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GULRU NECIPOGLU

THE DOME OF THE ROCK AS PALIMPSEST: ‘ABD AL-MALIK’S
GRAND NARRATIVE AND SULTAN SULEYMAN’S GLOSSES

In his new book on the Dome of the Rock, which
has held a specially privileged place in his inspiring
scholarship for more than half a century, Oleg Grabar
explores a novel trajectory of inquiry: “telling what
the building meant in its long history.” Aiming to
interpret the “relationship between a building that
remained more or less unchanged and a political as
well as spiritual history that changed a great deal over
the centuries,” he observes that a striking characteristic
of the Dome of the Rock was the preservation of its
basic form during countless restorations, while only
its surfaces were transformed and adapted to new con-
texts.? As such, the unique commemorative monument
commissioned by the Marwanid caliph ‘Abd al-Malik
(r. 685-705) constitutes a veritable palimpsest, with its
latest modern restorations approximating the appear-
ance it acquired during Ottoman times, particularly
after the renovations by Sultan Siileyman (r. 1520-66),
the most prominent feature of which was the reclad-
ding of its exterior with polychromatic tile revetments
(fig. 1).% In this tributary essay, I would like to respond
to Professor Grabar’s wish that his latest book attract
others to explore further, within the context of the
Dome of the Rock, new “details being discovered in
medieval books of praises of Jerusalem, and our whole
conception of Ottoman culture and ideology.”
These two subjects are, in fact, closely interrelated,
because sixteenth-century Ottoman perceptions of the
Dome of the Rock were to a large extent shaped by
Arabic and Ottoman Turkish compilations modeled on
earlier books on the merits of Jerusalem (fada’il bayt
al-magqdis), revised with new guidelines for pilgrims.®
By interacting not only with the building itself, but
also with this genre of literature (rooted in traditions
as old as the late seventh and the beginning of the
eighth centuries), the renovations sponsored by Sul-
tan Siileyman resuscitated some of the Dome’s former
associations. The spectacular building enshrining the
venerated Rock constituted the focus of both ‘Abd al-
Malik’s and Sultan Stileyman’s construction activities

at the sanctuary in Jerusalem, projects that articulated
an inextricable link between state religion and dynastic
politics. The Ottoman sultan’s restoration campaigns,
which in Grabar’s words amounted to “reconsecrat-
ing an old sanctuary,” involved a process of selective
recovery and reinterpretation. I shall argue that this
process contributed to the reemergence of a dormant
substratum of local traditions and collective memories
existing in a “latent state,” which “may disappear and
be revived under similar circumstances.”®

Besides attempting to interpret the Dome of the
Rock in light of its Ottoman glosses, I will stress its
dialogical relationship with the narrative discourses
of accompanying buildings in the “master plan” con-
ceptualized by ‘Abd al-Malik for the gigantic com-
plex (almasjid al-agsa, al-masjid bayt al-magqdis) that
came to be known as the Noble Sanctuary (haram al-
sharif) in Mamluk and Ottoman times. Since several
publications have traced the construction history of
the Haram across a broad sweep of time, I have cho-
sen to concentrate here on the Marwanid and Otto-
man layers of its “grand narrative,” without dwelling
on a detailed architectural analysis of the buildings
themselves.” After presenting in the first part of this
essay my personal exegesis on the elusive meanings of
‘Abd al-Malik’s Dome of the Rock, an arena of con-
siderable debate with a longstanding venerable tradi-
tion of its own, I shall turn in the shorter, second part
to the relatively unexplored terrain of Sultan Suley-
man’s interpretive glosses, overlaid on the building’s
“palimpsestous” surfaces.’

I. NARRATIVITY OF THE DOME OF THE ROCK
WITHIN ‘ABD AL-MALIK’S MASTER PLAN

The transformation of the Temple Mount into a
multifocal pilgrimage complex in the course of the
seventh and early eighth century paralleled both the
construction of Muslim traditions articulating its holi-
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18 GULRU NECIPOGLU

Fig. 1. Dome of the Rock with upper platform of the Haram al-Sharif, view from the west. (Photo: Yossi Zamir/Corbis)
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THE DOME OF THE ROCK AS PALIMPSEST

ness and the mapping of Qur’anic references onto its
components, a process in which textual and architec-
tural narratives mutually reinforced one another. By
the conclusion of the Umayyad period (661-750), the
commemorative structures of the precinct had become
enmeshed within a nexus of memories, bearing wit-
ness to the saturated sanctity and redemptive power
of the complex and to its special place within the
divine plan, extending from the creation to the end
of time. As such, it offered a new paradigm of salva-
tion, claiming to be the future locus where God would
judge humankind and specially favor the adherents
of Islam, the final monotheistic faith, revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad as a reminder of the imminent
day of reckoning—a revelation that reiterated ear-
lier versions “distorted” by the “People of the Book”
(Jews and Christians).® The multiple threads of this
grand narrative, translated into architectural sites of
witnessing, would be recast, reinterpreted, revised, and
renegotiated through subsequent elaborations over the
ages. Thanks to its numinous potency, bolstered by a
combination of aesthetic power and resonant layers
of meaning imbued with spiritual as well as temporal
significance, the complex continued to flourish in spite
of conquests and changes of regime (figs. 2 and 3).

The early-seventh-century architectural history of
the sanctuary is veiled by mythical accounts, just as
the relationship of its layout with hypothetical recon-
structions of the pre-Islamic Temple Mount remains
far from resolved.'” The few written sources from this
period suggest that a modest congregational mosque
was commissioned along the southern wall of the
precinct by the caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (to whom
semi-mythical traditions attribute the uncovering of
the Rock, which was hidden under debris) soon after
the conquest of Jerusalem (ca. 638) and prior to the
death of the patriarch Sophronius (ca. 639). That
mosque seems to have been renovated by Mu‘awiya b.
Abi Sufyan, the governor of Syria-Palestine (640s) and
first Umayyad caliph (r. 661-80). The pilgrim Arculf
(670s) described it as a rectangular “house of prayer”
that could accommodate at least 3,000 people."

The initial focus of construction, then, was a spa-
cious congregational mosque whose two commemo-
rative mihrabs, named after the caliphs ‘Umar and
Mu‘awiya, are mentioned from the eleventh century
onwards, in books written in praise of Jerusalem, as
being located within the subsequently rebuilt Aqgsa
Mosque.'? Nevertheless, the perception of the precinct
as a sanctified place for seeking God’s forgiveness is
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attested early on by the pilgrimages of several Com-
panions of the Prophet. Moreover, the caliph “Uth-
man (r. 644-56), the murdered kinsman of Mu‘awiya,
who adopted the slogan “Vengeance for ‘Uthman”
to justify his own caliphal claims against those of the
Prophet’s son-in-law ‘Ali (r. 656-61), endowed for
the people’s benefit the nearby sacred Spring of Sil-
wan. One of the early pilgrims was ‘Umar’s pious son
‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar (d. ca. 692-94), who performed a
pilgrimage there in 658, having reportedly regretted
his presence at the Siffin arbitration during the first
civil war (657-61) between the caliph ‘Ali (based in
Iraq) and Mu‘awiya (the governor of Syria-Palestine,
who was then aspiring to the caliphate).”?

It was in Jerusalem that, prior to his declaration
of war against ‘Ali, Mu‘awiya made a pact with ‘Amr
b. al-‘As, whose conquest of Egypt in the summer of
658 shifted the balance of power in favor of his ally,
whom the Syrians had acknowledged as caliph earlier
that year. Mu‘awiya’s building activities at the site of
the former Temple are recorded in several non-Mus-
lim sources, which mention his restoration of its walls
as well as clearing work performed on its grounds
(sometime between 658 and 660) by Egyptian work-
ers “with the help of demons,” before the staging of
the formal ceremony in general recognition of his
caliphate that took place there in July 660.'* Likewise,
Mutahhar b. Tahir al-Maqdisi (ca. 966) states that the
sanctuary in Jerusalem remained in ruins until it was
rebuilt by the caliph ‘Umar and then by Mu‘awiya, who
took the caliphal oath of allegiance in it."* Mu‘awiya
is reported to have announced from its minbar that
“what is between the two walls of this mosque (masjid)
is dearer to God than the rest of the earth,” presum-
ably a reference to the whole praying ground of the
precinct.'® He is also said to have propagated the use
of the term “land of the Gathering and Resurrection
[on the Day of Judgment]” (ard al-mahshar wa l-man-
shar) with regard to Jerusalem.'” Mu‘awiya furthermore
attempted to extend Jerusalem’s sanctity to the entire
province of Syria-Palestine (al-sham), the locus of his
capital, Damascus, for he told emissaries from Iraq
to his court that they had arrived at “the seat of the
best of caliphs” and at “the holy land, the land of the
Gathering and the Resurrection, and the land of the
graves of the prophets.” He thus established a prece-
dent for identifying the holiness of the sanctuary in
Jerusalem with cosmology, eschatology, and the legit-
imization of dynastic caliphal authority—themes that
would further be elaborated in the expanded grand
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Fig. 2. Aerial view of the Haram al-Sharif from the east, with the Holy Sepulcher in the upper left corner. (Photo: © Baron

Wolman)

KEY FOR FIG. 3

GATES AND WALLS

1. (North) Gate of the Chain (bab al-silsila); (south) Gate of the Divine
Presence (bab al-sakina), also known as Gate of the Law Court (bab
al-mahkama) after the Shari‘a Court to its south [Gate of David]

2. Gate of the Maghribis (bab al-maghariba), with Barclay’s Gate under
it [Gate of Remission (bab al-hitta)

3. Mosque of the Maghribis, with al-Fakhriyya Minaret

4. Double Gate with corridor (closed) [Gate of the Prophet (bab
al-nabi)]

5. Triple Gate with corridor (closed) [Gate of Repentance (bab al-rahma)
and Mihrab of Mary]

6. Single Gate (closed)

7. Battlement with protruding pillar marking the place of the Sirat
Bridge

8. aneral Gate (bab aljana’iz), also known as Gate of al-Buraq
(closed)

9. Golden Gate (closed) [Gate of Mercy; a double gate known after
the mid-eleventh-century walling up of the Gate of Repentance (no.
5 above) as (north) Gate of Repentance (bab al-tawba) and (south)
Gate of Mercy (bab al-rakma)].

10. Solomon’s Throne or Footstool (kursi sulayman)

11. Station (magam) of al-Khidr

12. Gate of the Tribes (bab al-asbat)

13. Minaret near Gate of the Tribes (bab al-asbat)

14. Gate of Remission (bab al-hiita) [former position at no. 2 above]

15. Gate of Darkness (bab al-‘atm), also known as Gate of the Glory of
the Prophets (bab sharaf al-anbiya or bab al-dawadariyya)

16. Minaret of the Ghawanima Gate, named after the Ghanim family
[Minaret of Abraham]

17. Ghawanima Gate [Gate of Abraham (bab al-khalil)]

18. Gate of the Superintendant (bab-al-nazir)

19. Iron Gate (bab al-hadid)

20. Gate of the Cotton Merchants (bab al-gattanin)

21. Ablution Gate (bab al-mathara)

22. Minaret of the Gate of the Chain (bab al-silsila)

RAISED PLATFORM

23. Southern Stairway [Station of the Prophet (magam al-nabi)]

24. Stone Minbar of Burhan al-Din adjacent to the pier of the south-
ern stairway

25. Dome of Yusuf

26. Dome of the Prophet (qubbat al-nabi) with Red Mihrab on its pave-
ment; labeled Dome of Gabriel on de Vogiié’s plan

27. Dome of the Ascension (qubbat al-mi‘raj)

28. Convent of Shaykh Muhammad of Hebron with underground vault
enclosing a natural rock and early mihrab (alzawiya al-muh diyya),
also known as Mosque of the Prophet (masjid al-nabz)

