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Abstract

This paper reconstructs an alternative planimetric and structural history of al-Aqṣà 
mosque in the pre-crusader period and reassesses the chronology. In particular, it pro-
poses reading the plan of the first Aqṣà, which emerged from Hamilton’s excavations, 
as oriented towards the east rather than the south, thus having an astronomical orien-
tation like other 7th-century and early 8th-century mosques. The identification of the 
eastern wall rather than the southern as the qiblī wall would mean the aisles would 
not be perpendicular but rather parallel to it, thus indicating an arrangement usually 
found in Umayyad mosques. It follows that the precocious appearance of the transept 
and the aisles perpendicular to the qiblī wall in the second Aqṣà would result from the 
re-orientation to the south of the previous structure. This change is interpreted as con-
nected to the introduction of the concave miḥrāb and its axial relationship with the 
Dome of the Rock.
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 Introduction

The present-day al-Aqṣà mosque, which stands against the southern wall 
of the ḥaram al-šarīf/Temple Mount in Jerusalem, has a rectangular plan 
(Fig. 1). Its length, including the porch of the façade, measures ca. 72 m and 
its width is approximately 58 m, excluding the irregular prolongations found 
along the western wall (ǧāmi‘ al-arba‘īn, miḥrāb Zakariya’, ǧāmi‘ ‘Umar). The 
building consists of seven aisles formed by arcades running north-south, 
thus perpendicular to the qiblī wall. They are intersected by a transept delim-
ited by two arcades running east-west, thus parallel to the qiblī wall, and join-
ing four large arches bearing a dome, which rises up in front of the miḥrāb. 
There are eleven arcades running north-south: the seven north of the tran-
sept have an intercolumniation of ca. 7.75 m, while the four included in the 
transept have an intercolumniation of ca. 4.20 m. The aisles have a width of 
ca. 6.80 m, except for the central nave which is ca. 10 m wide. The building 
has 10 doors, seven on the northern wall, 2 on the eastern wall, and one on 
the western wall.

As for the orientation of the building, its major axis runs north-south, from 
the main entrance on the northern wall to the miḥrāb, which is located in the 

Figure 1 Plan of al-Aqṣà mosque (after Hamilton 1949), re-oriented 
towards the north.
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middle of the southern wall (the qiblī wall). It is aligned at an azimuth angle 
of 169o 39’ 11” east of north, like the eastern wall of the ḥaram. This axis, ideally 
prolonged, reaches the southern entrance of the Dome of the Rock, which lies 
almost at the centre of the western half of the ḥaram (Fig. 2). The minor axis 
runs east-west and is aligned at an azimuth angle of 79o 73’’, like the southern 
wall of the ḥaram.1 The azimuth of the north-south axis does not correspond 
to the qibla, which should be 157o 18’ 11’’ or, according to calculations based on 
Ptolemaic coordinates, 43o 14’ from south to east (136o 46’).2

This mosque is the result of invasive restoration works carried out in 
1938–1942. In particular, the area north of the transept, except for the porch, 
was demolished and built anew since it had suffered serious damage after 
the earthquakes of 1927 and 1937 (Hamilton 1949). Nevertheless, the present 
building corresponds to the shape it acquired after Salāḥ al-Dīn’s recovery of 
Jerusalem from the Crusaders in 1187, and was preserved through restorations 
commissioned by Mamluk and Ottoman Sultans.3 Before 1187, when Jerusalem 

1   Astronomical data and calculations were supplied to me by Professor Costantino Sigismondi 
of the International Center of Relativistic Astrophysics in Rome, whom I thank for his 
extreme kindness and helpfulness.

2   This calculation is by al-Khalīlī (fl. 1365); for his qibla tables see King (1986).
3   Among recent studies on the Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman phases see Hillenbrand (2009) 

and Hawari (2007), Burgoyne (1987), and Natshah (2000) respectively.

Figure 2 Aerial view of al-ḥaram al-šarīf ( from wikipedia commons).
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was the capital of the Latin Kingdom (1099–1187), al-Aqṣà mosque had initially 
been converted into the royal palace and then into the headquarters of the 
Templar Knights. The size of the mosque was reduced and some structural 
changes occurred, of which the central three bays of the porch, the six bays 
of the present two easternmost aisles, and the three chapels along the eastern 
wall are still extant (Pringle 2007: 417–34).

The history and characteristics of al-Aqṣà in the pre-Crusader period are 
more difficult to reconstruct. Indeed, despite being reliable, textual sources—
literary, documentary, and epigraphic—and excavation findings have so far 
been problematic to harmonize. After recapitulating the available information 
and principal interpretations we will explore an alternative stratigraphic and 
textual reading which may help to solve the impasse.

 Textual Sources

According to some texts4 stemming from a tradition that originated after the 
event, a mosque was built on the southern side of the ḥaram by ‘Umar b. 
al-Khaṭṭāb soon after he conquered Jerusalem in 637/8.5 Ṭabarī, for instance, 
reports that as soon as ‘Umar entered the city, he asked about the site of 
the Jewish Temple, unearthed the Rock—which today is encapsulated in the 
Dome of the Rock—and cleared it of rubbish and debris. Then, though his 
counsellor Ka‘b al-Aḥbār, a former Jew, suggested that he set the Rock as the 
qibla and build a house of prayer around it, ‘Umar decided to build a mosque 
so that the Rock was at the back of it, namely on the opposite trajectory 
of the direction of prayer (Ṭabarī: s.1., vol. 5: 2408–9; trans. Friedmann 1992:  
194–96). However, there is much evidence suggesting that ‘Umar did not 
enter Jerusalem when the inhabitants yielded to the Islamic army (Busse 
1986; Elad 1999: 32, n. 43). Moreover, according to the Maronite Chronicle 
(late-7th century or later), when Mu‘āwiya reached Jerusalem to be recog-
nized as amīr al-mu’minīn in 660, he prayed at Golgotha, Gethsemane, and 

4   Many studies deal with these texts and those mentioned in this paragraph, and in some cases 
their translations are also numerous. Thus, I will mention those which seem more relevant 
to the specific topic of this paper. See also references given in the following paragraphs. In 
particular, for an overview of previous interpretations see Nees (2016: 5–13).

