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Forms of Religious Architecture between 2600 BC and 1900 AD have undergone 

several transformations. Discuss. 

 

How has necessity shaped the outcome of Islamic Architecture? 

 
Sacred Architecture is a fundamental part of human life. Places of prayer are built all over the world to 
accommodate over 4,300 faith groups. They come in all shapes and sizes, and are regarded with the utmost 
respect. For some, the architecture presents itself as a masterpiece or a tourist attraction. However 
essentially, it is a place of worship, guidance, solitude and hope.  
 
I want to explore how the necessity of a religion has shaped the religious buildings. I will be concentrating on 
Islamic Architecture, between 650 AD- 1490 AD, in particular. When one speaks of Islamic Architecture, the 
images that come to mind are of intricate calligraphy, minarets and domes with crescent moons. How did this 
come about? Was it always this decorative and on such a large scale? Is there a purpose behind the 
elements that make an Islamic building, or is it simply there to please the eye? 
 
Before I begin to contemplate on Islamic Architecture, I need to understand Islam as a religion. At the very 
core are five pillars by which every Muslim must follow as guidelines to living his/her life. These pillars are 
Shahadah, Salat, Sawm, Zakat and Hajj. Shahadah is professing that there is only one God, and 
Muhammad (p.b.u.h) is the messenger of God. Salat consists of five daily prayers. Sawm means fasting, 
Zakat is giving charity to the needy and Hajj is the obligatory pilgrimage to Makkah, at least once in a 
Muslim‟s lifetime.  
 
Salat is carried out at five different times of the day, depending on the positioning of the sun. The Muslim 
men are required to walk to the local Masjid (Mosque) for these prayers, whilst the women can pray at home. 
This makes the Masjid a very fundamental religious building for all Muslims in their daily life. A place not only 
used for the daily prayers, but also to recite the Quran- Holy Book of Islam.  
 
Islamic Architecture includes the Hamam- Bath House, hospitals and madressah (school for religious study). 
However, the most important, and possibly the first construction of significance is the Kab’ah. This oblong 
enclosure consisted of four walls, within which was the sacred well of ZamZam. It was rebuilt later on by the 
Quraysh in 608 AD. It is mainly built of alternating courses of stone and wood. This time, due to the danger 
of burning, it was covered with a coating of Stucco.  
 
The simple nature of an Islamic building cannot be more profound than in the first Masjid built in Egypt. The 
Mosque of Amr, situated in Fustãt, was built in the winter of 641-2 AD. It is described by an eye witness of 
the Friday prayers to be “small and primitive and measured only 29 by 17 metres. It had two doors on every 
side except on the qiblah (direction of prayer) side. The roof was very low and there was no interior court. 
The floor was not paved, but simply strewn with pebbles…The walls were not plastered.”

1
 This shows that 

the mosque was not built for comfort or as a lavish place to flaunt. It was simply there to serve the purpose of 
prostrating to God.  
 
Prophet Muhammad‟s (p.b.u.h) own house, which was also a masjid, was built in the same simplistic fashion. 
It was an enclosure made of mud brick, with partitions and an open courtyard. The lack of architectural 
design throughout the lands of Arabia can perhaps be blamed on the Nomadic culture. Buildings were not 
built to sustain time, and so experimentation of architectural elements was of no interest to the Bedawῖns. 
Arabia was untouched by architectural aspiration for over a generation, after which only political reasons 
turned them towards the skills and talent of Syrian and Sasanian architects, and thus was the turning point in 
Islamic Architecture, for the better. 
 
An essential component of a mosque is the Minaret. Initially, there was no call to prayer. However, as the 
“Jews used the ram‟s horn and the Christians used a clapper”

2
, Prophet Muhammad (p.b.u.h) asked Bilãl to 

give the call from the highest roof of a building. This necessity made way to the construction of a Minaret. 
 