29. Dome of al-Khidr (qubbat al-khidr)

30. Dome of the Spirits (qubbat al-arwah)

31. Dome of the Rock (qubbat al-sakhra)

32. Dome of the Chain (qubbat al-silsila)

33. Western Stairway of al-Buraq

OUTER COURTYARD

34. Fountain of Sultan Siileyman with abutting mihrab aedicule

35. Iwan of Sultan Mahmud II, also known as Dome of the Lovers of
the Prophet (qubbat al-‘ushshaq al-nabi)

36. Dome of Solomon (qubbat sulayman) [Solomon’s Throne or Foot-
stool (kursi sulayman)]; labeled Throne or Footstool of Jesus on de
Vogiié’s plan

37. Fountain of Qaytbay

38. Fountain of Kasim Pasha

39. Dome of Moses (qubbat misa)

40. Fountain known as the Cup (al-ka’s)

41. Agsa Mosque: a. Well of the Leaf (67'r al-waraqa); b. Mihrab of
Zechariah; c. Station (magam) of ‘Uzayr; d. Mosque of ‘Umar

42. Mihrab of David

43. Market of Understanding (siiq al-ma‘rifa)

44. Cradle of Jesus (mahd ‘isa)

45. Subterranean vaults known as Stables of Solomon
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Fig. 3. Plan of the Haram al-Sharif. The added numerals correspond to the key (see opposite page), which provides
nineteenth-century names and, in brackets, some of their early medieval counterparts. (After Melchior de Vogué, Le Temple
de Jérusalem, Monographie du Haram-ech-Chérif [Paris, 1864], pl. 17: “Plan du Haram-ech-Chérif, suivant Catherwood avec les

dénominations arabes”)
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narrative of ‘Abd al-Malik’s complex. Some sources
suggest that Mu‘awiya’s son Yazid I (r. 680-83) may
also have received homage as caliph in Jerusalem, but
his short-lived reign marked the beginning of a sec-
ond civil war (680-92), during which the Umayyads
came close to losing the caliphate, a still-fluid insti-
tution appropriated by ‘Abd al-Malik’s father, Mar-
wan I (r. 684-85), who represented another branch
of the same family.'®

According to most accounts, “Abd al-Malik received
the oath of allegiance as caliph in Damascus in 685,
but one account places the ceremony in Jerusalem,
where he may have been stationed while he was his
father’s deputy in Palestine. If this was indeed the case,
it anticipates the close attention he would devote to the
city with his architectural patronage. At that time the
“counter caliph,” Ibn al-Zubayr, was based in Mecca,
having established his headquarters in the holy sanc-
tuary centered around the Ka‘ba, which he rebuilt in
684 over its old foundations from the time of Abra-
ham, following its damage during the siege of Yazid
I's army. There Ibn al-Zubayr used to revile the vices
of the Marwanid family and summon the people “to
pay homage to him.” The variants of an often-cited
early tradition claim that ‘Abd al-Malik therefore for-
bade his supporters in greater Syria to perform the
pilgrimage to Mecca and ordered the construction of
the Dome of the Rock in order to divert their attention
from the hajj, a claim to which I shall return later."?
Scholars generally agree that ‘Abd al-Malik initiated
this building project soon after his accession, while he
was facing major problems during the second civil war,
which came to a conclusion towards the end of the year
73 (692) with his decisive victory over Ibn al-Zubayr,
who was killed in battle—a victory that confirmed the
transfer of the Umayyad caliphate from the Sufyanid
branch of the family (established by Mu‘awiya) to the
Marwanids (descendants of Marwan).

In spite of an attempt to demonstrate that the year
72 (691-92) mentioned in the foundation inscription
of the Dome of the Rock marks the beginning of con-
struction work, most studies consider this to be the
completion date of the building and deem it to have
been commenced while the second civil war was in
progress, with the Hijaz and Iraq still in the hands of
the Zubayrids.” After all, the repeated accusation made
by ‘Abd al-Malik’s opponents, claiming that he built
the Dome of the Rock as a counter-Ka‘ba, would have
made little sense had he started its construction after
his victory over the rebels in Iraq and shortly before

he regained control of Mecca. Moreover, it has been
suggested that new evidence concerning his fiscal
reforms in Syria and Egypt (conquered by his father
from the Zubayrids) immediately after his accession
weakens the objection that the Dome of the Rock
could not have been built in this early period, incon-
ducive to “financing major construction.”®' Accord-
ing to the chronicle of the Andalusian scholar Ibn
Habib (d. 853), which quotes an early-eighth-century
report discussed below, ‘Abd al-Malik “built the mosque
of Jerusalem (masjid bayt al-magdis) in the year 70
(689-90) and assigned for its construction the trib-
ute tax of Egypt for seven years and built the dome
(qubba) that is over the Rock,” along with two minor
domes next to it. This reference does not specify the
construction date of the Dome of the Rock, which is
presented as part of a wider building program that
probably extended beyond the year mentioned on its
foundation inscription. A thirteenth-century Mamluk
historian, citing late-eighth- and early-ninth-century
authors, on the other hand, states that the construc-
tion project (comprising the Dome of the Rock and
the Agsa Mosque) began in 69 (688-89) and was fin-
ished in 72 (691-92), while other Mamluk sources
date its inception to 66 (685-86) and its completion
to 73 (692-93).2

Situating the building chronology of the Dome of
the Rock within the context of the ideological con-
test between ‘Abd al-Malik and his opponents turns it
into a locus for rallying support for his claims to be
the rightful caliph, not unlike Ibn al-Zubayr’s use of
the Meccan sanctuary as his propaganda headquar-
ters. The mosque in Jerusalem had also played a legit-
imizing role as a power base for Mu‘awiya, as had the
mosque of Kufa for his rival ‘Ali. Hence, the architec-
tural development of the sanctuary in Jerusalem as a
pilgrimage complex can be framed between two civil
wars, when the leaders of different branches of the
Umayyad family vied for the caliphate and transformed
it into a divinely sanctioned dynastic institution. We
shall see that the theme of caliphal legitimacy was a
major component of the grand narrative of ‘Abd al-
Malik’s complex, which continued to evolve during
the rest of his reign and the reigns of his sons, who
succeeded him as caliphs—al-Walid I (r. 705-15), who
completed the Agsa Mosque, and probably Sulayman
(r. 715-17), who built a bathhouse adjoining the com-
plex, perhaps during his governorship of Palestine.”

Recent studies have persuasively argued that ‘Abd
al-Malik’s ambitious master plan comprised not just

This content downloaded from 128.210.126.199 on Fri, 19 Jun 2015 13:15:34 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

THE DOME OF THE ROCK AS PALIMPSEST

the Dome of the Rock but also the development of the
whole precinct, which in time included the rebuilding
of the Agsa Mosque; the construction of a number of
commemorative structures on the central raised plat-
form; the renovation of the outer walls with some of
their monumental gates; and the axial alignment of
the complex with the city below. These buildings were
complemented by massive rectangular administrative
and residential structures (of uncertain chronology
and function) forming an L shape along the southern
and southwestern edges of the vast trapezoidal com-
pound, and by the construction of a network of roads
leading to Jerusalem and marked by milestones bear-
ing ‘Abd al-Malik’s inscriptions, some of them dated
73 (692) and 85 ('704).* Sources differ as to whether
the Agsa Mosque was rebuilt by ‘Abd al-Malik or by
his son al-Walid, but it seems almost certain that he
began its construction and that his successor added
the finishing touches.?

The Dome of the Rock was therefore not an iso-
lated structure but part of an extensive ensemble; it
constituted the focal point from which, in Grabar’s
words, “axes of composition radiate and visual impres-
sions are constructed.” I shall argue that the sequence
of architectural units framing the Dome of the Rock
conditioned not only ways of seeing and experiencing
it but also the intertextual meanings it communicated
in dialogue with them. The individual components of
the Marwanid compound (most of which have disap-
peared or changed unrecognizably over time) have
recently been hypothetically reconstructed and cata-
logued together with the medieval texts that mention
them. These components, however, have not yet been
interpreted as a complex interactive web. My aim here
is to speculate on how they fit spatially and conceptu-
ally into ‘Abd al-Malik’s grand narrative, within which
the signification of the Dome of the Rock (generally
treated as a self-contained unit) was embedded.?®

The earliest surviving post-Umayyad written sources,
like those from the post-Crusader period, often attribute
the constellation of buildings on the Haram, including
some of the minor domes around the Dome of the
Rock, to ‘Abd al-Malik, only occasionally referring to
the contributions of his sons. Construction activities
sponsored by the Abbasids, their vassals, and the Fatim-
ids are described in these sources as repairs or reno-
vations of preexisting damaged structures, which were
reconsecrated and extensively rebuilt by the Ayyubids
following the Crusader occupation and subsequently
maintained by the building campaigns of the Mamluks

23

and Ottomans. Had there been a major restructuring
and reconceptualization of the complex in Abbasid
or Fatimid times, it seems more than likely that our
earliest surviving sources would have recorded the
addition of commemorative monuments that consid-
erably expanded the scope of the initial building pro-
gram. It is thus reasonable to infer that a substantial
core of the memorial sites enumerated in texts pre-
dating the Crusader conquest (1099) existed in the
Marwanid period, although the physical structures by
which they were marked, their names, and even their
locations were transformed over time.?’

GLIMPSES OF THE COMPLEX AND ITS
ASSOCIATIONS IN EARLY SOURCES

Before situating the Dome of the Rock within the
Marwanid grand narrative in the following section,
I'will reconsider some well-known geographical, histori-
cal, and literary sources, written prior to the Crusades,
that provide fragmentary glimpses of the architectural
components and commemorative associations of the
pilgrimage complex. We shall see in the next sec-
tion that most of these post-Marwanid associations,
including the identification of the precinct that consti-
tuted the first qibla of Islam as the destination of the
Prophet’s Night Journey, were elaborations of previous
traditions on the merits of Jerusalem. Many of these
early traditions are recorded in the commentary on the
Qur’an by Mugqatil b. Sulayman al-Balkhi (d. 767-68),
indicating that they must have been circulating by the
beginning of the eighth century, if not before. It was
around this preexisting core of traditions formulated
in Umayyad times that the elaborate webs of meaning
encountered in the ninth- to eleventh-century narra-
tives we shall consider here came to be constructed.

Among the earliest surviving sources is the afore-
mentioned chronicle of Ibn Habib, who died in 853
in Cordoba, the capital of the Umayyad dynasty of
Spain, which descended from ‘Abd al-Malik through
his son Hisham. The chronicle includes a report about
the construction of the sanctuary in Jerusalem by the
Kufan transmitter of traditions, al-Sha‘bi (d. 721-22),
whom ‘Abd al-Malik invited to Damascus and sent on
several diplomatic missions. Al-Sha‘bi is quoted as say-
ing that it was this caliph who “built the mosque of
Jerusalem” and “the dome that is over the Rock,” plac-
ing on the outer shell of that dome 8000 gilded-cop-
per sheets. He adds, “...and these are the three domes
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next to one another (thalatha qibab mutajawirat): the
Dome of the Rock (qubbat al-sakhra), the Dome of the
Ascension [of the Prophet] (qubbat al-mi‘raj), and the
Dome of the Chain (qubbat al-silsila) that was [hang-
ing] there at the time of David” (figs. 3-5). The quo-
tation ends with a couplet composed by an earlier
poet about the disappearance of divine revelation and
the lifting away of generosity together with the chain
(when it was withdrawn back to heaven to punish the
prophet-king David’s corrupt subjects).”

Al-Sha‘bi does not specify that each of these domes
on the precinct’s raised central platform was con-
structed by ‘Abd al-Malik, but the quotation clearly
implies that they were part of the same building proj-
ect. Another tradition, reported by ninth-century Pales-
tinian hadith scholars and with a chain of transmission
traceable to around 750, also ascribes to the same
caliph the construction of two minor domes next to
the Dome of the Rock: the Dome of the Ascension
to the north (probably northwest), and the Dome of
the Chain to the east, on the site where David judged
the Children of Israel by means of a chain of light
suspended between heaven and earth. The chain,
which could distinguish those who were speaking the
truth in legal disputes from those who were lying, was
withdrawn to heaven when a disputant attempted to
trick it. The same tradition identifies the Dome of the
Chain as the place where the Prophet encountered
the maidens of Paradise at the time he was miracu-
lously transported to Jerusalem on his Night Journey
(figs. 3[32] and 4).”