5   Texts summarized and reported in Kaplony (2002: 236–37, 377–78, 393); see also Busse (1984) 
and (1997–98); Peters (1985: 186–90); and Elad (1999: 29–33). See also Nees (2016: 5–32).
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the Tomb of the Virgin Mary,6 thus suggesting that Muslims did not have their 
own place for prayer in the city. In the early Umayyad period, between 670 
and 680, a mosque was seen on the Temple Mount by the Christian pilgrim 
Arculf, as reported by his confrere Adomnan. It consisted of a simple though 
wide hall made of wooden beams leaning against some ancient ruins.7 
However, two anonymous texts, in Georgian and Greek respectively, dat-
ing to the late 7th century suggest that construction work for a mosque was 
undertaken around 668–670 (text and trans. in Flusin 1992). The Georgian 
text also states that marble workers were involved (ibidem). Later on, the 
Aphrodito papyri, which preserve documents issued by Qurra b. Šarīk, gov-
ernor of Egypt from 709 to 714, made reference to the dispatching of skilled 
workers and architects to Jerusalem to build the masǧid and the palace of 
the amīr al-mu’minīn.8 This mosque was destroyed by an earthquake in 747–
748 according to the first redaction of the Muṯīr al-ġarām (1351), which also 
mentions another one as having occurred some years later. According to its 
anonymous author, the mosque was rebuilt by the ‘Abbasid Caliph al-Manṣūr 
(754–775) after the first earthquake, then by al-Mahdī (775–785) after the 
second.9 Nevertheless, Muqaddasī (d. 991) mentions only one earthquake 
which occurred during the days of the ‘Abbasids which damaged the area 
north of the miḥrāb. He adds that in the building he saw, the more ancient 
part around the miḥrāb had been preserved after the reconstruction, and 
was distinguished from the rest since it rested on marble columns (De Goeje 
1906: 168–69; trans. Collins 1994: 153–54). This mosque consisted of fifteen 
aisles and eleven arcades, a larger central nave, a large dome, and a porch 
in front of the façade. A mosaic inscription, which was discovered on the 
northern dome-bearing arch in 1926,10 and another one quoted by al-Harawī 
(m. 1215) (Sourdel-Thomine 1953: 25–26; trans. Ead. 1957: 64–65) seemed to sug-
gest that the whole mosque or its dome-bearing arches had been rebuilt by the 

6    Brooks (1955: 69–71); a recent translation is found in Penn (2015: 54–61). See also Marsham 
(2013).

7    Bieler (1965: 186); trans. Wilkinson (1988: 95). For doubts concerning Arculf ’s experience 
as the source of Adomnan’s work see O’Loughlin (1997), Hoyland, Waidler (2014), and 
Nees (2016: 33–57).

8    Bell (1910: 40 no. 1366, 74–75 no. 1403, 124–153 no. 1414, 282–307 no. 1433, 323–335 no. 1435, 
342–347 no. 1439 and 1441, 377–384 no. 1451); trans. Bell (1911, 1912, 1926). See also Küchler 
(1991).

9    Le Strange (1887: 304), trans. ibid.: 286–87. See also Elad (1999: 40–42), who mentions 
other similar accounts.

10   Wiet in van Berchem (1925: 452–53). Wiet states that the inscription was destroyed.
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Fatimid imam al-Ẓāhir (1026–1036), who also commissioned restoration works 
in the Dome of the Rock, which had been possibly damaged by an earthquake 
(van Berchem 1925: 261–74). In 1047 the mosque was seen by Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw 
(m. 1088).11 He described it as measuring 408 × 450 āraš (216.24×238.5 m)12 or 
150×420 gez (71.25×199.5 m).13 However, only the latter figure is reliable as  
71.5 m corresponds precisely with the length of the present building. Indeed, 
all the other measurements seem to have been corrupted as they do not 
match each other and would suggest a very large construction of which no 
trace has been left in other literary or material sources.

 Archaeological Data

A unique opportunity to excavate on the site of al-Aqṣà presented itself when 
Sir Robert Hamilton, Director of the Department of Antiquities of Palestine 
under British mandate, was allowed to make a survey during the above- 
mentioned 1938–1942 restoration works.14 These included the demolition and 
consequent reconstruction of the longitudinal walls and arcades, except for 
the dome-bearing arches and the western aisles.

Hamilton identified three main structural phases belonging to the pre- 
Crusader period, which he named first Aqṣà (Aqṣà I), second Aqṣà (Aqṣà II), 
and third Aqṣà (Aqṣà III).

Evidence from Aqṣà I mainly came from the removal of the floor (Fig. 3). 
A marble pavement was discovered around 80 cm beneath its surface. It ran 
north-south and did not reach the present northern wall, rather it ended about 
19 m from it. Its eastern limit was discovered at a distance of ca. 6.80 m from the 
present eastern wall. The pavement featured stone blocks resembling plinths 

11   Schefer (1881: 24–26); trans. ibid.: 79–82. For alternative translations see Le Strange 
(1888: 36–42) and Thackston (2001: 36–42). A slightly different text is reconstructed by 
Ġanīzādah (1922: 35); see Kaplony (2002: 773).

12   1 āraš = 0.53 m. This equivalence was obtained through a proportion based on the measure-
ment of the sides of the Dome of the Rock, which are each 20.6 m wide, and are given by Nāṣir-i 
Ḫusraw as 39 āraš. The passage where these figures are given does not appear in Ġanīzādah’s 
edition (Ġanīzādah 1922: 35). See Le Strange (1888: 36 n. †) and Kaplony (2002: 773).

13   1 gez = 0.475 m. This equivalence was obtained through a proportion based on the mea-
surement of the longer side of the mahd ‘Īsà, which is 9.5 m and is given by Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw 
as 20 gez. Kaplony (2002: 774–75) gives the following equivalence: 420 gez = 279.30 m, 150 
gez = 99.75 m.

14   Hamilton (1949), from which the following data is taken.
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embedded into it, probably supporting marble columns, which were laid along 
the line of the present eastern arcades at an average distance of ca. 4.20 m  
in the north-south direction—equal to the distance of the arcades included in 
the present transept; the present-day arcades north of the transept are spaced 
at approximately 7.75 m—and ca. 6.80 m in the east-west direction. The pres-
ent nave was occupied by two aisles. The second westernmost aisle narrowed 
from ca. 7.45 m to 5.77 m from north to south;15 the westernmost aisle was ca. 
4 m wide. The western arcade delimiting the latter had an intercolumniation 
of ca. 3 m. Further west an isolated column belonging to Aqṣà I was found 
integrated into the southernmost transverse arcade of the transept of Aqṣà II. 
The northern wall was 1 m thick, but 0.52 m along the westernmost aisle, and 
it was not parallel to the southern wall as it formed an angle of 87o with the 

15   Information obtained by reading the plan, see (Fig. 3).

Figure 3 Excavations beneath the floor of al-Aqṣà mosque (after Hamilton 1949), re-oriented 
towards the north. 
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eastern wall.16 The northern wall also featured the threshold of a door, located 
almost in the middle of the present-day easternmost aisle. By analysing this 
data, Hamilton concluded that Aqṣà I was ca. 50.80 m long and had at least 
six aisles of approximately the same width, i.e. 6.80 m, delimited by arcades 
running north-south, thus perpendicular to the qiblī wall, with an intercolum-
niation of ca. 4.20. The qiblī wall did not feature a miḥrāb, and the plan did 
not include a transept and dome-bearing arches. Hamilton also suggested that 
the façade of the building, on the northern side, had a porch opening onto 
a courtyard. He left the reduced intercolumniation of the westernmost exca-
vated aisle unexplained.

The excavation report shows that Aqṣà II was a re-elaboration of the pre-
vious building: its pavement was discovered some centimetres below the  
present-day floor and some of its pillars were incorporated into the present-day 
structure. The northern wall was razed and moved 19 m further north, where the 
façade of the present building is positioned and up to which the arcades were 
extended. They were supported by pillars raised on the old blocks—except 
for those in the two easternmost aisles of the seven belonging to Aqṣà I— 
and new ones, retaining the previous intercolumniation (4.20 m). The tran-
sept, the miḥrāb, and the wider central nave, which ideally connects the build-
ing with the Dome of the Rock, date to this phase. The arcades of the central 
nave, north of the dome, rested on masonry piers. Some of the marble columns 
belonging to Aqṣà I were retained in the transept area: at least one in the first 
arcade west of the nave and four in the first arcade east of the nave, where 
those in line with the transverse arcades of the transept were flanked by piers 
joining the dome-bearing arches.