When the Mosque of Amr was rebuilt, the first example of a special minaret could be seen. The basic idea of 
the tall square and the lean circular minarets were inspired by the ziggurats of Ancient Mesopotamia and a 
classical temple in Damascus which had four square towers at the four corners.  
 
 
 

1
 A Short Account of Early Muslim Architecture, Page 11 

2 
The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 11 



How has necessity shaped the outcome of Islamic Architecture?                                                                  Zeyna Sanjania, BArch Year 1 
 

4 
 

The use of a massive central dome on the roof is a predominant feature in all Mosques. This feature, named 
Anatolia, and especially the onion shaped dome, are of Indian origin. However, the builders of these were 
faced with the problem of how a circular dome could be fitted over a square plan. The early resolutions were 
to hide the “angles of the square with slabs, so producing an octagon or irregular shape.”

3
 In due course, the 

Sassanians and the Byzantines used the Squinch, which the Muslims developed in more decorative ways to 
be inserted into the corner angle. This was named Muqarnas, and originated from Persia. Muqarnas is a 
“row of upright pointed niches which rose one above the other until the circle was complete.”

4
 It is often 

known by the name of Stalactite because they appear to be hanging in space. Therefore, the issue of fitting 
together a dome on a square plan had been resolved in a decorative and intelligent manner.  
 
I cannot continue to describe Islamic Architecture without introducing what was possibly the earliest existing 
monument in Islam, and the original brilliance that was The Dome of the Rock, built during 689-691 AD. It is 
an “annular building, and consists of …a wooden dome 20.44 metres in diameter, set on a high 
drum…resting on four piers and twelve columns.”

5 
The scale is immense and majestic, with the most elegant 

proportions. This has become a blue print, not only for other Islamic mosques, but also for some churches 
and synagogues. 
 
The prayer hall of a mosque is largely empty, only to contain the essentials. One of these is the Mihrab. It 
indicates the direction towards which Muslims prostrate. The first Mihrab was “introduced in the eighth 
century into the mosque at Medina. These niches can be plain or decorated with coloured marble and stucco 
work.”

6
 The united direction to which all Muslims pray has initiated the Mihrab to be created.  

 
Arches are another prime element of the Mosque. It is quoted that “In both strengthening and embellishment 
of his work no artist ever made use of the arch with greater effect than the Moslem. They had the horse-shoe 
arch, the engrailed arch, slightly pointed arch, polyfoil arch and the ogival arch.”

7
 Arches play an important 

role in reinforcing the layers between the thin, double shelled domes that are seen in almost every mosque. 
These have been developed into emblematic arches of Islamic Architecture, especially the horse-shoe arch.  
 
Mosques were normally built in conjunction with a school, hospital, garden or madressah. They evolved into 
a place of meeting, allowing discussions and spreading of knowledge. The plans incorporated large 
spanning courts with central fountains that were used for wudhu (ablutions before praying Salat). For the 
Muslims to transition between these large pavilions, Iwans were built.  
 
An Iwan is a vaulted hall or space with walls on three sides, and was Persian in essence. This structure 
flourished after Prophet Muhammad‟s (p.b.u.h) period to become a tradition in Islamic Architecture. Apart 
from being a gateway, it also provided shelter from the sun, under which men could discuss the philosophy 
of their religion. The necessity to converse about the scriptures of Islam formed itself to become a symbol of 
Islamic Architecture.  
 
An element by which Islamic Architecture is distinguished is the rich calligraphy that covers the walls of an 
Islamic building. The obligation to spread the word of Islam was great, and it is still one of the fastest growing 
religions in the world. In the early days, due to trade and conquering of land, this happened at great speed. 
The responsibility of teaching the words spoken in the Quran, and sometimes even hadiths (teachings of the 
Prophet) or other pious phrases; were transferred onto the inner and outer walls of Mosques. The Quran 
being considered as the actual word of God means that “copying quotations from it in the most beautiful 
fashion possible has always been considered meritorious…everyone is commanded to strive to attain this 
noble and honorable craft (calligraphy).”