Other early sources include the descriptions of the
Jerusalem sanctuary by the Abbasid geographer, Ibn
al-Fagih of Hamadhan, writing in about 902-3, and
by the Andalusian author, Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih (d. 940),
who was an official panegyrist of the Umayyad rulers
of Spain. These texts provide remarkably similar lists
of the structures accompanying the Dome of the Rock
and the Agsa Mosque. Ibn al-Faqih’s account survives
only in an abridged version of his multivolume geo-
graphical work; that of Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih is thought
to derive either from an eyewitness report or, more
likely, from the longer lost version of Ibn al-Faqih’s
geography.

Ibn al-Fagih’s description of Jerusalem starts with
fada’il traditions copied mostly from Mugqatil’s eighth-
century Qur’anic exegesis. This is followed by the myth-
ical account by Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 728 or 732)
of the fabulous Temple of David and Solomon, cata-
loguing its dimensions, contents, and lavish furnish-
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ings.® It seems to me that the subsequent description
of the Muslim sanctuary, which merges seamlessly with
the preceding section and ends with additional refer-
ences to the wonders of Solomon’s Temple, may also
date much earlier than the compilation of Ibn al-Faq-
ih’s text. The description, which starts with the phrase
“it is said that,” derives from a report whose source is
not identified. It may even be based on an account by
Wahb b. Munabbih himself, since it includes a similar
catalogue of the measurements, components, luxurious
furnishings, and numerous lamps of the “mosque of
Jerusalem,” an appellation that refers to the pilgrim-
age complex as a whole.*!

This section begins with the congregational mosque
to the south, which features: a black marble slab com-
memorating the Prophet on the right side of the
mihrab; a white stone behind the gibla identifying
the Prophet as the messenger of God and Hamza
(the Prophet’s martyred uncle, who was regarded
as one of the bravest fighters on behalf of Islam) as
his helper; three private enclosures (magsura) for
women; and five minbars. One may speculate that the
inscribed white stone was under the mosque’s cen-
tral nave, near the southern double gate, known as
the Prophet’s Gate, from which he was imagined to
have entered the Temple Mount on his Night Jour-
ney; here, in 1047, the Persian traveler Nasir-i Khus-
raw saw an imprint of Hamza’s shield (fig. 3[41). Ibn
al-Faqih’s text then turns from the congregational
mosque to the raised platform (dukkan) in the middle
of the precinct, whose six stairways (now eight) lead
up to the [Dome of] the Rock (alsakhra), with its four
symmetrical porticoed gates and a cave underneath
for prayers. The description of this domed edifice
(al-qubba), which Ibn al-Faqih attributes to ‘Abd al-
Malik, is followed by a list of five additional commem-
orative sites on the same platform, consisting of three
minor domes and two structures that may have been
simpler aedicules or natural rocks marked by prayer
niches: the Dome of the Chain (qubbat al-silsila) to the
east, with the prayer place (musalla) of the prophet-
saint al-Khidr “in front of it” in the “middle of the
mosque precinct (masjid)”; the Dome of the Prophet
(qubbat al-nab?), with the nearby station (magam) of
Gabriel “to the north”; and the Dome of the Ascen-
sion (qubbat al-mi‘raj) “near the Rock” (probably to
the northwest). Correlating these structures with the
minor domes populating the platform today is not an
easy exercise, since all of them, with the exception of
the Dome of the Chain, were rebuilt after the Crusader
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Fig. 4. Elevation-cum-plan of the Dome of the Rock and Dome of the Chain. 1. Black Paving Stone; 2. Marble screen with
arcade of “mihrabs”; 3. Mihrab; 4. Pierced Hole of the Rock; 5. Tongue of the Rock at the inner cave entrance; 6. Gate of the
Cave; 7. Tribune of Muezzins; 8. Reliquary of the Prophet’s Footprint; 9. Hanafi Mihrab. (After de Vogiié, Temple de Jérusalem,
pl. 18, with added numerals and letters indicating directions)
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Fig. 5. West-to-east cross section of the Dome of the Rock. (After de Vogié, Temple de Jérusalem, pl. 19)

occupation. Identifying the gates mentioned in Ibn al-
Faqih’s text is equally tricky, as their names changed
over time or migrated to other locations, particularly
after the rebuilding of the compound’s earthquake-
damaged southern and eastern walls by the Fatimid
caliph al-Zahir (r. 1021-36).%

The gates are listed counterclockwise, together
with nearby commemorative structures, starting at
the middle of the western wall with the Gate of David
(fig. 3[1]) and the Gate of Remission (bab hitta) (fig.
3[2]). These are followed, on the southern wall, by
the Gate of the Prophet (bab al-nabi) (fig. 3[4]) and
the Gate of Repentance (bab al-tawba) (fig. 3[5]),
near the Mihrab of Mary; on the eastern wall, by the
Gate of the Valley (of Hell) (bab wadi) and the Gate

of Mercy (bab al-rahma) (fig. 3[9]), near the Mihrab
of Zechariah (the father of John the Baptist); on
the northern wall, by the Gates of the Tribes (abwab
al-asbat), near the Cave of Abraham and the Mihrab
of Jacob; and, returning to the western wall, by
the Gate of Umm Khalid (Khalid’s Mother). Ibn
al-Faqih’s text thereafter enumerates the following vis-
itation sites outside the mosque’s grounds: the spot
at the base of the gibla minaret (near the precinct’s
southwest corner) where the Prophet’s steed al-Buraq
was tied up; the place marking the future location
of the Bridge of Sirat (al-sirat), which at the end of
time would extend across the Valley of Hell from the
Mount of Olives in the east, where Jesus ascended to
heaven; the prayer place of the caliph ‘Umar on the
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same Mount; the spring of Silwan to the south of the
mosque precinct; the Mihrab of David at the city’s west-
ern gate; and Abraham’s mosque in the neighboring
town of Hebron, which held his tomb, together with
those of Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and Sarah, and whose
imam possessed the relic of the Prophet’s sandal.

Most of these sites are also mentioned, with some
variations and additional details, in Ibn ‘Abd Rab-
bih’s book on etiquette (adab), which links them with
Qur’anic verses and fada’il traditions.* His chapter on
the “description of the mosque of Jerusalem” begins
with more precise dimensions of the mosque pre-
cinct, which are believed to have been recorded on
a Marwanid inscription that was renewed in the Ayyu-
bid period and is presently installed on the portico of
the northern Gate of Darkness (bab al-‘atm).>* His cat-
alogue of the features and furnishings of the sanctu-
ary is also more detailed than Ibn al-Faqih’s, including
references to its twenty-four cisterns, four minarets,
five minbars, ten mihrabs, and fifteen minor domes,
in addition to the dome over the Rock. Interestingly,
most of these elements are identified as components
of ‘Abd al-Malik’s grand complex in a tradition attrib-
uted to one of its servants, which is recorded in Ibn
al-Murajja’s eleventh-century fada’il treatise.*

Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih’s next chapter, on the “signs/ves-
tiges (athar) of prophets,” starts with the place where
al-Buraq was tied up “under the [southwest] corner of
the mosque.” The gates are listed in counterclockwise
order, beginning at the middle of the western wall, as
in Ibn al-Faqih’s account. First are the Gate of David,
the Gate of Solomon, and the Gate of Remission (bab
hitta). The author links the name of this last gate with
the command that God gave the Children of Israel
“to say ‘remission,’” that is, ‘there is no god but God,’
but they said ‘hinta [wheat],” making a jest thereof,
for which may God curse them for their impiety!” This
is a reference to the refusal of the Children of Israel
to enter through the gate submissively and with pros-
trations, while asking for divine forgiveness (Qur’an
2:58-59, 7:161-62).3¢ On the south wall are the Gate
of Muhammad, and the Gate of Repentance, where
God granted repentance to David. On the east wall is
the Gate of Mercy, which God mentioned in His book
as “a gate, the inner side of which contains mercy, and
whose outer side faces doom,” namely, the Valley of
Hell that lies to the east of Jerusalem. This is an allu-
sion to the gated wall (identified by some exegetes as
the precinct’s eastern wall) that will separate believ-
ers from hypocrites on the Last Day (Qur’an 57:13).

On the northern wall are the six gates known as the
Gates of the Tribes, meaning the tribes of the Chil-
dren of Israel. Again on the western wall, are listed
the Gate of al-Walid, the Gate of al-Hashimi, the Gate
of al-Khidr, and the Gate of the Divine Presence (bab
al-sakina). The name of the last gate refers to the Ark
of the Divine Presence (Qur’an 2: 248), which had
been placed there as a sign of God’s sovereignty, but
was subsequently taken back to heaven by the angels
to punish the disobedient Children of Israel; it will
return at the end of time, according to a tradition
cited by Ibn al-Faqih.*’

Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih then enumerates venerated sites
distributed along the walls and gates of the enclosure:
on the south wall, the Mihrab of Mary, where angels
brought her heavenly fruits (Qur’an 3:37); on the east
wall, the Mihrab of Zechariah, where angels relayed
the good news of the birth of his son John while he
stood praying therein (Qur’an 3:39, 19:11); and on the
north wall, the Mihrab of Jacob, Solomon’s Throne
or Footstool (kurs?), where he used to pray to God,
and the Minaret of Abraham, who used to worship
there. Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih mentions the same five com-
memorative structures on the precinct’s raised cen-
tral platform as Ibn al-Faqih: the dome from which
the Prophet ascended to heaven; the dome where he
prayed with the prophets; the dome with the chain
that judged the innocence or guilt of the Children of
Israel; and the prayer places (musalla) of Gabriel and
al-Khidr. Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih gives the following instruc-
tion to the pilgrim, the earliest surviving example of
its kind: “When you enter the [Dome of] the Rock
(al-sakhra), pray at its three corners/piers (arkan),
and also pray on the slab (al-balata), which rivals the
Rock in glory, for it lies over one of the gates of Par-
adise.” This slab, a black marble paving stone that
one encountered upon entering the building from
its north gate, was also recommended by Wahb b.
Munabbih to a pilgrim from South Arabia as a spot
where prayers were granted by God, since it lay “over
one of the gates of Paradise.” The paving stone was
believed to have belonged to Paradise, like the Rock
itself and the Black Stone of the Ka‘ba; a later version
of it is shown on plans from the late Ottoman period
(figs. 4 [1] and 15[1]).%8

Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih includes among the merits of Jeru-
salem the site of the Bridge of Sirat that will extend
to the Haram from (the Valley of) Hell. He points
out that “on the Day of Resurrection, Paradise will be
brought as a bride to Jerusalem, and the Ka‘ba will
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also come along with her,” accompanied in a “bridal
procession” by its Black Stone, whose size will grow
larger than Mount Abu Qubays in Mecca—an escha-
tological allusion to the radical cosmological transfor-
mations expected “on that day when the earth will be
changed to that which is other than the earth, and
the heavens (will change as well)” (Qur’an 14:48).
He adds that Jerusalem owes its distinction to the fact
that God took the Prophet up to heaven from it, as
He did “Jesus, the son of Mary,” who, upon returning
to earth, will defeat the Antichrist only in that city;
moreover, Gog and Magog were forbidden by God to
set foot there. Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih remarks that the holy
city is additionally renowned as the birth and burial
place of numerous prophets and patriarchs of the
Children of Israel.