Aqṣà III, again according to the excavation report, maintained the whole 
area of the transept of Aqṣà II, while north of it all the aisles were demolished 
and replaced by new ones. Their arcades, seven in a row instead of the previous 
twelve, rested on cylindrical masonry piers and had an intercolumniation of 
ca. 7.75 m as in the present-day structure.

 Interpretations

The comparison of archaeological data and the information provided by the 
sources has led so far to the following interpretations.

Hamilton (1949), following Creswell (1932: 21–26; 1940: 119–26), initially 
sustained that Aqṣà I belonged to the Umayyad period. It was the masǧid 

16   The angle has been measured on the plan see (Fig. 3).

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:35:07PM
via free access



74 Di Cesare

Annali, Sezione orientale 77 (2017) 66–96

commissioned by al-Walīd (r. 705–715) which is mentioned in the Aphrodito 
papyri as being under construction between 709 and 714. They both dis-
carded a connection between this building, the mosque built by ‘Umar and 
that seen by Arculf. Aqṣà I would have been damaged by the earthquake of 
747–748 and then rebuilt by al-Manṣūr, subsequently damaged by a second 
earthquake and later rebuilt by al-Mahdī, as reported by the Muṯīr al-ġarām. 
Hamilton and Creswell, though sustaining the authenticity of this account, 
based on the excavations identified only one Abbasid structural phase, the 
mosque built by al-Mahdī, which they identified as Aqṣā II. Indeed, the Muṯīr 
also recalls that the previous building was too narrow and too long—like 
Aqṣà I—so the Caliph ordered the length to be curtailed and the breadth to 
be increased. According to Hamilton (1949: 72–73) and Creswell (1940: 119), 
the text should read “to curtail the breadth and increase the length” instead. 
Thus, this ‘Abbasid phase and Aqṣà II would coincide with the mosque 
described by Muqaddasī: a fifteen-aisle building which, in contrast with Aqṣà I,  
extended further north, featured a miḥrāb on the qiblī wall, a wider central 
nave, dome-bearing arches, and a transept. It also contained, in the area 
around the miḥrāb, some of the marble columns belonging to Aqṣà I and left 
intact by the earthquake. According to Hamilton and Creswell, this impos-
ing building was damaged during the earthquake of 1031 and, therefore, it 
was reduced in size during the reign of al-Ẓāhir, as attested by the inscrip-
tion on the northern dome-bearing arch and that reported by al-Harawī. This 
would be the building seen by Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw in 1046. While Creswell dis-
regards the measures given by Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw as absurd, Hamilton accepts 
the emendation of 420 into 120 gez proposed by Le Strange (1888: 36 n. †, 
and 64; 1890: 106), and interprets the text as describing a five-aisled building 
with eleven arcades running north to south. He also dates to the 7th century 
the capitals of the columns belonging to this phase, which were removed 
and stored in the ḥaram museum after the last restoration. Therefore, he 
argued that these columns had been taken away from the Constantinian 
Martyrium, since he identified them as the stones which, according to Yaḥyà 
of Antioch (Kratchkovsky, Micheau, Troupeau 1997: 535), al-Ẓāhir took from 
the churches of Jerusalem destroyed by the earthquake and re-used to restore 
the walls of the city.

While Creswell (1979: vol. 1, 29–35, 373–80; Creswell, Allan 1989: 72–79) 
adhered to this reconstruction, Hamilton (in Creswell, Allan 1989: 79–82; 
Hamilton 1992) had some afterthoughts about ascribing Aqṣà III to al-Ẓāhir. 
He suspended judgment on the inscription reported by al-Harawī and re-
examined the one still extant on the northern dome-bearing arch, thus  
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discovering that it did not read amara bi-‘imāratihi (has ordered its construc-
tion), as proposed by Wiet,17 but ǧaddada ‘imāratahu (has renewed its construc-
tion). He assumed that the suffix-pronoun (here rendered with a possessive  
pronoun) must refer to the dome and its supports, thus limiting al-Ẓāhir’s 
intervention to this part of the mosque and leaving open the question of 
the dating of the aisles north of the transept. Thus, Hamilton re-examined 
the capitals of the columns belonging to Aqṣà III and realized that they could 
be identified as the plastered columns seen by Muqaddasī and dated by him 
to the ‘Abbasid mosque. Indeed, the Umayyad facies of the decoration, which 
he had previously interpreted as Byzantine, might have been an imitation in 
order to match the original columns still standing around the miḥrāb in the 
transept. Moreover, he recalled the fact that Muqaddasī described eleven 
doors in the eastern wall, which fits with the number of bays found only in the 
arcades belonging to Aqṣà III. Thus, Aqṣà III must be identified as the ‘Abbasid 
phase, begun by al-Manṣūr and completed by al-Mahdī. Consequently, Aqṣà II 
must be dated before the earthquake of 746–747 to the Umayyad period. 
This would be the masǧid commissioned by al-Walīd, whose involvement 
is attested by the Aphrodito papyri and the dating to his reign of the Greek 
graffiti found on the wooden beams which covered the ceiling of the nave of  
Aqṣà II. Consequently, Aqṣà I must also be dated to the Umayyad period,18 and 
Hamilton ascribed it to ‘Abd al-Malik (685–705), since he commissioned the 
Dome of the Rock and the repairs of the walls of the ḥaram.

As reported by Jeremy Johns, Hamilton had a further change of mind 
before his death: he agreed with Julian Raby that Aqṣà I could be ascribed to 
Mu‘āwiya (r. 661–680) rather than ‘Abd al-Malik.19 Raby’s plan of the build-
ing, as described by Johns, differs from that observed by Hamilton in regard 
to the westernmost excavated aisles. The figure accompanying Johns’ paper 
(Fig. 4) reveals that Raby considered Aqṣà I to consist of eleven aisles includ-
ing a slightly wider central nave. This would have been delimited by an arcade 
encompassing the isolated column to the west and the second westernmost 
arcade identified by Hamilton. According to Raby’s plan, Aqṣà I also had a 
miḥrāb embedded in the southern wall—the present-day niche west of the 
main miḥrāb—and three entrances on the northern wall.

17   See n. 10.
18   A similar conclusion is reached by Stern (1963).
19   Johns (1999: 62), where he refers to a forthcoming study by Raby, which has not yet been 

published.
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Figure 4 Plan of Aqṣà I proposed by Julian Raby (after Johns 1999), re-oriented towards the 
north.

Figure 5  Plan of Aqṣà I proposed by Rafi Grafman and Miriam Rosen-Ayalon (after Grafman, 
Rosen-Ayalon 1999), re-oriented towards the north.