8
 This shows the extent of importance given to calligraphy in Islamic 

architecture.  
 
Nonetheless, Islamic Architecture is not only restricted to mosques. It is much more than that. Islam is not 
only restricted to ceremonies and visiting the local mosque. It is a guideline to a human being‟s way of living 
and gives importance to all aspects of living. One issue that is give adamant attention to is cleanliness and 
this is carried forward in the construction of Hamam- Bath House. The Bath House was often connected to 
Mosques or bazaars. There were separate areas for men and women, and the general idea of a bath house 
was similar to that of a Roman House. The only difference was that there was no communal swimming pool. 
This is due to the Muslim‟s belief that all washing must be done under running water, and sharing water with 
another is deemed impure. 
 
 
 
 

3
 The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 14 

4 
The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 14 

5 
A Short Account of Early Muslim Architecture, Page 18 

6
 The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 10 

7
 Islamic Architecture, Page 9 

8
 The Mosque: History, Architectural, Development and Regional Diversity, Page 44 
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A good example of a grand scale bathhouse is the Haseki Hurrem Hamam, built in Istanbul during 1556 AD. 
The entrance leads to the Disrobing Hall, which contain benches on the sides for the bathers to undress and 
keep their clothes. The bathers then walk to the first room of cooler temperature, where massages and 
shaving take place. The waters come from pipes which flow into “marble basins, the overflow seeping away 
through the holed in the marble floor. The bathers then entered very hot rooms, the only light coming from 
glazed holes set in the thickness of the dome.”

9
 There was also another pool filled with running water from a 

natural hot spring which was only for a medical purpose.  
 
A great deal of medical advances has been accredited to Muslims. All Muslims are required to take care of 
the ailing, as stated in the Quran. This necessity meant hospitals were built adjoining many mosques, and at 
large scales. They were normally set around an open courtyard with Iwans, as well as often being connected 
to a madressah and medical school. The Seljukian Turks built the “oldest academic medical centre in Central 
Anatolia”

10
 named Çifte Medrese built during 1024- 1206. After the “hospital opened, at the east side a 

medical school was built that was completed in 1214 by Kaykaus.”
10 

Many such examples of hospitals can 
be seen in the Middle East region. In most cases, they are connected to a Madressah, which originates from 
the word Medrese. This translated in Arabic means “the place where science is learned”. Therefore, the 
continuation of knowledge always took place in conjunction with taking care of the unwell.  
 
Another principle building in Islamic Architecture is the Tomb. They were initially constructed in a very 
modest and simple manner because “early Muslim doctrine opposed the architectural adornments of 
tombs”

11
. One of the earliest surviving tombs is that of Ismail at Bukhara. It is speculated to have been 

constructed around 900 AD. The compound contains several tombs, with the structure being a “square 
pavilion open on all four sides, with no traces of a provision for doors.”

11
 This pattern was in fact common in 

local traditions and closely resembled the fire temple pavilions. There was a functional use to the crowning 
arcade related to the ambulatory and the corner domelets at Bukhara, and that was the access of diffused 
light into the interior space.  
 
In the mountains above the Zerafshan Valley, Persia, lies the Tomb of Arab Ata, and gives an indication of 
being constructed during 977-78 AD. The tomb is thought to belong to an early Arab conqueror, and therein 
lies the clues as to its majestic nature. It is decorative in terms of being ornamented with brick and carved 
terracotta, accompanied by inserts of stucco. It has a “single monumental entrance under a triple blind 
arcade…recessed into a shallow Iwan.”

12
 Inside, the dome is supported by “the earliest known example of 

the tripartite Squinch which may have been ancestor to the muqarnas.”
12 

This results in a tomb that is very 
balanced and elegant in proportion, compared to the somewhat old-fashioned tomb at Bukhara.  
 