The eschatological significance of the sanctuary
in Jerusalem is also emphasized in an anachronistic
account by the Fatimid geographer, al-Muhallabi (d.
990), which asserts that it was al-Walid I who built the
mosque (al-masjid) in Jerusalem and “the dome (qubba)
over the Rock.” According to this account, the caliph
embellished and leveled the place (al-mawdi‘) around
the Rock and built there four other domes (gibab): the
Dome of the Ascension (qubbat al-mi‘raj), the Dome of
the Scales [of Judgment] (qubbat al-mizan), the Dome
of the Chain (qubbat al-silsila), and the Dome of the
Gathering (qubbat al-mahshar). Al-Walid then alleg-
edly told the people of Syria-Palestine, in order to
dissuade them from making the Meccan pilgrimage,
that the Gathering and Last Judgment would be in this
place (al-mawdi‘) from which the Prophet ascended
to heaven. Al-Muhallabi’s anti-Umayyad allegation
echoes the earlier claim made by the Abbasid histo-
rian al-Ya‘qubi (ca. 874) that ‘Abd al-Malik’s motive
for building the Dome of the Rock was to divert the
hajj to Jerusalem. Forbidding the people of Syria-Pal-
estine to perform the pilgrimage to Mecca, the caliph
told them that the Rock on which the Prophet “set his
foot when he ascended to heaven shall be to you in
the place of the Ka'ba”; thus they circumambulated
the Rock until the end of Umayyad rule.*

A similar narrative appears in the annals of Euty-
chius (d. 940), the Patriarch of Alexandria, who states
that ‘Abd al-Malik enlarged the mosque (al-masjid)
in Jerusalem and integrated the Rock into it, order-
ing the people to make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem
instead of Mecca. Eutychius then attributes the same
construction project to al-Walid, who built the mosque
in Jerusalem, “placed the Rock at the center of the
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mosque, and built around it and covered it with mar-
ble” (bana hawlaha wa-rakhkhamahu)—perhaps a ref-
erence to the paving of the raised platform. He adds
that al-Walid removed a gilded copper dome from the
church of the Christians in Baalbek and placed it on
the Rock, ordering the people to “make the pilgrim-
age to the Rock.”

As Grabar suggested years ago, the apparent con-
fusion in the accounts of Eutychius and al-Muhallabi
can be attributed to the completion of ‘Abd al-Malik’s
building project by his son. The text of al-Muhallabi,
which clearly alludes to the construction of the Dome
of the Rock as part of an ensemble, implies that
the four smaller domes around it were also built by
‘Abd al-Malik. Yet it is conceivable that al-Walid may
have added two minor domes next to the Dome of
the Chain and the Dome of the Ascension, both of
which Ibn Habib’s chronicle attributes to his father.
The names of these domes, designating “the Scales”
and “the Gathering,” bear unmistakable eschatologi-
cal associations that have emerged in recent studies
as a significant dimension of the Dome of the Rock’s
iconography. The names seem to be alternative des-
ignations for the raised platform’s commemorative
structures listed in previous sources discussed above,
which only refer to three minor domes; the fourth
dome may have been a smaller domical aedicule mark-
ing one of the prayer stations referred to in the same
sources.*! Although al-Muhallabi’s confused report is
to be treated with suspicion, it does indicate that the
minor domes, which, according to later descriptions,
consisted of ciboria resting on columns, were recog-
nized at that time as Marwanid rather than more recent
Abbasid or Fatimid constructions, probably because
of their classicizing style.

If al-Walid did indeed set up above the Rock a small
hemispherical ciborium on columns that was removed
from the church of Baalbek, this could have been a
votive offering reflecting the growing tensions with Byz-
antium following the conclusion of the second civil war.
These tensions were already manifested when, shortly
after the completion of the Dome of the Rock and
his victory over the Byzantines at Sebastopolis (692),
‘Abd al-Malik attempted to remove columns from the
church of Gethsamane in Jerusalem for the rebuilding
of the Ka‘ba.** Damaged during the siege of the city,
the Meccan sanctuary was extensively modified with
the caliph’s permission in 74 (693-94) by his general
al-Hajjaj, who “restored” it to the original Qurashi form
established in the days of the Prophet. ‘Abd al-Malik
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personally led the hajj procession to it the following
year as the legitimate leader of the reunited Muslim
community. I shall argue in the next section that the
legacy of the Prophet was another essential ingredient
of the grand narrative that linked together the dispa-
rate units of the caliph’s master plan, rather than a
theme that emerged only later with the “increasing
Islamization” of the complex—a turning point pre-
sumed to have been marked by al-Walid’s completion
of the rebuilt Agsa Mosque (ca. 715). Resonating with
the apocalyptic spirit of the age, the minor domes built
on the raised platform by ‘Abd al-Malik, with perhaps
some additions by his successor, amplified the escha-
tological overtones implicit in the epigraphic program
of the Dome of the Rock, and reinforced the repeated
references to the Prophet in its inscriptions, to which
we shall turn later.*

In his description of the circumstances that led to
the construction of the Dome of the Rock, the Mam-
luk scholar Ibn Kathir (1300-73) deplores the many
deceitful “signs and marks” (al-isharat wa al-‘alamat)
of the Last Day that were “represented/fashioned”
(sawwara) on the Haram during the caliphate of ‘Abd
al-Malik in order to divert the attention of the people
away from the Ka‘ba. These included “representations/
likenesses (surat) of the Bridge of Sirat, the Gate of
Paradise [the north door of the Dome of the Rock],
the footprint of the Messenger of God, the Valley of
Hell, and likewise [other signs represented] at its gates
and the [venerated] sites (mawadi‘) there.” The author
laments that “the people have been led astray by this
even until our time.”** The representations attributed
by Ibn Kathir to ‘Abd al-Malik’s time were no doubt
renewed, relocated, and reinvented. For instance, the
stone with the imprint of the Prophet’s foot, which
in Ibn Kathir’s day was displayed within a reliquary
supported on columns next to the Rock’s southwest
corner, probably postdated the Crusader occupation,
even though the Andalusian jurist Ibn al-‘Arabi (d.
1148) does mention the footprint on the south side
of the Rock in the early 1090s, during Seljuq rule, a
few years before the Crusades. That reliquary, in turn,
was replaced by the pulpitlike Ottoman version still
occupying the same spot (fig. 4[8]).*

The other representations referred to by Ibn Kathir
may have included mosaic and painted images, in
addition to abstract signs such as marble roundels,
slabs, pillars, and inscriptions. The mid-seventeenth-
century Ottoman traveler Evliya Celebi (d. 1684-85),
for example, observed a now-lost painted image of
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scales on the arcade of the raised platform’s southern
stairway, which featured mosaic revetments in Fatimid
times, when it was known as the Prophet’s Station
(magam). Evliya calls this arcade the “Gate of the Scales”
(babii’l-mizan), locating it next to a stone minbar (the
present pulpit of Burhan al-Din, d. 1388) adjacent to
the “Dome of the Spirits” (kubbetiil-ervah), where he
says the Prophet preached to the souls of earlier proph-
ets (fig. 3[23, 24]). The latter seems to be identical
with the “Dome of the Balance” (qubbat al-mizan), also
called the “Dome of the Secret Discourse,” which the
Mamluk historian al-“Umari situates (ca. 1345) next
to the same arcade. He describes the flat mihrab that
still exists on the western pier of that arcade and the
two-tiered stone dome beside it. The Mamluk qadi
Burhan al-Din b. Jama‘a subsequently transformed this
tiny Ayyubid domical aedicule into a minbar by add-
ing in front of it a stone staircase, which replaced an
older wooden one borne on wheels (fig. 3[24]).%¢ Evliya
also mentions that the site of the Bridge of Sirat was
marked by a stone pillar, which still protrudes today
from the outer face of the Haram’s eastern wall over-
looking the Valley of Hell (fig. 3[7]). He explains that
this pillar was moved from its original location to a
higher position on that wall when Sultan Siileyman
had the walls of Jerusalem rebuilt.’

The critical tone of Ibn Kathir’s report is com-
pounded by his contention that such “deceitful” signs
were inventions intended to attract visitors and pil-
grims to Jerusalem. The author Mutahhar b. Tahir
al-Maqdisi, who migrated from Jerusalem to Bust,
remarks that the authenticity of eschatological tradi-
tions associated with the sanctuary was not universally
accepted. Concerning the identification of the Rock as
the future site of the Gathering and of God’s Throne
of Judgment, he writes, “I have heard somebody say
that this was an apocryphal tradition of the people of
Syria, and that God will resuscitate humans wherever
it pleases Him.” Despite ongoing skepticism, however,
pilgrims from all parts of the medieval Islamic world,
especially ascetics and mystics, continued to flock to
Jerusalem.® The geographer al-Muqaddasi (ca. 985),
for example, who resided in the holy city and was a
cousin of Mutahhar b. Tahir, mentions the khanqah
of the Karramiya at the Haram complex, as well as
the assembly hall there, where the Hanafi disciples of
Abu Hanifa performed the dhikr (praises of God par-
ticularly cultivated by the Sufis).*

Referring to the province of Syria-Palestine (al-sham)
as the land of the prophets and the abode of the
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righteous, al-Muqaddasi points out that it contains the
“first gibla [of Islam], the place of the Night Journey
and the Gathering (al-hashr), and the Holy Land.”
Eschatological associations are a prominent feature of
several sites he mentions at the Haram, some of which
are listed out of sequence in his general description of
this province:* the Gate and Mihrab of David (proba-
bly the “eastern mihrab” in the mosque precinct, rather
than the mihrab named after David on the city wall,
Qur’an 38:21); Solomon’s marvels (a number of them
located on the site of Solomon’s Temple, the foun-
dations for which were laid by his father David); the
Dome and Gate of Muhammad; the Rock of Moses
(identified around 988 by Ibn Hawqal as the Rock of
the sanctuary in Jerusalem); the Mihrab of Zechariah;
the Agsa Mosque; the wall that will separate those who
are punished from those shown mercy on the Day of
Judgment (often equated with the Haram’s eastern
wall, Qur’an 57:13); the Near Place (generally identi-
fied as the Rock from which the archangel Israfil will
call out on the day of Resurrection, Qur’an 50:41);
the Gate of Remission; the Gate of the Trumpet (the
north gate of the Dome of the Rock); the Gate of the
Divine Presence; the Dome of the Chain; the Station
(magam) of the Ka‘ba (to which it will move as one of
the signs of the Last Day); the Valley of Hell extend-
ing from “the northeast and southeast corners” of the
mosque precinct to the Mount of Olives; the nearby
plain of al-Sahira, whose “white ground unsullied by
blood” will be the site of the Resurrection (Qur’an
79:14); and the Spring of Silwan, endowed for the
people by the caliph ‘Uthman, to which water flows
underground from the Well of Zamzam on the Mec-
can Haram during the eve of ‘Arafa (when the great
pilgrimage to Mount Arafat in Mecca takes place).”
Al-Muqaddasi’s reference to Zamzam’s supplying the
Silwan Spring underscores the interlinked holiness of
the sanctuaries in Mecca and Jerusalem. A tradition
identifies both of these water sources as the springs
of Paradise, and al-Harawi, who visited Jerusalem in
11738, says that the water of the Spring of Silwan, which
was like that of Zamzam, flowed out from beneath the
Dome of the Rock, reappearing to the south of the
city.? The cosmological connection between the heav-
ens and the sanctuary in Jerusalem is also attested by
the “Well of the Leaf” (b7'r al-waraqa), located today
inside the main gate of the Aqsa Mosque. Into this
well 2 man descended in the days of the caliph ‘Umar;
he emerged with a golden leaf from the Garden of
Paradise, confirming the Prophet’s prediction that a
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man from his own nation would enter Paradise alive
(fig. 3[41a]).5®