More recently, Rosen-Ayalon and Grafman have proposed a different chronol-
ogy (Grafman, Rosen Ayalon 1999): the first Aqṣà mosque would have been con-
structed before ‘Abd al-Malik’s reign and soon after the conquest of Jerusalem 
in 638 by re-adapting the western side of the Herodian stoa. Josephus Flavius 
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describes it as a basilica, with four rows of gigantic columns running all along 
the southern wall of the ḥaram. According to them, there is no reason to doubt 
that the stoa was still standing on the Temple Mount, and in good condition, in 
638. This would be the place of prayer seen by Arculf and attested by the pottery 
sherds dating to the Byzantine and early Islamic periods found by Hamilton 
beneath the floor of Aqṣà I. The miḥrāb currently located in the ǧāmi‘ ‘Umar 
would have been the main miḥrāb of this earliest mosque. According to them, 
this part of the Herodian stoa converted into a mosque was slightly reduced 
by ‘Abd al-Malik in order to measure 112 × 39 m and modified by intersecting 
a central nave in the middle of which were placed dome-bearing arches, thus 
obtaining the very plan of the mosque of Damascus built by al-Walīd (Fig. 5). 
Like the former, this mosque had three miḥrābs, the middle of which lay in the 
central nave and was in axis with the Dome of the Rock. This mosque built 
by ‘Abd al-Malik would be the model of that of Damascus. Thus, they infer 
that this structure was repaired by al-Manṣūr, and then al-Mahdī built Aqṣà I,  
which, according to them, is the one described by Muqaddasī. They thus con-
sider Aqṣà II to be the result of various repairs, and Aqṣà III as the building 
plan still standing, apparently initiated under al-Ẓāhir. However, they do not 
adduce convincing archaeological evidence for the history they propose before 
Aqṣà I.

A different hypothesis has been formulated by St. Laurent and Awwad 
(2013), who state that the first Aqṣà was either the mosque built by ‘Umar 
and enlarged by Mu‘āwiyya when he was governor of the province of al-Šām 
(640–661), or built anew by the latter. This building has to be identified as 
the Marwanī muṣallà, the mosque obtained in 1996 by restoring the so-called 
Solomon’s Stables. It is a vaulted building with twelve aisles of different lengths 
found ca. 12.50 m beneath the floor of the south-eastern side of the ḥaram, 
and accessible through the Triple Gate. According to them, this was the house 
of prayer seen by Arculf and mentioned by several other sources. St. Laurent 
and Awwad have recently re-stated this hypothesis basing it on the fact that, 
according to their findings in the topsoil removed from the ḥaram during the 
works carried out for the Marwanī muṣallà, the level of the floor of the east-
ern side of the ḥaram was originally much lower than it is today.20 However, 
the dating of the building is far more complex, since it precisely fits with the 
figures of the Herodian south-eastern platform and its supports as given by 

20   St. Laurent, Awwad (2016). St. Laurent further developed her hypothesis in a paper pre-
sented at the ICAANE in 2016.
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Josephus Flavius.21 Moreover, the fact that the level of the floor of the ḥaram 
was not so much lower than it is today is demonstrated by the level of the 
Golden Gate, dating to the Byzantine or early Umayyad periods, which is about 
the floor-level of al-Aqṣà mosque (Hamilton 1949: 68; Mango 1999). In any case, 
this discourse cannot be developed in the absence of a thorough investigation 
of the structure of the Marwānī muṣallà and the material employed in its con-
struction, which has yet to be pursued.

Moreover, Nees recently maintained the first of Hamilton’s dating of the 
three structural phases of al-Aqṣà and devoted his efforts to demonstrating 
that ‘Umar’s mosque never existed, and nor did Arculf. He also sustained that 
prior to the construction of the Dome of the Rock the only structure built by 
Muslims in the ḥaram was the Dome of the Chain—located east of the Dome 
of the Rock—which, according to him, was commissioned by Mu‘āwiya on the 
occasion of his acclamation as amīr al-mu’minīn in 661 (Nees 2016).

 An Alternative Reading of Textual Sources and Archaeological Data

The chronological and stratigraphic reading of the three pre-Crusader phases 
of al-Aqṣà mosque might be facilitated if carried out à rebours, similar to an 
excavation.

Aqṣà III—We will begin with Aqṣà III by re-reading the inscription com-
missioned by al-Ẓāhir on the northern dome-bearing arch. As already noted by 
Hamilton (in Creswell, Allan 1989: 79–82; Hamilton 1992), the verb (ǧaddada) 
used in reference to the construction (‘imāratahu), means that the imam 
renewed it. However, the suffix-pronoun (-hu) which he interpreted as implic-
itly referring to the dome and its supports, is masculine, thus suggesting that 
it must be related to a subject already mentioned. Indeed, the sentence is pre-
ceded by a quotation from Qur’ān 17:1, where al-masǧid al-Aqṣà allaḏī bāraknā 
ḥawlahu (the farthest place of prayer, whose precincts We have blessed) should 
be identified as the masculine subject to which –hu refers. Thus, al-Ẓāhir’s 
renewal concerned al-masǧid al-Aqṣà. However, this expression does not 
identify the mosque but rather the whole ḥaram. This meaning is evident in 
Muqaddasī’s text, where the mosque is considered as a muṣallà (De Goeje 1906: 
168), and in Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw’s text, where the mosque is defined as a maqṣūra 
and the whole area of the ḥaram is identified as a masǧid (Schefer 1881: 24; 
Ġanīzādah’s 1922: 35). Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw also aids in establishing the relation-
ship between al-Ẓāhir’s extant inscription and that seen by al-Harawī. Indeed, 

21   Josephus Flavius, Antiquitates 15,11. The observation was made by Sagiv (1996).
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he says that the dome of the mosque was decorated with beautiful mosaics 
like those found in Bāb Dāwūd.22 He describes this gate, which was the main 
access to the ḥaram in the western wall, as a magnificent dome-bearing struc-
ture flanked by two halls, all covered with mosaics. On the gate was a mosaic 
inscription bearing the title of the Sultan of Egypt.23 This description fits the 
one by al-Harawī of the porch (saqf )24 where al-Ẓāhir’s inscription referring to 
a dome was found. Indeed, al-Harawī describes it after mentioning the Dome 
of the Rock and the miḥrāb of ‘Umar (possibly in the southern wall of al-Aqṣà 
mosque), and before recording another inscription—still extant—giving the 
measurements of the ḥaram inserted in its northern wall, and going back to 
the Dome of the Rock (Sourdel-Thomine 1953: 25–26; trans. Ead. 1957: 64–65). 
Moreover, after transcribing the text of al-Ẓāhir’s inscription on the porch, 
al-Harawī states that all the mosaic inscriptions located over doors contain 
verses of the Qur’ān and the titulature of the amīrs al-mu’minīn. Therefore, it 
is quite possible that the inscription seen by al-Harawī on a domed porch over 
a door must be the one located by Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw at Bāb Dāwūd, and not an 
inscription found somewhere in the dome-bearing arches or even the drum 
of the dome of al-Aqṣà mosque, as explicitly sustained by van Berchem (1925: 
381–92) and implicitly by Creswell (1979: vol. 1, 376) and Hamilton (in Creswell, 
Allan 1989: 82). This evidence would definitely eliminate a Fatimid phase of 
the mosque and allows us to identify Aqṣà III as the ‘Abbasid phase. A further 
argument arises from comparing the descriptions of the building provided 
by Muqaddasī and Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw. As already suggested by Le Strange (1888: 
64; 1890: 106), the disproportioned figures given by the latter (420×150 gez =  
199.5 × 71.25 m)25 may be the result of an error that occurred during the manu-
script tradition. Indeed, 150 gez (71.25 m) precisely corresponds to the length of 
the present building, while 420 gez (199.5 m) plus 200 gez (95 m),26 given as the 
empty space between the south-eastern corner of the ḥaram and the building, 
results in 620 gez (294.5 m), which exceeds the measure of the southern wall of 
the ḥaram (280 m) by 14.5 m. However, by emending 420 into 120, as Le Strange 
suggested, we get 54.84 m, which approximately corresponds to the width of 
the present-day mosque, while emending 420 into 220 gives us 104.2 m, which 