After the death of Prophet Muhammad (p.b.u.h), Islam became divided into separate factions. There are 
many debates as to which group represents the true religion. The two main divisions are that of Sufism 
(Sunni) and Shi‟ism. However, we can see that every single group developed their own interpretation of 
Islam, and this can be reflected in the architecture they built. The Shrine of Shaykh Safi was caught between 
Sufism and Shi‟ism. It is described to be a “domed structure built primarily of baked bricks and gypsum. The 
building had at least one window and an entrance door, and the interior of the roof was covered in muqarnas 
decoration…The extant tomb is in the shape of a tall cylindrical tower, capped by a spherical dome.”

13
 The 

tower is decorated with Quranic verses and “turquoise blue-glazed bricks which form large „Allah‟s”.
13 

However, the tomb opens up to a be a setting for pleasure because the “shrine homogenized the 
architecture and also created a public space which was frequented by men, women and children.”

13
 It 

became a place for Sufi mystics to perform ritualistic ceremonies and was a place of high esteem for many 
Sufis. 
 
The nomadic culture of early Islam prevented leaders from needing a secure fortress or palace. However, 
after the foundations of an empire had been positioned in 661 AD, the idea of a place from which the ruler 
could govern and be protected became very much necessary. The earliest of these were “simply an 
audience hall for the Caliph, around which his followers lived in tents…As court ceremonies developed, so 
did the palace.”

14
 A good example of a fully developed palace is that of The Palace of Qasr M‟Shatta, 

situated in Jordan and built around 743 AD, but never fully completed. The outer wall consists of 25 towers 
with rooms that include a throne room. The palace also contains a mosque that is facing Makkah, and a 
courtyard space.  
 

 
 
 

9 
The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 34 

10 
Sultan Bayezid II Külliyesi: One of the Earliest Medical Schools—Founded in 1488, Introduction. 

11
 Islamic Architecture, Page 89 

12
 Islamic Architecture, Page 90 

13
 „Its mortar mixed with the sweetness of life:' Architecture and Ceremonial at the Shrine of Safi al-din Ishaq Ardabili during the Reign 

of Shah Tahmasb I. 
14

 The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 23 
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Perhaps one of the most legendary palace is The Alhambra Palace, in Grenada, Spain. Construction of this 
complex of palaces and fortress began in 1230 AD. It is renowned as „The Red Castle‟ because of the iron 
oxide in the soil at Granada. “This, mixed with quicklime, made the tapia of which the walls are 
constructed.”

15
 It was the ultimate oasis as each palace surrounded a court and pools or fountains of water. 

The walls “were richly decorated with coloured plasterwork, the windows fitted with coloured glass and great 
curtains hung by the door. The baths formed part of the Harem…”

16
 However, the most enchanting space in 

this vicinity is the Court of Lions. It has been named so because “four channels of water lead from the 
fountain in the middle, where jets of water pour from the mouths of sculptured lions.”

16
 The court is 

surrounded by columned arcades, behind which are residential apartments, each linked to a pavilion. The 
Hall of the Ambassadors displays the most intricate „honeycomb‟ vaulting, with very rich surface detail in 
stucco. The Alhambra Palace exhibits the most graceful and luxuriantly aesthetic nature of Islamic 
Architecture.  
 
I have covered the main principle buildings and elements of Islamic Architecture. I have shown the 
development in ideas that have come through time and greater knowledge, but primarily due to necessity. 
Basic Islamic guidelines that make things such as prayer, ablutions and cleanliness mandatory, has become 
the building stone of many key features of Islamic Architecture such as minarets and harems. The 
requirement to give aid and communicate knowledge has ended up with the creation of hospital-madressah 
complexes and Iwans, as well as adorning inner and outer walls with beautiful calligraphy. The progression 
of a nomadic culture into a successful empire has made it necessary for palaces and fortresses to be built. 
The Islamic buildings we see now are an exaggeration of these elements that were born from basic ancient 
necessities. Therefore, I strongly believe that the outcomes of Islamic Architecture have in fact been shaped 
by necessity and purpose. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 15

 The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 24 
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 The Buildings of Early Islam, Page 25 
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