Let us now turn to al-Muqaddasi’s famous descrip-
tion of Jerusalem itself, in which he praises his home-
town as the most illustrious of all cities, since it unites
the merits of “this world and the next” and will be
the stage of the Resurrection and the Gathering, her-
alding eternal life: “Mecca and Medina derive their
dignity from the Ka‘ba and the Prophet, but on the
Day of Resurrection they will both be conducted to
Jerusalem, and their virtues will there be united.” He
attributes the construction of the Haram’s outer wall,
the foundations of which were laid by David, to ‘Abd
al-Malik, who, upon noting the magnificence of the
dome of the Anastasis (Resurrection) at the Church
of the Holy Sepulcher, erected “the dome over the
Rock,” lest the Christian structure “dazzle the minds
of the Muslims.” (Al-Muqaddasi refers to the Anas-
tasis Rotunda as qubbat al-qumama or “Dome of the
Dunghill,” a derogatory pun alluding to the Church
of the Holy Sepulcher, called by the Christians kanisat
al-giyama or “Church of the Resurrection”). Al-Muqad-
dasi bases his interpretation of ‘Abd al-Malik’s reason
for building the Dome of the Rock and the com-
plex surrounding it on information he derived from
his paternal uncle, whose father was a Khurasanian
architect practicing in Syria-Palestine. This interpre-
tation foregrounds a competitive aesthetic motivation
that was no doubt accompanied by politico-religious
concerns. The renowned geographer explains that
the Agsa Mosque once surpassed in beauty the Great
Mosque of Damascus (built by al-Walid I), for it was
created to rival the magnificence of the neighboring
Holy Sepulcher (fig. 2). Pointing out that the con-
gregational mosque’s central mihrab was intention-
ally aligned with the Rock (the first gibla of Islam),
he adds that the ancient portion around this mihrab
remained like a “beauty mark” (shama, birthmark) in
the midst of the present mosque, crudely rebuilt by
the Abbasids after a devastating earthquake. This Mar-
wanid “beauty mark” was in all likelihood the “beau-
tiful dome” (qubba hasana) of the mosque’s central
nave; flanked by seven naves on each side, it marked
the bay in front of the main mihrab, whose walls seem
to have been decorated with mosaics.*

In the middle of the precinct’s raised platform
(dikka) stood the octagonal Dome of the Rock (qubbat
al-sakhra), surmounted by a dome sheathed with gilt
brass plates, a “marvel” unrivaled in the “lands of Islam”
(al-islam) and of the “infidels” (al-shirk). Al-Muqgaddasi

This content downloaded from 128.210.126.199 on Fri, 19 Jun 2015 13:15:34 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

THE DOME OF THE ROCK AS PALIMPSEST 31

likens this platform to the one of the Mosque of the
Prophet in Medina, namely, the marble-paved rawda
(garden) sanctified by the Prophet’s hadith, “Between
my grave and my minbar is a garden of the gardens
of Paradise, and my minbar is the gate of the gates of
Paradise.” He thus draws a parallel between the para-
disiacal associations of both marble-paved platforms, a
counterpart of which was the Aijr (semicircular enclo-
sure) of the Ka‘ba; the Prophet is said to have told
his wife ‘A’isha that the hijr was the best of all places,
the closest to God, and “a garden (rawda) of Para-
dise,” where whoever prays is pardoned by God.” Al-
Mugaddasi only mentions four of the raised platform’s
six stairways described earlier by Ibn al-Faqih, namely,
the ones that were axially aligned with the Dome of
the Rock’s four gilded gates at the cardinal points: the
Qibla Gate to the south, the Gate of Israfil to the east,
the Gate of the Trumpet to the north, and the Wom-
en’s Gate to the west. Although the columnar arcades
crowning these stairways are not described by him or
by other writers prior to the late Fatimid period, some
scholars have suggested that they may have been part
of the original Marwanid layout, judging by the pres-
ence of several capitals matching those on the Dome
of the Rock’s porches and on the Dome of the Chain.
That at least some of them existed when al-Muqaddasi
wrote his description is revealed by an inscription in
situ, which records the construction or restoration of
the western stairway’s arcaded colonnade (al-maqam)
in 340 (951-52). The arcade of the southern stairway,
too, seems to have been in place then, according to a
dream Ahmad b. Yahya al-Bazzar al-Baghdadi had in
952 when he came from Mecca to Jerusalem, which
prompted him to settle there for the rest of his life.
In the dream, the Prophet and a group of his Com-
panions moved from the Dome of the Rock (al-sakhra)
to this stairway (al-maqam al-qibli), where the Prophet
prayed with raised hands at its central column. He
reassured Ahmad that ritual prayer made in this sanc-
tuary was equivalent to 25,000 prayers and countless
mercies, while in Mecca it was tantamount to 100,000
prayers, but only 120 mercies.?

Al-Mugaddasi mentions the same three minor domes
on the raised platform that are listed by Ibn al-Faqgih
and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih—the Dome of the Chain, the
Dome of the Ascension, and the Dome of the Prophet—
referring to them as “elegant” lead-covered domes
(gibab litaf) resting on marble columns and without
any walls. After enumerating the Haram gates, he
names the following “places of witnessing” (mashahid)

in the outer courtyard, without specifying their loca-
tions: the prayer places (mihrab) of Mary, of Zecha-
riah, of Jacob, and of al-Khidr; the stations (magam)
of the Prophet and of Gabriel; the place of the Ant
(presumably the Valley of the Ants, where a talking
ant gave way to Solomon’s army of jinns, upon which
Solomon thanked God for favoring him and his fam-
ily, Qur’an 27:18-19); the place of the Fire (probably
an allusion to a local tradition concerning the Last
Day, when God will be enthroned on the Rock and
will say, “This is My Paradise to the west and this is
My Fire to the east”); the place of the Ka‘ba; and that
of the Bridge of Sirat.”

A contemporary of al-Muqaddasi, the geographer Ibn
Hawqal, regards the sanctuary in Jerusalem as the larg-
est in all the territories of Islam, comprising a grand
congregational mosque, a magnificent dome over the
“Rock of Moses,” and many other souvenirs and ven-
erated mihrabs associated with the prophets. The last
written source we shall consider in this chronological
survey is Nasir-i Khusraw’s engaging description of the
sanctuary. Written in 1047, more than half a century
later, his Persian travelogue hints at the proliferation
in the late Fatimid period of “places of witnessing,”
marked by prayer niches featuring related Qur’anic
inscriptions and small masjids along the borders and
at the gates of the precinct. During this interval, the
Haram had been extensively renovated following the
earthquakes of 1015 and 1033. The collapsed cupola
of the Dome of the Rock was rebuilt in 1022-23 and
its drum mosaics repaired in 1027-28. The rebuild-
ing of the Agsa Mosque in 1034-35 brought it close
to its present form, and the blocking of gates during
the restoration of the precinct’s eastern and southern
walls shifted the main entrances of the complex to the
north and west.’® The destructive earthquakes and the
construction activities they triggered were accompanied
by a revival of interest in early local traditions on the
merits of Jerusalem, which were compiled and elabo-
rated upon in the fada’il books of al-Wasiti, a preacher
at the Agsa Mosque (ca. 1019), and Ibn al-Murajja, a
native of Jerusalem (ca. 1130-40).%

As in previous texts, the components of the pil-
grimage complex cited in Nasir-i Khusraw’s travelogue
commemorate three interrelated themes: Biblical and
Qur’anic patriarchs and prophets; the Prophet Muham-
mad’s Night Journey and Ascension to heaven; and
cosmological and eschatological mysteries. Among
the commemorative edifices and mihrabs of the outer
courtyard, Nasir-i Khusraw mentions those of Jacob,
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David, and Solomon (kurst sulayman, fig. 3[36]) along
the north side, and, to the northeast, one associated
with Zechariah. The masjids listed by him include that
of the newly built Cradle of Jesus in the precinct’s
southeast corner, as well as others at the Gate of the
Divine Presence to the west, and the Gate of Repen-
tance and Mercy to the east (fig. 3[44, 9]).%° What is
implied in earlier sources but emerges more clearly
in Nasir-i Khusraw’s eyewitness account is the local-
ization of the Prophet’s Night Journey (isr@’) at the
Aqgsa Mosque and his Ascension (mi‘raj) at the raised
platform of the Rock. He regards the congregational
mosque to the south as the spot to which God trans-
ported the Prophet by night from Mecca, and thence to
heaven “as is indicated in the Qur’an” (Qur’an 17:1).
The Gate of the Prophet on that side is described as
the place from which Muhammad entered the pre-
cinct, for it “indeed faces the road to Mecca” (fig.
3[4]). The axially aligned southern stairway of the
upper platform, with its triple columnar arcade (now
quadruple) featuring gold mosaic revetments (ba-zar
va mina munaqqash), is identified as the Prophet’s Sta-
tion (maqam al-nabi), which he mounted on his way to
the Dome of the Rock (qubba-i sakhra) on the “night
of his Ascension,” for “the road to the Hijaz is indeed
on that side” (fig. 3[23]).%!

Nasir-i Khusraw explains that this marble-paved plat-
form (dukkan) with six stairways had to be constructed
because the Rock (sang-i sakhra), which had previously
served as the qibla, was too high to be enclosed under
a roof; therefore the platform incorporated the Rock
as its foundation. By implication, he conceives the
three minor domes on the platform as being situated
on the Rock, whose summit, crowned by the Dome of
the Rock, had been the “former qibla.” Like his pre-
decessors, Nasir-i Khusraw associates the Dome of the
Chain, a mihrab now on its gibla side, with David’s
miraculous chain. He identifies the Dome of Gabriel,
raised above a natural rock on top of four columns
and featuring a mihrab on the walled gibla side, as
the place where al-Buraq descended from heaven; in
this he differs from other sources that claim that the
steed was tied up outside the Prophet’s Gate, near the
precinct’s southwest corner. The Dome of the Prophet,
about twenty cubits away and also supported on four
columns, is imagined by him as the spot where Muham-
mad mounted al-Buraq (instead of the ladder men-
tioned in other texts) and ascended to heaven after
having prayed on the Rock.®

Nasir-i Khusraw ranks the “House of the Rock”
(khana-i sakhra) as the third holiest “House of God”
(khana-i khuda) after the sanctuaries in Medina and
Mecca. Not mentioning the Prophet’s footprint (to
which Ibn al-‘Arabi refers about half a century later
in the Seljuq period), he reports that the seven marks
on the Rock’s depressed southern side are said to be
the footprints of Isaac, who walked on it as a child
when Abraham came there (for the sacrifice). This
was the Rock that Moses established as the qibla upon
God’s command, and around which Solomon built
the mosque (masjid) with the Rock in its middle; it
remained “the mihrab of humankind” (mihrab-i khalg)
towards which the Prophet Muhammad prayed until
God ordered that the gibla be the “House of the Ka‘ba”
(khana-i ka‘ba). In his explanation of the sequence of
events that took place on the night of the Prophet’s
Ascension, Nasir-i Khusraw recounts an extraordinary
miracle not mentioned in previous sources, which the
later texts we shall consider below elaborate upon. He
reports that the Prophet “first prayed at the Dome of
the Rock”; as he then moved to the site of the dome
named after him, from which he later ascended to
heaven, the Rock rose up in honor of his majesty.
When he put his hand on it, it froze in its place, cre-
ating the cave underneath with “half of it being still
suspended (nima mu‘allag) in the air.”® It is unclear
when this belief emerged, but the “suspended Rock”
would continue to attract a host of supernatural associ-
ations, testifying to the coexistence of multiple unrec-
onciled traditions with dynamic lives of their own.
According to Nasir-i Khusraw, the Rock sanctified by
God was the primary focus of the grand pilgrimage
complex surrounding it, built upon the foundations
of Solomon’s Temple, yet encompassing memories of
humankind that extended far back in time to the days
of Abraham and culminated in the rise of Islam.