22   Schefer (1881: 25); trans. ibid.: 80; see also Le Strange (1888: 37); Ġanīzādah (1922: 36).
23   Schefer (1881: 22); trans. ibid.: 73; see also Le Strange (1888: 29–30); Ġanīzādah (1922: 

31–32).
24   For the meaning of saqf as porch rather than ceiling see Di Cesare (2015: 20 and n. 28).
25   See above and n. 11.
26   See above n. 11. Kaplony (2002: 773) gives 133 m. The distance between the south-eastern 

corner of the ḥaram and the ǧāmi‘ ‘Umar is 120 m, see Creswell (1979: vol. 1, 377 n. 2).
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would approximately correspond to the width of the mosque if it had 15 naves. 
The description of the doors might solve the problem, since Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw 
states that 5 opened onto the short side and 10 onto the long, but he then 
locates the Great Brass Door, which gave access to the central nave, among 
the 5 doors on the short side. Thus, we should interpret the text as giving the 
number of doors which provided access to the short side of the mosque and 
those providing access to the long side, respectively. Consequently, 5 should 
be emended into 15. Indeed, if 10 doors were located on the long wall and 5 on 
the short, we should argue that 1 of the 11 doors on the eastern side and 10 of the 
15 on the northern side seen by Muqaddasī had been walled up, which seems 
less reasonable than arguing that only 1 of the 11 doors on the eastern side 
had been walled up (see also Pringle 2007: 419). In any case, Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw’s 
text does not invalidate with unquestionable evidence the reconstruction of  
Aqṣà III as the very fifteen-aisled building seen by Muqaddasī and thus ascrib-
able to the ‘Abbasid period.

As mentioned before, according to the Muṯīr al-ġarām this mosque was 
built by al-Mahdī after an earthquake had damaged a construction began by 
al-Manṣūr after another earthquake had destroyed the previous mosque. The 
text specifically states that the first earthquake occurred during the reign of 
al-Manṣūr in 745/6 (130 H) and, since it adds that at the time of al-Mahdī the 
building was still in ruins after the second earthquake, we should conclude 
that both earthquakes occurred under al-Manṣūr. However, he reigned from 
754 to 775 (136–158 H) and other sources record a very violent earthquake 
which killed many people and caused much damage in Jerusalem as having 
occurred in 747 (130 H) or 748 (131 H) or 749 (132 H), and a subsequent but 
not so strong one in 757 (139 H) (Sbeinati, Darawcheh, Mouty 2005). Therefore, 
we should argue that the re-building of the mosque destroyed in 747/748/749 
had just begun when the second earthquake, which occurred in the third year 
of al-Manṣūr’s reign, induced the Caliph to abandon the endeavour. Thus,  
al-Aqṣà III would effectively be the work of al-Mahdī. As for the statement 
that the previous building was too narrow and too long, it might be correct if 
referring to the fact that Aqṣà II had a narrower central nave and a narrower 
intercolumniation of the arcades, thus giving the impression of a narrow and 
long building. Effectively, by increasing the distance between the pillars north 
of the transept and widening the nave, the building acquired more width.

Aqṣà II—Thus, the mosque damaged by the earthquake that occurred in 
747/748/749, the last years of the Umayyad rule, was Aqṣà II. By considering the 
sources mentioned above,27 it is safe to ascribe it to al-Walīd. Effectively, the 

27   See above pp. 69–71.
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earliest examples of concave miḥrābs date to his reign, like the introduction of 
the transept and the wide central nave (see Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 142ff). As we 
have already observed, at this stage we find the alignment of the central nave 
of the mosque and the southern face of the Dome of the Rock on the same 
axis for the first time. Aqṣà I did not have any kind of architectural dialogue 
with the Dome of the Rock, and this would appear to be a neglected detail if 
the mosque had been commissioned by ‘Abd al-Malik at the same time as the 
Dome of the Rock.

Aqṣà I—This logical conclusion, added to the information gained from the 
sources mentioned above, which testify to the construction of a mosque dur-
ing the years 668–670, points to the reign of Mu‘āwiya as the dating of Aqṣà I. 
Indeed, Arculf ’s description also seems to refer to this building. If read care-
fully, it suggests a comparison between Solomon’s Temple, lavishly built (mag-
nifice constructum), and the house of prayer of the Saracens, shoddily built 
(domus orationis … vili opere fabricata), in order to discourage any identifica-
tion of the latter as the Jewish Temple rebuilt. Indeed, the same attitude is 
found in coeval texts which testify to an eschatological interpretation of the 
Islamic conquest of Jerusalem and the construction work on the ḥaram (see 
Di Cesare 2014a, 2014b). The fact that the mosque built in 668–670 was not 
a structure roughly obtained by covering some ruins with wooden beams is 
attested by the involvement of skilled marble workers, which is mentioned by 
the Georgian anonymous.

However, dating al-Aqṣà I as Hamilton reconstructs it to Mu‘āwiya’s reign is 
problematic as it would make it the earliest example of an Umayyad mosque 
with aisles perpendicular to the qiblī wall (see also Stern 1963: 32). This arrange-
ment would only have been found in Aqṣà II during the Umayyad period, while 
other instances arrived later in the Great Mosque of Cordoba (first phase: 
785/6–786/7; Creswell, Allan 1989: 291–302; Dodds 1992), the Great Mosque of 
Kairouan (836) (Creswell, Allan 1989: 315–30; Sebag 1965), the Great Mosque 
of Samarra (848–851) (Creswell, Allan 1989: 358–65), and the mosque of Abū 
Dulaf also in Samarra (860/1) (Creswell, Allan 1989: 367–73). However, the sec-
ond and the last of these mosques feature a transept parallel to the qiblī wall, 
thus suggesting that their model was Aqṣà II rather than Aqṣà I. Other diffi-
culties with Hamilton’s reconstruction are the entrance located in the second 
aisle from the east, thus not in the central nave as one would expect; the nar-
rowing of the second westernmost excavated aisle; the reduced width of the 
westernmost aisle and the reduced intercolumniation of its western arcade; 
the reduced thickness of the northern wall alongside the former; and the iso-
lated marble column still extant further west now enclosed in the southern-
most transverse arcade of the transept (Hamilton 1949: 53–66) (Fig. 3).
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The narrowing of the second westernmost excavated aisle, the reduced width 
of the westernmost aisle, the reduced intercolumniation of its western arcade, 
and the thinning of the northern wall along this aisle are also major obsta-
cles for Raby’s reconstruction as presented by Johns (1999: 62). Indeed, these 
features do not appear in Raby’s plan (Fig. 4). Moreover, the lack of align-
ment of the southern and northern walls, which in the plan is rendered as  
ca. 88o 50’ instead of 87o, in any case implies that the western arcades would 
have been shorter than the eastern ones and, therefore, the former would pres-
ent a noticeable asymmetry in the width of the arches.

