rectangular shaft in 
relation to the total height of the lighthouse, Mas{udi 
in the Tanbºh shows a proportion of 47.8%. This is the 
only account that shows the height of the rectangular 
shaft as less than half the total height.

According to Idrisi (1154), the height of the rectan-
gular shaft was 70% of the total height; al-Gharnati’s 
drawing (1181) showed it as about 58%; Balawi’s mea-
surement (1165) gave it 58% and Baghdadi’s (1190) 
close to 50%;65 and Yaqut’s drawing (1227) indicated 
that it took up 53.9% of the total height.

Assuming that the height of the rectangular shaft 
corresponded to its original Ptolemaic size, it is unlikely 
that the original tower would have been much higher 
than that of the medieval one. A taller lighthouse 
would imply that the height of the combined upper 
structures would have dwarfed that of the rectangular 
one, giving the lighthouse an awkward profile. Since 
the structure was tapered, with each section narrower 
than the one below it, the second and third stories 
should also have been successively shorter.

This is confirmed by the representations of the 
lighthouse on numerous Roman and Byzantine coins 
published by Thiersch (fig. 5).66 The vast majority of 
these coins present the structure as a massive, slightly 
tapering rectangular tower with an elevated entrance 
connected to a ramp or staircase and surmounted by 
a much smaller upper structure carrying a monumen-
tal statue. Without the statue the profile of this light-
house recalls the Giralda of Seville. The proportion of 
the height of the shaft to the total height—between 
70% and 80% of the total height without the statue—
visibly exceeds that documented in the Islamic period. 
On these grounds, and assuming that the rectangu-
lar shaft maintained its original height until the late 

twelfth century, the Islamic lighthouse must have been 
at least as tall as the one documented on Roman and 
Byzantine coins—not, as Mas{udi writes in the Mur¢j, 
a much shorter structure.

A comparison of the descriptions of Balawi and 
others with the coin iconography strongly suggests 
that the articulation of the triple composition was an 
Islamic contribution. The Muslims might have used 
the rectangular shaft as the base for their tower, as al-
Mu}ayyad’s minarets were built atop the Fatimid gate 
of Bab Zuwayla.

Despite the problem of converting and reconciling 
different measurements and descriptions, Arab testi-
monies coincide in many points. They all agree that 
the lighthouse, between the Umayyad period and the 
thirteenth century, consisted of an Islamic brick con-
struction built on top of the Ptolemaic masonry shaft, 
that its two upper stories had an octagonal-cylindri-
cal configuration and included individual staircases, 
and that a domed oratory was at its summit. They also 
agree that the rectangular shaft had a broad ramp run-
ning clockwise and multiple chambers on each story 
that communicated with each other.

Until the thirteenth century there seems to be con-
sensus that the rectangular shaft had remained unal-
tered since Ptolemaic times. The sources also agree 
that the lighthouse was used to send fire signals to the 
ships and functioned as a watchtower. This explains 
why Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad planned to replace it: 
Nuwayri writes that during the sack of Alexandria a 
tower, which he calls both ¥iªn and man¸r, was built 

Fig. 5. Coin of Trajan (r. AD 98–117) showing the lighthouse 
of Alexandria. (Redrawn from Thiersch, Pharos, pl. I)
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by the governor of Alexandria {Ala} al-Din b. Iram dur-
ing the reign of Sultan Sha{ban (1363–76).67

The lighthouse was—and under Islamic patronage 
continued to be—a colossal and stunning  construction. 
This explains Muslim authors’ fascination with it and 
their obsession with its measurements, despite the fact 
that dimensions or even precise descriptions of con-
temporary architecture are rare in Arabic literature.

THE STYLE OF THE ISLAMIC LIGHTHOUSE

Creswell refuted the idea, presented by Butler and 
Thiersch, that the lighthouse influenced the tripar-
tite composition of Cairene minarets, arguing that 
this composition developed gradually from a separate 
Cairene tradition. Thiersch made a further association 
between lighthouse and minaret architecture that is 
more difficult to refute. In his reconstruction of the 
lighthouse as it may have looked following each restora-
tion in the medieval period, he gave it the appearance 
of a huge minaret. Egypt’s rulers, regularly having 
had to restore the upper structures of the lighthouse, 
would not have tried to rebuild them in their original 
Hellenistic original style, which would have implied 
erecting a huge statue.68