THE DOME OF THE ROCK AS NEXUS OF
INTERTWINED NARRATIVE THREADS

The commemorative sites mentioned in the sources
considered above mapped onto the Haram “places of
witnessing” that were closely associated with traditions
praising Jerusalem (fada’il), some of which were con-
nected with Qur’anic references. Recent studies have
argued that these traditions began to flourish in the
second half of the seventh century and were put into
writing, with later accretions, during the second half
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of the eighth century, a number of them being incor-
porated into early-ninth-century corpuses of canonical
hadith. Such traditions were sometimes transmitted by
individuals serving in the Umayyad government. They
were particularly popular among officially appointed
preachers and storytellers (qussas), who disseminated
legends absorbed into Islamic beliefs from the Torah
and the Hebrew Bible (isra’#liyyat). That a large number
of traditions concerning the merits of Jerusalem were
already circulating in the Umayyad period is revealed
by their inclusion in the earliest surviving commentary
on the Qur’an, written by the Khurasanian traditionist
Mugatil b. Sulayman (d. 767-68), who lived during
the construction of the Dome of the Rock and spent
some time in Jerusalem, delivering lectures at the Aqsa
Mosque to a lively audience.’* According to an early
report, he used to pray and teach near the south
gate of the Dome of the Rock, where he declared
the pavement of that building one of the “roofs of
Paradise,” on every inch of which a prophet prayed
and an angel close to God stood. One of the traditions
attributed to Mugqatil likens walking on the “Rock of
Bayt al-Maqdis,” i.e., the paved platform enclosing it,
to walking in “one of the gardens of Paradise” (riyad
aljanna).%®

It is likely that Mugqatil’s Qur’anic exegesis, which
was sometimes reproached in later centuries for its
anthropomorphism and reliance on Biblical elements,
presents versions of stories told by the early qussas.
Although the fada’il traditions he records about Jeru-
salem do not represent an “official” discourse, it is
noteworthy that an Umayyad governor selected him
as an expert on the Qur’an during negotiations with
an anti-Umayyad revolutionary in 746. His traditions
enable us to imagine the semantic horizons of early-
eighth-century popular beliefs—some of them going
back to the second half of the seventh century—that
informed the veneration of the sanctuary in Jerusa-
lem. Extensively transmitted by Ibn al-Faqih, Ibn ‘Abd
Rabbih, and al-Muqaddasi (whose descriptions we have
already considered), these traditions, about sixty in
number, contain nearly all the narrative threads that
interweave the commemorative structures of the Mar-
wanid complex. These narratives were expanded with
additional details in the more copious eleventh-cen-
tury fada‘il books of al-Wasiti and Ibn al-Murajja, works
largely based on local traditions compiled by al-Ramli
(d. 912-13) and other scholars, which circulated in
Abbasid Syria-Palestine during the ninth century.®

Mugqatil’s commentary localizes in Bayt al-Maqdis
(“Holy House,” i.e., Jerusalem and its environs) past
and future events chronologically extending from its
creation to God’s eventual return there on the Day
of Judgment. The city’s intervening history is pre-
sented as a continuum of revelations and miracles
granted there by God to a chain of prophets, end-
ing with the last prophet, Muhammad. Jerusalem is
glorified as the birth and burial place of several pre-
Islamic prophets, and as the place where they used
to pray and make sacrifices to the one and only God.
Abraham migrated to Jerusalem, where God gave him
and Sarah the good tidings of the birth of Isaac. God
ordered Moses to go to Jerusalem, where he saw the
divine light. It was there that the sins of the repentant
David and his son Solomon were pardoned by God,
who granted Solomon wisdom and a kingdom the
likes of which no other ruler would possess. Mugqatil
reports that the Ark of the Covenant and the Divine
Presence ascended heavenward from Jerusalem, just
as the chain descended there from heaven in David’s
time. As we have seen, the Gate of the Divine Pres-
ence and the Dome of the Chain commemorate these
miraculous events. According to one of the traditions
transmitted by Mugqatil, happy is the one who comes
to the sanctuary in Jerusalem with the intent of bow-
ing twice in prayer, for Solomon asked his God “to
forgive the sins of whosoever comes to pray there for
the sake of heaven.”

Other sources locate the place where Solomon was
granted this wish, after having completed the Tem-
ple ordered by God, in the Haram precinct, stressing
the special redemptive power of prayers performed
there, which render one free of sins like a “newly born
infant.” A tradition cited by Ibn al-Faqih identifies that
place as the Rock itself, but most sources situate it at
Solomon’s Throne or Footstool (kursi), a smaller rock
under the present Dome of Solomon, which dates
from the Ayyubid period (fig. 3[36]). This is one of
the rocks at the northwest quadrant of the precinct,
near the Cave of Abraham mentioned above by Ibn
al-Faqih and marked by a minaret where, according
to Ibn “Abd Rabbih, Abraham used to pray (fig. 3[16]
and 6). Nasir-i Khusraw locates the same rock of Solo-
mon, about as tall as a man, next to a “small masjid”
surrounded by a wall no higher than a man, which he
identifies as the Mihrab of David. We have seen that
another mihrab along the qibla wall of the precinct
commemorated the place where David repented and
was granted forgiveness by God, a site identified by Ibn
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Fig. 6. General view of the Haram al-Sharif from the northwest. (Photo: American Colony 235, ca. 1900-1905, Tassel no. 753.

Courtesy of the Fine Arts Library, Harvard College Library)

‘Abd Rabbih as being near the Gate of Repentance,
located to the south, in the vicinity of the Mihrab of
Mary (fig. 3[5, 42]).%

Mugqatil’s commentary on the Qur’an places the fol-
lowing holy sites in Jerusalem: the Mihrab of David,
whose wall was scaled by angels (located around 951
inside the Haram by al-Istakhri, who links it with the
same verse, Qur’an 38:21); the Mihrab of Mary, where
angels brought her unseasonal fruits from heaven; and
the Cradle of Jesus, from which the infant miraculously
spoke to defend his mother (Qur’an 3:46, 5:110, 19:29).
The late Fatimid mosque (ca. 1037) at the southeast
corner of the precinct, comprising the Cradle of Jesus
and the mihrab of his mother, replaced the former
Mihrab of Mary, which according to Abbasid-period

sources was situated next to the Gate of Repentance
to the south and must have also contained the cradle
of her son (fig. 3[5, 44]). Mugqatil stresses the escha-
tological identity of Jesus, who occupies a prominent
position in the inscriptions of the Dome of the Rock.
The traditions he relates attest to Jesus’s being “taken
up to heaven” from Jerusalem, and declare that he is
destined to descend there from heaven at the end of
time, when Gog and Magog shall be destroyed after
gaining control of the whole world, except for Bayt
al-Magqdis. The traditions that Mugqatil cites about pre-
Islamic prophets are accompanied by those centered
on the Prophet Muhammad’s association with Jerusa-
lem: he and fellow Muslims prayed for a time facing
Bayt al-Maqdis; he rode upon al-Buraq when he was
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transported there by night from Mecca; he led the
prophets in prayer in Jerusalem and saw there the
keeper of Hell. Mugqatil thus affirms that the destina-
tion of the Night Journey (believed by some to have
been a celestial sanctuary) was the “Furthest Place of
Prayer” (al-masjid al-agsa) in Jerusalem (Qur’an 17:1).
He also quotes the Prophet’s famous hadith, said to
have been transmitted by the traditionist Ibn Shihab
al-Zuhri (d. 742) at ‘Abd al-Malik’s request, restricting
the performance of pilgrimage to only three mosques:
“the Holy Mosque (Mecca), this mosque of mine (Med-
ina), and the Furthest Mosque, that is the Mosque of
Bayt al-Maqdis.”®®

Many of the traditions recorded by Mugqatil stress
cosmological and eschatological themes we have already
encountered in connection with the Jerusalem sanctu-
ary. He cites the Prophet’s hadith that the first piece
of earth on land that dried is the “Rock of Bayt al-
Maqdis,” which is closer to the heavens than any other
place and is connected to the rock “mentioned by
God in the Qur’an.” Moreover, the first land blessed
by God is Jerusalem, towards which He glances daily
and to which angels descend every night. The Rock,
from which all sweet water springs forth, is identified
by Mugatil as the “center of the entire world,” while
Jerusalem is envisioned as an extension of the heav-
enly geography of Paradise, located directly above.
According to Muqatil’s exegesis, on the Day of Res-
urrection God will place His seat (magam) upon the
land of Bayt al-Maqdis, to which He referred in His
saying, “unto the land that We blessed for all beings”
(Qur’an 21:71); a tradition copied by al-Wasiti speci-
fies that God meant by this verse the Rock in Jerusa-
lem, from which all sweet water originates. The herald
Israfil is destined to sound the trumpet over the Rock,
which is the closest spot to the heavens and at the cen-
ter of the world, calling out to the dead, “Go forth to
stand for judgment before your Lord, who will breathe
into you the breath of life and reward you for your
deeds!” (Qur’an 17:52, 50:41). The Gathering of the
Dead and the Resurrection will take place in Jerusa-
lem, to which God will descend with the angels “under
a canopy of clouds” (Qur’an 2:210). At that time Par-
adise will be led there “like a bride,” and the sanc-
tuary in Mecca with its Black Stone will be brought
there in bridal procession as well, since on the Last
Day the only pilgrimage will be to Jerusalem. The
Scales of Judgment (al-mawdzin) and the Bridge of
Sirat will be set up there, and human beings will be
divided, with some going to Paradise and others to

35

Hell, in accordance with the words of God concerning
this mustering and accounting: “That day they shall
be divided” and “On that day they shall be sundered
apart” (Qur’an 30:14, 43).%°

More elaborate versions of these cosmological and
eschatological traditions, which were collected in Ibn
al-Faqih’s geography and in the later fada’il books of
al-Wasiti and Ibn al-Murajja, specifically identify the
Rock as the place from which God ascended to heaven
after the creation, and as the future site of His Throne
(‘arsh) of Judgment.” Some of the traditions are for-
mulated as utterances directed by God to the Rock,
which can speak with its projecting “tongue” ({zsan
al-sakhra, one of the visitation sites at the entrance of
the cave, fig. 4[5]) and, like the talking Black Stone
of the Ka‘ba, will testify on behalf of pilgrims at the
end of time.” In one such example, God indicates
the appointed sites of the signs of the Last Day to the
Rock before ascending to heaven, saying, “This is My
Station (magam) and the place of My Throne (mawdi*
‘arsh) on the Day of Resurrection, and the place of
the Gathering of My servants, and this to the right
(west) is the place of My Paradise, and this to the
left (east) is the place of My Fire, and in front of it
shall I set up My Scales, for I am God, the Judge on
the Day of Judgment!”” In two versions of another
divine utterance, God declares to the Rock that with
His own hand He will place over it a “dome” (qubba)
or “dome of light” (qubba min nir) on the Day of Res-
urrection; it will be a resplendent dome that nobody
may enter but only gaze at from afar, and everyone
who has previously performed even two prostrations
at the Rock will be considered blessed at that time. It
is tempting to interpret the Dome of the Rock as the
precursor of this eschatological dome, which will pre-
sumably replace it on the Last Day, when the Rock is
transformed into a huge “white coral” (marjan bayda),
as wide as the heavens and the earth, just as the signs
of the Hour marked on the precinct will be replaced
by their authentic versions.”

Some scholars have argued that traditions in praise
of Jerusalem were the direct consequence of the great
building enterprise of ‘Abd al-Malik and his sons.”
Others contend that it was precisely because a vibrant
core of these traditions was alive and current among
the inhabitants of Syria-Palestine that the caliph devel-
oped the sanctuary in Jerusalem into a pilgrimage cen-
ter.” It seems to me that both phenomena must have
coexisted in the ongoing sacralization of the already
hallowed precinct, which no doubt gained momentum
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with the building of the Dome of the Rock and the
complex around it. The site’s aura of sanctity was
constructed by reinterpreting its pre-Islamic memo-
ries, onto which were grafted an exegetical overlay of
allusions to the Qur’an, the “new covenant” of God’s
selected subjects, chosen to replace the sinful Children
of Israel, whose disobedience of divine commands is
highlighted by narratives associated with several com-
ponents of the Haram complex that we have consid-
ered above (e.g., the Gate of Remission, the Dome of
the Chain, and the Gate of the Divine Presence). Tra-
ditions concerning ‘Umar’s real or imagined “discov-
ery” of the Rock hidden under garbage dumped on
it by the Empress Helena during the construction of
the Holy Sepulcher, on the other hand, predict the
divine punishment to be visited upon the Byzantines
for destroying God’s Temple, namely, the impending
fall of Constantinople to the Muslims. Paralleling the
Islamization of the pagan sanctuary of idols in Mecca
(originally a monotheistic shrine built by Abraham
and Ishmael at God’s command), the creation of the
Muslim pilgrimage complex on Jerusalem’s former
Temple Mount, which once served as the Prophet’s
qibla, involved the embracing of some old memories
and the negation of others. This process of resancti-
fication underscored Islam’s position as heir to previ-
ous Abrahamic monotheistic faiths, while at the same
time asserting its supremacy as the last divine revela-
tion. It is comparable to the merging of Old and New
Testament traditions on the sacred topography of the
Holy Sepulcher complex in order to stress the con-
tinuity of Christianity with the superseded Hebraic
past. In both cases, the selective appropriation of col-
lective memories associated with the Temple Mount
was complemented by the superimposition of new
beliefs, rewritten into transformed narratives and rit-
ually experienced as a succession of relocated “sites
of witnessing.””®