The oddities of the plan of Aqṣà I might be explained by the fact that 
the building had a different orientation. Indeed, if we identify the eastern 
wall rather than the southern one as the qiblī wall, the planimetric and 
structural typology reflects an approach much more common during the 
Umayyad period. Indeed, the prayer hall would feature aisles parallel to the 
long side, i.e. the eastern wall, instead of perpendicular, a later entrance on 
the short side, i.e. the northern wall, an open façade, i.e. the second west-
ernmost arcade, and a porch, i.e. the westernmost aisle along the northern 
thinner wall, joining a southern porch, i.e. the southern transverse arcade 
encompassing the extant marble column to the west and, consequently, a 
porch on the western side, delimiting the court (Fig. 6). This entire area 
would have stood on the marble pavement which, according to the excava-
tions, ended approximately 6.80 m east of the present easternmost aisle 
and outside the northern wall of Aqṣà I. This reconstruction would also 
reduce the perception of the irregularity of the intercolumniation of the 

Figure 6 Plan of Aqṣà I proposed by the Author (realized by Laura Ebanista).

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:35:07PM
via free access



 83A qibla mušarriqa for the First al-Aqṣà Mosque?

Annali, Sezione orientale 77 (2017) 66–96

western porch caused by the lack of alignment between the southern and 
northern walls.

 The Orientation of Aqṣà I

The orientation of Aqṣà I being due east rather than south does not sound so 
aberrant if we consider that early mosques were not aligned in the direction 
of the Ka‘ba. According to the sources, the qiblī wall of the mosque built by 
‘Amr b. al-‘Āṣ in Fusṭāṭ in 641/2 was “very much eastward” (mušarriqa ǧiddan; 
Ya‘qūt: vol. 4, 103; al-Maqrīzī: vol. 2, 246–47); the mosque built by Sa‘d b. Abī 
Waqqās in Kūfa in 638 was oriented towards the west (Balāḏurī: 276; trans. 
Khûri Hitti 1916: 435); the mosque of Wāṣit built by al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ in 703–704, 
excavated in 1936–42 and 1985, had the qiblī wall aligned towards an azimuth 
of 231o from magnetic north, 34o to the west of the qibla;28 the mosque built 
at Banbhore soon after 711 was oriented towards the west,29 at 267o.30 Crone 
and Cook initially sustained that the orientation of early mosques pointed to 
a site in Northern Arabia, where an original Hagaren sanctuary was located;31 
Hoyland (1997: 560–73), instead, proposed interpreting these qiblas as general 
directions towards Mecca. However, by investigating texts dealing with folk-
astronomy and early mosques in Egypt, al-Andalus and Maghreb, David King 

28   Safar (1945: 29 and n. 8), for the calculation of the qibla from the geographical north see 
below.

29   I accept the date proposed by Creswell, Allen (1989: 224). Khan (1969: 24–30), dates 
the mosque to the year 109 (727–728 CE), since this date appears on a kufic inscription 
which he interprets as the foundation inscription. Ghafur (1966: 76–79, pl. 25), followed 
by Ashfaque (1969), reads 239 (853/4 CE). I will deal with this problem in a forthcoming 
study.

30   Measured on a satellite image.
31   Crone, Cook (1977: 23–24). They mention ‘Amr’s and al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ’s mosques, along with 

the one excavated at Uskāf Banī Ǧunayd near Baġdād, which is oriented 30° west of 
the correct qibla. They state that the latter is coeval to al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ’s mosque, but without 
any explanation. Jacobsen (1982: 97–98), by analysing the size of the bricks employed 
in the construction of the walls and arcades encompassing the court, argues for a dat-
ing to the late-Umayyad or early-‘Abbasid periods. However, Jacobsen’s dating cannot 
apply to the columns of the prayer hall and porches, which are made of wood. Moreover, 
the location of the miḥrāb off the centre of the qiblī wall, and off the centre of the fifth bay 
from the east, and evidence of its modifications, suggest that it might be a later addition 
designed to correct the orientation of the mosque. Thus, effectively, an earlier dating may 
not be excluded.
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has persuasively demonstrated that early mosques had an astronomical orien-
tation (King 1982, 1985, 1995). The buildings were planned so that the faithful 
would find themselves in the very astronomical conditions they would observe 
while staying in the ḥaram of Mecca near the Holy House. Indeed, the Ka‘ba 
was considered to be a perfect cube oriented so that its north-south axis was 
aligned towards the rising of Canopus, namely 148o east of north, and its east-
west axis perpendicular to it, 58o–238o, roughly corresponding to the azimuths 
of the summer sunrise and winter sunset, respectively (Hawkins, King 1982). 
Thus, depending on their locations, mosques had the qiblī wall facing a wall of 
the Ka‘ba. Mosques located in Egypt, Maghreb, and al-Andalus faced the south-
western wall of the Holy House; mosques located in ‘Iraq, Iran and eastern 
regions faced the north-eastern wall; mosques in Syria and northern territories 

Figure 7 Astronomical orientation of the Ka‘ba, with directions of the cardinal winds (after 
King 1995).
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faced the north-western wall; and mosques in Yemen faced the south-eastern 
wall (King 1982) (Fig. 7). In al-Andalus, Maghreb and Egypt other orientations 
are also attested: the rising of Canopus, south, winter sunrise, south-east, qibla 
computed according to accurate formulas, etc.32 As for mosques in Jerusalem 
and Damascus, it is assumed that their orientation was conditioned by previ-
ous structures and that their qiblas, due south, were legally admissible though 
incorrect (King 1995: 256).33

However, the variations in the orientation of early mosques may be better 
understood if we consider a relative chronology, as in the case of al-Aqṣà. We 
find a very meaningful text in the form of a letter written by Jacob of Edessa 
(m. 708) to John the Stylite (m. 737/8), who had asked him why the Jews faced 
south while praying. Jacob replied that both Jews and Muslims living in Egypt, 
as witnessed with his own eyes, prayed facing the east, the former in the direc-
tion of Jerusalem and the latter in the direction of the Ka‘ba. Both Jews and 
Muslims living in ‘Iraq prayed facing west, those south of the Ka‘ba prayed 
facing north, and those in Syria to the south as it was in the direction of the 
respective patriarchal seats.34 This passage has been interpreted as referring to 
the Hagarene sanctuary by Crone and Cook (1977: 23–24), as the general direc-
tion of the Ka‘ba by Hoyland (1997: 24), and even as Jerusalem, and in partic-
ular the Dome of the Rock under construction, by Shoemaker (2012: 227, 341,  
n. 142). However, the fact that Jacob mentions that he observed Muslims pray-
ing towards the east in Egypt gives us precise chronological information regard-
ing this practice. Indeed, he studied in Alexandria before becoming bishop of 
Edessa in 684 (Barhebraeus: vol. 1, 289–94), thus during Mu‘āwiya I’s reign, or 
Yazīd’s, Mu‘āwiya II’s, or Marwān I’s. Moreover, in order to understand the text, it 
is important to observe that when he mentions Syria he does not mean al-Šām, 
which also included Palestine, but rather the south-western regions of present-
day Turkey and Syria. Indeed, in his Hexameron, he clearly distinguishes Syria 
from Palestine, Phoenicia and Cilicia (Hjelt 1892). This is important as it clarifies 
that the north-south axis he refers to is the Syria-Yemen axis, while the east-west 
axis is the ‘Iraq-Egypt axis. Since Mecca and Jerusalem were not on one of these 