Besides, as mentioned, the Arab authors give no 
precise description of the original appearance of the 
lighthouse. Thiersch had to rely on the visual mate-
rial provided by Roman coins and other images of late 
antiquity. However, Muslim patrons maintained and 
reinterpreted the tripartite composition from the earli-
est reconstruction down to the late thirteenth century. 
The use of brick instead of masonry and the replace-
ment of the gigantic statue documented on the coins 
with a domed mosque implied a new design for the 
upper structures. The architecture of the upper sto-
ries must have been analogous to the contemporary 
style of tower architecture, i.e., of minarets. This is 
not surprising considering the practice of medieval 
Islamic reconstruction, with the exception of the resto-
ration of the Ka{ba. In the late thirteenth century, Sul-
tan Lajin rebuilt the top of the minaret of Ibn Tulun 
in contemporary style, as Baybars al-Jashnakir did al-
Hakim’s minarets after the 1303 earthquake. The style 
of the upper structure of the lighthouse would there-
fore have evolved with every restoration. This was a 
practical rather than a conceptual approach, deter-
mined by the abilities of the builders who erected tow-
ers according to the methods and patterns with which 

they were familiar, and which allowed only a certain 
extent of variation. However, as most Cairene mina-
rets were not freestanding towers, but rather emerged 
from the roof of a mosque, their proportions would 
have to be different. Moreover, the extraordinary mon-
umentality of the lighthouse imposed exceptional struc-
tural precautions. Al-Hakim’s southern minaret, hav-
ing lost its original top, cannot be compared with the 
lighthouse. In the minaret of Qawsun (1337), which 
is today freestanding, the rectangular shaft makes up 
about 60% of the total height, and in that of Tankiz-
bugha (1362) about 58%. Although both structures 
have a rectangular–octagonal–circular configuration, 
they could not have been directly influenced by the 
lighthouse, which was already a ruin at the time of 
their construction.69 The heyday of the lighthouse in 
the Islamic period must have been rather during the 
Fatimid period, when the last ambitious restoration 
took place.

The fact remains, however, that Egyptian minarets, 
like the lighthouse, were characterized by a compos-
ite and tapering configuration. It should perhaps be 
recalled that the Arabic word for lighthouse, man¸r, 
also means “minaret” in Egypt.70 

THE MEMORY OF THE LIGHTHOUSE

The memory of the lighthouse was perpetuated in 
Arabic literature because the same texts continued to 
be copied and transmitted until the eve of modern 
time. In 1510, more than a century and a half after 
the collapse of the lighthouse, Sultan al-Ghawri, who 
had a great interest in history, commissioned a gypsum 
model of the city of Alexandria. Mu{allim Hasan b. 
al-Sayyad represented the city with its fortifications 
and towers in what seems to have been a monumental 
replica, since al-Ghawri rode out of Cairo to view it. It 
included the representation of “the lighthouse, which 
was there”71—obviously a historicizing interpretation 
based on literary descriptions. 

The scenario for a shadow play, copied in a manu-
script dated 1119 (1707) but based on an earlier text, 
is dedicated to the lighthouse of Alexandria.72 It is a 
patriotic, rhymed text that deals with the Alexandrian 
resistance against the Christian raids that continued to 
harass the Egyptian coasts for two centuries following 
the eviction of the Crusaders from the Holy Land. The 
lighthouse, the protagonist of this play, is the venue 
where the action takes place and where the fighters 
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watch for enemy ships and brace themselves for bat-
tle. This play continued to be performed until the 
nineteenth century. A shadow-play figure published 
by Kahle and dated 1289 (1872) (fig. 6) shows that 
five and one-third centuries after the disappearance 
of the monument and only thirty-seven years prior to 
Thiersch’s publication, an Egyptian artist could create 
a fairly good reconstruction of the lighthouse.

Although literary tradition associated the lighthouse 
with Alexander the Great, a venerated figure in Islam, 
the fact that it was the only pre-Islamic monument in 
Egypt to have been continuously restored by Muslim 
rulers was less a matter of religious or political sym-

bolism than of the strategic imperative to watch the 
Mediterranean frontier and guide ships into the har-
bor. As in its classical past, however, the lighthouse 
could not have been devoid of religious associations. 
In the seven centuries of Islamic history that appro-
priated its function and adapted its form, it became 
a beacon of Islam.
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