While the Dome of the Rock initially had more to
do with intra-Muslim religio-political rivalries, it simul-
taneously embodied an inter-monotheistic competi-
tion that is implicit in its inscriptions, which proclaim
Islam as the “religion of truth.””” The reactivation of
the aura of the abandoned Temple Mount dramat-
ically “recentered” Jerusalem around the venerated
Rock, considered by some traditions as the navel of
the earth (omphalos), which alternative traditions had
already located at the Holy Sepulcher and the Ka‘ba.
The late antique central plan of the Dome of the Rock,
which marked the Rock architecturally with a circle
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surrounded by two octagons, therefore set up a dou-
ble-edged dialogue with both of these sanctuaries.”
Abd al-Malik’s desire to surpass the Holy Sepulcher
in architectural splendor (noted in al-Muqaddasi’s
retrospective account discussed above), was not only
triggered by an ambition to divert the attention of
Muslims from its seductive and dazzling beauty, but
also by an aspiration to affirm the prestige of Islam
in the heart of Jerusalem, a city with a predominantly
Christian population. Sources critical of ‘Abd al-Malik’s
building project claimed that he intended to divert
his subjects’ attention from the Ka‘ba with the unri-
valed beauty of the Dome of the Rock, “which greatly
bewitched” them, so that “they did not go [to Mecca]
at the time of the hajj or at any other time, but to Jeru-
salem.”™ Ibn al-Zubayr is said to have accused his rival
of having “transferred the circumambulation (tawaf)
from the House of God (the Ka‘ba) to the qibla of the
Children of Israel”; a descendant of one of his sup-
porters criticized the Muslims of Syria-Palestine, who
“would stand by the Rock and circumambulate it as
they used to circumambulate the Ka‘ba and slaugh-
ter beasts there on the day of the feast.”®

Such denunciations of the Dome of the Rock as a
counter-Ka‘ba have long been identified as polemical
propaganda originating with the opponents of the Mar-
wanids, but recent studies contend that it is difficult
to dismiss them as complete fiction.® ‘Abd al-Malik
may well have prohibited the hajj to Mecca as a tem-
porary wartime measure, a special circumstance that
would have justified his attempt at that time to divert
the pilgrimage to Jerusalem.® The confident architec-
tural grandeur of the Dome of the Rock, however, ges-
tures at an anticipation of final victory and a broader
vision transcending the specific circumstances of the
second civil war. After the conflict with Ibn al-Zubayr
was resolved and the Ka‘ba restored to its “original”
form, the rivalry with Mecca was largely reconciled.
The sanctuary in Jerusalem thereafter continued to
function as an alternative regional pilgrimage center,
with some of its rituals echoing those of the hajj.*® Yet
an ambivalent attitude towards the Rock lingered, as
can be deduced from several traditions dating to late
Umayyad or Abbasid times. One of them, transmit-
ted by the scholar Raja’ b. Haywa (d. 730), to whose
supervision ‘Abd al-Malik entrusted the construction of
the Dome of the Rock, reports that the caliph ‘Umar
I refused the advice of the Jewish convert Ka‘b al-Ahbar
(d. 650s) to build a congregational mosque on the
north side of the Rock, accusing him of adhering to

This content downloaded from 128.210.126.199 on Fri, 19 Jun 2015 13:15:34 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

THE DOME OF THE ROCK AS PALIMPSEST

Jewish practices. Contrary to Ka‘b’s advice, the pious
caliph chose the south wall of the precinct, saying,
“The Messenger of God made the front part of our
mosques the gibla...we were not commanded to ven-
erate the Rock, but to venerate the Ka‘ba.”® Another
tradition asserts that ‘Umar I performed only a few
prostrations at the Aqsa Mosque and then “set out
again on his travels without visiting the Rock.”® Like-
wise, the celebrated Syrian scholar al-Awza‘i (d. 774)
prayed with his back to the Rock, without frequent-
ing any of the pilgrimage places (al-mawatin), in imi-
tation of “‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (the Marwanid caliph
‘Umar II, r. 717-20).%¢

These traditions reflect the controversy surrounding
the popular veneration of commemorative sites, espe-
cially the Rock, which may have gained currency dur-
ing the austere caliphate of ‘Umar II, the nephew of
‘Abd al-Malik, who chose his namesake as a role model.
The anti-Umayyad propaganda of the Abbasid regime
(established in 750) accelerated the official downplay-
ing of the sanctity of Jerusalem, which came to rank
a definitive third, after Mecca and Medina, upon the
demise of the Marwanid caliphate. Nevertheless, some
of its rituals recalling those of the Meccan pilgrimage
had an afterlife in the Fatimid period: Nasir-i Khusraw
reports that inhabitants of Syria-Palestine who were
unable to go to Mecca performed the requisite hajj
rituals there and offered sacrifices on the customary
holiday, their numbers reaching more than 20,000 in
certain years.%” Such popular rituals persisted during
Mamluk and Ottoman times as well, when they were
periodically censured as reprehensible innovations.®

I find it hardly likely that ‘Abd al-Malik intended to
repudiate the centrality of the Ka‘ba within the reli-
gious landscape of Islam, a centrality affirmed by its
appointment in the Qur’an as the new gibla of the
Muslims. This would have seriously undermined his
caliphal claims, and the deliberate axial alignment of
the Dome of the Rock with the main mihrab of the
rebuilt Aqsa Mosque contradicts such an intention.
The aligning of the old and new qgiblas of Islam in
this scheme, punctuated by the Black Paving Stone,
was legitimized by a tradition cited in the biography
of the Prophet by Ibn Ishaq (d. 767) (fig. 4[1]). It
states that the Prophet’s gibla had been Jerusalem
from the very beginning (rather than being adopted
under Jewish influence upon his migration to Med-
ina): while praying in Mecca he would stand opposite
the southeastern wall of the Ka‘ba, which he aligned
between himself and Jerusalem.®* The popular tradi-
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tions discussed above stress the interconnectedness of
the sanctuaries in Mecca and Jerusalem, which were
both associated with God Himself, unlike their coun-
terpart in Medina named after the Prophet. (Note, for
example, how the Well of Zamzam was said to sup-
ply the Silwan Spring, as well as the parallels between
the Black Stone and the Rock). The joint sacredness
of these two sanctuaries, which are to be conjoined
as bride and bridegroom at the end of time, is also
attested by their shared association with Abraham and
with the Prophet’s Night Journey from the former to
the latter, and then back again.®

In my view, it was through this connectivity, already
embedded in the collective memories of the commu-
nity of believers in Syria-Palestine, that ‘Abd al-Malik
justified the transfer of some rituals from the Mec-
can sanctuary to Jerusalem, without challenging the
former’s supremacy.”’ By creating an alternative pil-
grimage center within close reach of his capital in
Damascus, which would supplement rather than sup-
plant the Ka‘ba, he augmented the sanctity that spread
from Jerusalem throughout his power base in greater
Syria, thereby bolstering the prestige of the Marwanid
caliphate. This interpretation finds support in a famous
verse by the poet al-Farazdaq (d. 728 or 730), which
refers to the twin sanctuaries in Mecca and Jerusalem
in hierarchical order, as a complementary pair articu-
lating the preeminence of the Marwanid caliphs, who
possessed them both: “We are the lords of two [Sacred]
Houses, the House of God (bayt allah) [in Mecca]
and the Exalted House (bayt musharraf) that domi-
nates Aelia [Jerusalem].”*? A statement by the Hanafi
Jjurist al-Shaybani (d. 805) also captures the legitimiz-
ing role the Marwanids attached to possessing both of
these sanctuaries, which ranked above that of Medina,
the city from which their family had been expelled
in 683: “No one was counted among the caliphs but
him who ruled over the two mosques (al-masjidayn),
the mosque of the Haram (Mecca) and the mosque
of the Holy House (Bayt al-Maqdis).%®

Speculations on ‘Abd al-Malik’s reasons for build-
ing the Dome of the Rock have been and will remain
a source of controversy because there is no clear or
uncontested statement about his intentions.** The
pious caliph, who in his youth had distinguished him-
self as one of the foremost religious scholars of Med-
ina, was a leading authority on the sacred law and on
matters of dogma. He is reported to have scrupulously
consulted his provincial deputies and those of sound
opinion before implementing his construction project,
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as did Ibn al-Zubayr for the rebuilding of the Ka‘ba.
According to a well-known tradition, ‘Abd al-Malik
asked his consultants to write their views about his
plan “to build a dome (qubba) over the Rock of Bayt
al-Maqdis, in order to shelter the Muslims from cold
and heat, and to construct the mosque (masjid, i.e., the
whole precinct).” Although his critics claimed that he
did so out of fear of being vilified by Ibn al-Zubayr, it
seems likely to me that he deliberately publicized his
building campaign as a means to rally support for his
dynastic caliphate. In fact, in their approving responses,
‘Abd al-Malik’s deputies prayed God to accept the
construction of the “house [or sanctuary] (bayt) and
mosque (masjid)” as a good deed for the “commander
of the believers and his ancestors.” Upon obtaining
their consent, the caliph delegated the supervision of
the project to his financial adviser, Raja’ b. Haywa (a
counselor at the court of several Marwanid caliphs),
and to his freedman, Yazid b. Salam, and personally
traveled from Damascus to Jerusalem to oversee the
initial stage of construction. This stage included the
building of a “treasury” (bayt al-mal) to the east of
the Rock, which ‘Abd al-Malik filled with money to
finance the project. When the supervisors completed
the “Dome of the Rock and the Agsa Mosque,” they
wrote the caliph a letter, assuring him that “there is
nothing in the building that leaves room for criti-
cism.” The unspent gold coins were then melted down
to gild the dome’s exterior, which dazzled the eyes
of onlookers.” The defensive remark of the supervi-
sors anticipates resistance, and the reduction of the
Dome of the Rock to a mere shelter against weather
changes has been interpreted as “a later meddling,”
reflecting an attempt to minimize the Rock’s sanctity.
Nevertheless, the report does imply the currency of
a preexisting cult of the Rock, which had remained
exposed since the days of ‘Umar.%

This is also suggested by early traditions on the mer-
its of Jerusalem that vividly capture the popular ven-
eration of the Rock, whose multilayered associations
were given “shelter” by ‘Abd al-Malik’s splendid dome,
regardless of his personal convictions and motivations.
Some of these traditions explicitly link the caliph with
eschatological and apocalyptic themes. According to
one, ‘Abd al-Malik inquires about traditions concern-
ing Jerusalem and is informed by the nephew of the
Jewish convert Ka‘b al-Ahbar that in the Holy Book
(Torah) God said to Jerusalem, “There are within you
six merits (khisal): My Place/Station (magam), My Judg-
ment (hisab), My Gathering (mahshar), My Paradise
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(janna), My Fire (nar), and My Scales (mizan).”’ An
often-quoted statement ascribed to Ka‘b himself (who
died in the 650s) makes another reference to ‘Abd
al-Malik long before he became caliph: “It is written
in one of the Holy Books: Arishalayim, which is Bayt
al-Maqdis, and the Rock (al-sakhra), which is called
the Temple (al-haykal); I will send to you My servant
‘Abd al-Malik, who will build you and adorn you,
and I shall restore Bayt al-Maqdis to its former sov-
ereignty (al-mulk) and I shall crown it with gold and
silver and pearls [or corals] (al-marjan) and I shall
send to you My creatures (khalg) [for the Resurrec-
tion] and I shall place My Throne on the Rock, for I
am the Lord God (Allah al-rabb), and David is the king
of the Children of Israel.” This extraordinary divine
utterance resonates with early Islamic apocalyptic tra-
ditions that identify the rebuilding of Jerusalem and
its sanctuary as one of the “signs of the Hour” that
will usher in the destruction of Medina and the fall
of Constantinople.”® It declares on the basis of pre-
Islamic scriptures that “Abd al-Malik is predestined to
build a new Muslim sanctuary on the site of the for-
mer Temple centered on the Rock, a prophecy indi-
cating that his divinely preordained rule will restore
the messianic kingdom of the House of David on the
eve of the Last Days. His building project is thus rep-
resented as fulfilling not only God’s vision for the end
of time, but also Judeo-Christian and Muslim mes-
sianic expectations.*