32   For a general survey see King (1995); for the orientation of mosques and buildings in Cairo 
see King (1984); for Morocco see Bonine (1990); for al-Andalus Samsó (1992: 60–67); for 
al-Andalus and Maghreb Rius (1998–99) and (1999).

33   Regretfully, a comprehensive chronological study of the orientation of all the extant 
medieval mosques which combine archaeological and textual data is still a desideratum.

34   Ya‘qūb di Edessa, Letter to John the Stylite, 14 (London, British Library, Add. MS 12172  
f. 124a) trans. Crone, Cook (1977: 173 n. 30), and Hoyland (1997: 565–66).
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axes nor at their intersection, but Jacob states that Jews and Muslims prayed in 
the same direction, it might be that they both followed an astronomical orien-
tation, namely that the Jewish Temple and the Ka‘ba had the same astronomi-
cal orientation. Indeed, as we have already stated, we know from the sources 
that the major axis of the Ka‘ba was considered as aligned towards the rising of 
Canopus, which in Mecca is visible today at 148o 31’ east of north, a few minutes 
less than in 608, when the Ka‘ba was rebuilt by the Qurayš, while its minor axis 
was aligned at 90o from the major axis.35 Canopus rises in Jerusalem today at 
168o 47’, but it rose at 169o 24’ in 20–19 BCE, when Herod built the platform of 
the Temple where the ḥaram al-šarīf rises today, and the western wall of the 
ḥaram is 169o 39’ 11’’, only a few minutes more than the azimuth of Canopus 
at the time of Herod. Moreover, the southern wall of the ḥaram almost draws 
a right angle with the western wall, at 79o 73’. Since the ḥaram is trapezoidal 
in shape but was considered to be a rectangle,36 it is safe to conclude that its  
orientation was given by the southern and the western walls, oriented towards 
the rising of Canopus and its perpendicular, roughly oriented towards the sum-
mer sunrise and the winter sunset, like the Ka‘ba. Moreover, the axes of al-Aqṣà 
are determined by the rising of Canopus and its perpendicular. However, if 
we consider the axes established by Jacob of Edessa along with his concept of 
Syria, we should argue that mosques in Palestine were oriented towards the east 
rather than the south, at least during Mu‘āwiya’s reign and, as we shall see, up 
until the end of ‘Abd al-Malik’s reign.

This hypothesis is confirmed by the history of the mosque of ‘Amr in Fusṭāṭ, 
and those of Kūfa and Wāṣit. As we have already said, the earliest mosque 
built in the newly founded Fusṭāṭ by ‘Amr b. al-‘Āṣ in 641/2 had a very eastward 
qibla (mušarriqa ǧiddan). This may mean that the mosque was either oriented 
towards the east, at 90o, or towards the winter sunrise, at 117o.37

‘Amr’s construction, consisting of a very small, entirely roofed and unpaved 
hall (Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 36–38), was enlarged and endowed with four minarets 
and a court on the north-western side by Maslama, governor of Egypt, in 673, as 
ordered by Mu‘āwiya (Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 58–59). This mosque was also paved 
and its walls plastered. However, its orientation was corrected only in 710–711/2 
when Qurra b. Šarīk demolished the old mosque, enlarged its perimeter in the 
north-eastern and south-eastern directions, and ordered the construction of a 

35   I owe this and the following astronomical data to Professor Sigismondi, see n. 1.
36   See for instance Nāṣir-i Ḫusraw (Shefer 1881: 22; trans. ibid.: 72).
37   King (1984). For other interpretations of the qibla mušarriqa in relation to Christian prac-

tices—which do not take into account the instances of westward qiblas—see Barthold 
(1929), Bashear (1991) and Sharon (1988).
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concave miḥrāb which pointed at the qibla. This was oriented more to the right, 
i.e. towards the south (Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 149–51). The earliest mosque built 
in Kūfa in 638, when the city was founded, was an area marked out by a trench, 
which had its qibla due west (Balāḏurī: 276; trans. Khûri Hitti 1916: 435), thus 
either at 270o or 240o (winter sunset). According to the sources, some years 
later (phase II) Sa‘d b. Abī Waqqās replaced this mosque with a hypostyle hall, 
which was then rebuilt and enlarged by Ziyād b. Abīhi, governor of the town 
on behalf of Mu‘āwiya in 670 (phase III) (Massignon 1940; Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 
43–58; Djaït 1986). However, as persuasively suggested by Aila Santi, these two 
phases should rather be ascribed to Ziyād b. Abīhi and al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ b. Yūsuf, who 
governed Kūfa from 694 to 714, respectively (Santi 2015). The original value of 
the qibla cannot be determined easily. According to Ṭabarī (s. 1, vol. 5, 2488–91), 

Figure 8 Satellite view of the mosque and the dār al-imāra of Kūfa ( from google-earth).
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the first mosque was moved from its initial location in order that its qiblī wall 
faced the raḥabat ‘Alī and the qaṣr which housed the buyūt al-māl and Sa‘d’s 
dār. The excavation campaigns held from 1938 to 1956 revealed that, effectively, 
the eastern side of the qiblī wall of the present mosque shares the western side 
of the northern wall of the dār al-imāra, while the western side of the qiblī wall 
faces a court where a building identified by local tradition as the house of ‘Alī is 
located (Mustafa 1963; Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 48–58; Creswell, Allan 1989: 10–15) 
(Fig. 8). The axes of the mosque and the dār al-imāra are not perfectly aligned, 
since the lateral walls of the former are not parallel. The difference consists 
of only 3o, the axis of the mosque being at 197o and that of the dār al-imāra at 
200o. Both values are a few degrees south of the correct qibla, which measures 
202o.38 Thus, the change of the initial western qibla must have occurred when 
the mosque was joined to the dār al-imāra, an event that archaeological data 
allows us to ascribe to the Umayyad period rather than the aftermath of the 
conquest of ‘Iraq. Indeed, the part of the wall of the dār al-imāra shared by the 
eastern side of the qiblī wall of the mosque belongs to the exterior of the two 
enclosures forming the qaṣr: the larger enclosure dates to the Umayyad period 
and is later than the inner enclosure.39 Moreover, evidence of this change of 
the qibla may be grasped from some ḥadīṯs ascribed to ‘Alī, where he condemns 
whomever will destroy and rebuild the mosque of Kūfa changing the qibla of 
Noah (al-Ṭūsī: 283). This will be restored by the qā’im when he reappears at 
the end of time (al-Nu‘mānī: 317–18). As argued by Michael Cook, these tradi-
tions can be read as prophecies post eventum related to the reconstruction of 
the mosque under Ziyād.40 As already mentioned, though, this phase might 
rather be ascribed to al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ and would reproduce the very arrangement 
he planned for Wāsiṭ, which he founded in 702–703/5 (Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 
132–33). The original complex consisting of a mosque and dar al-imāra sharing 
a common wall was brought to light in 1942 (Safar 1945; Creswell 1979: vol. 1, 
134–38). As in Kūfa, the mosque consisted of a hypostyle prayer hall with five 
rows of high columns made of blocks of stone connected by an iron rod, and a 
courtyard delimited by a riwāq on the three sides. It measured 103.5 × 104.3 m 
and its qiblī wall was in contact with the north-eastern wall of the dār al-imāra, 
which extended symmetrically on either side of the mosque for a total length 

38   Values measured on satellite image.
39   See references given above in the text.
40   Cook (2013: 105). He discusses these ḥadīṯs in reference to the Šī‘ī practice of tayāsur, 

namely inclining to the left in prayer. From his analysis of the sources regarding the 
mosque of Kūfa, it emerges that its qibla has been considered aberrant for a long time, 
thus in contrast with archaeological data.
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Figure 9 Plan of mosques I and II, and dār al-imāra of Wāsiṭ (after Safar 1945).

of 208.8 m; the proportion was 1:2, as in Kūfa. The buildings were oriented 
south-west and precisely at 234o,41 which roughly corresponds to the winter 
sunset, and 38o to the west of the qibla as it is corrected in the second mosque  
(Fig. 9). Therefore, the first mosque of Wāsiṭ (702–703/5) had an astronomical 
orientation, like the first and second phase of the mosque of Fusṭāṭ (640/1 and 
673), the first and second phase of the mosque of Kūfa (638 and 670), and the 
mosque of Banbhore (ca. 711).42 The latter may be the last instance since, as 
we have already recalled, we know that the mosque of Fusṭāṭ was re-oriented 
towards the south in 710–711/12 by Qurra b. Sharīk and that of Kūfa possibly 
during the last years of al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ’s governorship, while the mosque of Medina 
re-built in 707–709, that of Damascus, built in 706–714/5, and Aqṣà II, built in 
709–714, were all oriented towards the south. It also appears to be a correlation 
between this new orientation and the introduction of the concave miḥrāb. This 
is found for the first time in all the aforementioned mosques built during the 

41   Safar (1945: 29 and n. 8), gives it as 231° from the magnetic north. Since in 1942 the mag-
netic declination was 3° 2’ 24’’ (see http://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/geomag-web/#declination, 
retrieved 29.08.2016) we should add this value in order to obtain the azimuth from the 
geographical north. This orientation, like that of the mosques of Fusṭāṭ and Kūfa, was also 
perceived as aberrant: al-Ǧāḥiẓ (m. 868) even accuses al-Ḥaǧǧāǧ, along with ‘Abd al-Malik 
and al-Walīd, of turning the qibla of Wāsiṭ, see Safar (1945: 30).

42   See n. 29.
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reign of al-Walīd,43 and in the case of Fusṭāṭ it was introduced in conjunction 
with the re-orientation of the previous building, as in the third phase of the 
mosque of Kūfa.44 Indeed, as reported by al-Maǧlisī by quoting al-Šūlistānī,45 
during a restoration carried out between 1634 and 1638, when the original layer 
of the floor was reached, traces of columns and bays were revealed all along 
the qiblī wall. A miḥrāb embedded in the wall, at the centre of what appeared 
to be the wider central bay, along with a door, was found rising from the origi-
nal floor. Though al-Šūlistānī identified the building as Sa‘d’s mosque and the 
miḥrāb as the niche where ‘Alī used to pray and was eventually killed, it can 
be assumed that this was instead the third phase, since its description of the 
covered part as a hypostyle hall agrees with that of Ibn Ǧubayr, who visited the 
mosque in 1183/4 (Ibn Ǧubayr: 211; trans. Schiaparelli 1906: 198–99).

This reconstruction provides solid ground for the hypothesis formu-
lated in this paper, namely that Aqṣà I, built under Mu‘āwiya, was originally  
oriented towards the east and, consequently, its aisles were parallel to the 
qiblī wall.

43   The exception of Banbhore can be ascribed to its location. Recent innovations are usually 
adopted later in ‘peripheral’ areas.

44   The case of a mosque at Be’er Ora in Negev, discovered by Rothenberg (1972: 221), would 
testify to the transition phase between the eastern and the southern qibla, according to 
Sharon (1988). The structure is highly unique, consisting of a small oblong area delimited 
by pieces of slag slabs interrupted by two semi-circular niches on the eastern and south-
ern sides, respectively. Rothenberg has interpreted the structure as a symbolic church 
endowed with an apse to the east, while according to Avner (1984: 124–25) it was an open 
church converted into a mosque. Sharon (1988) initially hypothesised that it was a mosque 
with an eastern qibla which was later re-oriented towards the south; he then added that 
the structure had been constructed following the plan of a church oriented towards the 
east, and when it had to be aligned towards Mecca it was endowed with the southern 
miḥrāb and became a broadroom (Sharon, Avner, Nahlieli 1996). However, the structure is 
still very difficult to interpret. Firstly, it is not certain that it was built during the 7th or 8th 
centuries rather than later, and perhaps even by Bedouins (Sharon, Avner, Nahlieli 1996); 
secondly, in the plan and pictures produced after the excavation and before restoration 
(ibid. pl. 2 and fig. 3), only the southern niche may be recognized as a miḥrāb, while the 
eastern one is more similar to a small apse, if not an irregularity of the perimeter, like in 
other similar open mosques found in the Negev, for which see Avni (1994).

45   Maǧlisī: vol. 100: 431–32. See also n. 40.
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 Conclusions

In light of these considerations, an orientation of Aqṣà I towards the east, at 
precisely 90o from the direction in which Canopus rose between the 1st cen-
tury BCE and the 7th century CE, would suit the practice of aligning the qibla 
according to the astronomical orientation of the Ka‘ba. It would confirm the 
dating of the building to Mu‘āwiya’s reign, when the earliest mosques were 
substituted by more complex structures which, nevertheless, maintained 
the previous orientation. Moreover, and most importantly, it would solve 
the architectural and chronological problems that emerged from the results 
of Hamilton’s excavations. It would also suggest that the precocious appear-
ance of the transept in Aqṣà II is due to the integration of the southern riwāq 
of Aqṣà I into the new building when it was re-orientated towards the south 
and endowed with a miḥrāb, like other mosques commissioned by al-Walīd. In 
particular, in the case of Aqṣà II, the re-orientation involves the Dome of the 
Rock. Indeed, the axis traced from Aqṣà II’s miḥrāb through its wider nave and 
up to the southern face of the Dome of the Rock established it as the qiblī side, 
thus orienting the octagonal building, which per se did not have a univocal 
orientation.46 In this way, the Rock was placed behind the mosque, just as the 
traditions regarding ‘Umar state.
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