Several Jewish apocalypses regard the “restoration”
of the Temple under ‘Umar, Mu‘awiya, and ‘Abd al-
Malik as a prelude to the promised messianic king-
dom of the “son of David.” By contrast, seventh-century
Christian texts interpret these building activities as har-
bingers of the apocalyptic prophecy concerning “the
Abomination of Desolation” (i.e., the Antichrist) that
will appear at the Temple Mount prior to the Second
Coming of Christ, the Davidic Messiah, whose return
to earth is also awaited by the Muslims. The monk
Anastasius of Sinai, writing during the construction of
the Dome of the Rock (thirty years after witnessing, in
Mua‘wiya’s time, the clearing of the Temple Mount by
Egyptian workers collaborating with “demons”), there-
fore rejects the opinion of those who claim that “what
is now being built in Jerusalem is the Temple of God,”
which is surely a false claim, since Christ prophesied
the eternal abandonment of that cursed site after the
destruction of the Jewish Temple by Titus. This sug-
gests that some Christians may have perceived ‘Abd
al-Malik’s construction of a new “Temple of God” on
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that site as a profanation and a veritable sign of apoc-
alyptic times.'®

On the basis of such texts, some scholars have
argued that ‘Abd al-Malik created the Dome of the
Rock with the intention of “restoring the Temple.”
According to this argument, Islamic layers of signi-
fication were grafted onto the sanctuary only after
al-Walid’s completion of the Aqsa Mosque, which trig-
gered a shift from “political” to “religious” meanings,
or even later, when its association with the Temple
became irrelevant.’”? Traditions in praise of Jerusa-
lem do link the prestige of the new sanctuary with
the glorious memories of the former Temple, com-
manded of David by God and completed by Solomon,
just as they denounce its desecration by the Byzantine
empress Helena, who transformed it into a “garbage
dump.” The Temple of Solomon, however, is hardly
even mentioned in the inscriptions on the Dome of
the Rock. As we have seen, the Solomonic theme is
one of several threads woven into the grand narrative
of the Marwanid complex, the commemorative sites
of which combined references to a chain of proph-
ets with allusions to cosmological and eschatological
themes. This line of prophets, complementing other
pre-Islamic prophets affiliated with the Meccan sanc-
tuary (whose more particularistic scope was largely
confined to the Arabian sphere), culminates in the
Prophet Muhammad, who inherited their legacy of
upholding the true religion of God while at the same
time proclaiming the universality of Islam as the final
stage of successive prophetic revelations.

The renowned local historian of Mamluk Jerusalem,
Mujir al-Din al-“Ulaymi al-Hanbali (d. 1522), implic-
itly links ‘Abd al-Malik’s decision to build the Dome
of the Rock and the Agsa Mosque in 66 (685-86),
soon after his investiture as caliph, with his promise
to his subjects at that time “to revive the Book and
the Sunna, and to establish Justice.” This retrospec-
tive portrayal of the patron as a restorer of religion
and justice accords well with ‘Abd al-Malik’s caliphal
self-image as a champion of Islam, which was being
threatened by civil war, Byzantine incursions, sectar-
ian factionalism, and even false claimants to prophet-
hood.'? Celebrating the caliph’s defeat of Ibn al-Zubayr,
the panegyrics of al-Farazdaq narrated how “the reli-
gion of God was made victorious through the Mar-
wanids” and referred to “Abd al-Malik as God’s agent
through whom “His flock” was guided and “blind
civil war” was eliminated. Elsewhere, the poet exalts
the caliph as the imam to whom the believers turn:
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“You are to this religion like the direction of prayer,
by which people are guided from going astray.” ‘Abd
al-Malik is hailed as the one chosen to bring the peo-
ple back to the “holy covenant” (bay‘at allah), build
mosques, conquer Byzantium, and dispel conceptual
darkness. The Christian poet al-Akhtal (d. ca. 710)
eulogizes the caliph in similar terms as the executor
of divine victory and justice, the source of rain, and
the light of guidance that illumines the land and pre-
vents the righteous from going astray.!%®

It is in this light that I will attempt to interpret
‘Abd al-Malik’s building project in the remaining part
of this section. The grand narrative of the complex,
organized around the focal point of the Dome of the
Rock, can be read as an architectural commentary on
the hierarchical chain of authority emanating from
the one God to a series of prophets, culminating in
the Prophet Muhammad, and to divinely appointed,
just rulers like the prophet-kings David and Solomon,
whose successor is the caliph himself. In my reading
of this narrative, human agents have been selected to
implement the providential design for the salvation
of humankind in this world and the next, which will
climax with the confirmation of God’s oneness and
absolute sovereignty on the Day of Judgment, when
He will be enthroned on the Rock as the final judge.
Supreme kingship is an essential element of cosmology
and eschatology in the previously cited divine utter-
ances addressed to the Rock, which affirm that the
ultimate proof of God’s absolute dominion, already
demonstrated by His creative act, will be revealed
on the Last Day, as declared by the Qur’an: “His will
be the Sovereignty (al-mulk)” on that day, when eight
angels will “uphold the Throne of their Lord,” with a
host of angels flanking its sides in the manner of an
imperial court (Qur’an 6:73, 22:56, 69:17).1%

The narrative dimension of the pilgrimage com-
plex was activated by its performative rituals. Sources
mention the visitation of venerated places (al-mawadi’,
al-mawatin) at the sanctuary during the Marwanid
period, but it is unclear whether there was a pre-
scribed itinerary that enhanced its narrativity.!® Recent
studies have extensively analyzed the fada’il book of
Ibn al-Murajja, which outlines such an itinerary for
the first time, accompanied by recommended invo-
cations and prayers reflecting ritual practices current
in the Fatimid era.'”® Although some of the Marwanid
rituals described in texts had been discontinued by
then, this prayer route was conditioned by the initial
layout of the complex, which preserved its main out-
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lines. It is therefore worthwhile to summarize Ibn al-
Murajja’s instructions to pilgrims (which would be
transformed by new elaborations in Ottoman fada’il
treatises, discussed below) before turning in the next
section to ‘Abd al-Malik’s inscriptions and mosaics at
the Dome of the Rock.

Much like the list of sites enumerated by Ibn al-Fagih
and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih a century and a half earlier, Ibn
al-Murajja’s itinerary delineates a counterclockwise cir-
cuit around the precinct, starting at the west with the
Gate of David, whose name is not specified (fig. 3[1]).
The first monument on the route is the Dome of the
Rock, followed by its companions on the raised plat-
form, and then by prayer stations along the outer bor-
ders of the walled enclosure. Upon entering the Dome
of the Rock, the pilgrim is instructed to proceed in
a clockwise direction, keeping the Rock on the right
side and moving in a direction opposite that prescribed
for the circumambulation of the Ka‘ba. The following
venerated spots are listed within the building without
specifying their location or signification: “the place
(al-mawdi‘) in which people pray,” where one should
touch but not kiss the Rock; the Black Paving Stone;
and the cave underneath. The next site to be visited
is the Prophet’s Station (magam al-nabt), which is dis-
cussed under a separate subheading. It may have been
located either inside the Dome of the Rock—perhaps
marking the place where, according to Nasir-i Khus-
raw, the Prophet prayed before his Ascension—or by
the raised platform’s southern stairway, identified by
the same traveler as magam al-nab (fig. 3[23]).17

The prayer route then moves to the three minor
domes on that platform, each listed under its own sub-
heading: the Dome of the Chain, followed by the Gate
of Israfil (the east gate of the Dome of the Rock); the
Dome of the Ascension (to the west or northwest),
from which the Prophet ascended to heaven with
Gabriel on a gold and silver ladder; and the Dome of
the Prophet (to the north), where Gabriel gathered
the angels and former prophets “resurrected (hashar)
by God,” whom the Prophet led in ritual prayer prior
to his Ascension.!”® The two domes associated with the
Prophet recall the ones described earlier by Ibn al-
Faqih, namely, the Dome of the Prophet next to the
station (magam) of Gabriel “to the north” (probably
identical with al-Muhallabi’s Dome of the Gathering,
qubbat al-mahshar), and the Dome of the Ascension
“near the Rock.”

The itinerary proceeds from the raised platform
to the Gate of Mercy on the eastern wall (fig. 3[9]),
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continuing in a counterclockwise direction with sites
along the outer courtyard’s periphery: in the north-
east, the Mihrab of Zechariah; in the north, “the rocks
in the back part of the mosque,” where the pilgrim
is advised to pray at the Throne of Solomon while
facing the qibla (fig. 3[36]); in the west, the Gate of
the Divine Presence and the Gate of Remission (fig.
3[21); and in the south, the congregational mosque,
where one should pray at the mihrabs of ‘Umar and
Mu‘awiya, as well as other mihrabs; the Gate of the
Prophet, from which he entered the precinct with
Gabriel (fig. 3[4]); and the Mihrab of Mary, accom-
panied by the Cradle of Jesus. At this last site the pil-
grim is advised to recite the Sura of Mary (Qur’an 19);
the prayer Jesus made when he was raised to heaven
from the Mount of Olives (a paraphrase of Qur’an
112:1-4, testifying that God did not beget a son, nor
was He begotten); and Sura Sad (Qur’an 38), as the
caliph “‘Umar I did when he prayed at the Mihrab of
David (fig. 3[42]). This implies that the mihrabs of
David and Mary must have been close to each other
before the construction (ca. 1037) of the late Fatimid
mosque known as the Cradle of Jesus (fig. 3[44]).
The prayer circuit turns from the nearby southern
Gate of Repentance (fig. 3[5]) to stations outside
the sanctuary, namely, the place where Gabriel tied
up al-Buragq; the plain of al-Sahira on the Mount of
Olives, where one should repeat the prayer of Jesus;
and the Mihrab of David at the city gate (citadel),
where Sura Sad must be recited again, together with
David’s prayer from the Psalms.

We do not know when the clockwise circumambu-
lation of the Rock, which has been interpreted as a
provision marking the difference between the holi-
ness of Mecca and that of Jerusalem, was initiated.
During the time of ‘Abd al-Malik, the Dome of the
Rock is reported to have been opened to the public
for ritual prayer (involving two to four prostrations)
only twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays, prior
to which attendants applied a perfumed ointment
called khaliig to the Rock and processed around it,
burning incense, inside closed curtains.'” Some schol-
ars regard these rituals as echoes of ceremonies held
at the Jewish Temple, which they presume ‘Abd al-
Malik intended to restore, but they overlook the strik-
ing parallels with the sanctuary in Mecca: Mu‘awiya
is said to have been the first to perfume with khaliqg
the Ka‘ba, whose door was opened on Mondays and
Thursdays by the Quraysh during the Prophet’s life-
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time. (Mu‘awiya’s tomb in Damascus was likewise acces-
sible to the public on these two days).'!

The itinerary outlined in Ibn al-Murajja’s treatise
was informed by the Marwanid master plan, which
largely relegated the memorial sites of the pre-Islamic
past to the outer margins and gates of the precinct
and had the Dome of the Rock and Agsa Mosque
occupying the central qibla axis, along which stood
the Prophet’s Gate, thought to have been renovated
by ‘Abd al-Malik. Several traditions report that upon
entering the Temple Mount from this gate ‘Umar rec-
ognized it to be the place described by the Prophet
as the destination of his Night Journey.!! Al-Muqad-
dasi gives two reasons for the curiously unbuilt state
of the precinct’s eastern side, one of them being the
scrupulous observance of the Muslim gibla: the con-
gregational mosque’s central mihrab would not have
been on the same axis as the Rock had its walls been
extended further east, a circumstance that was repug-
nant to the Umayyads (presumably because they wanted
to align the first and second giblas). The other reason
is that the caliph ‘Umar reportedly said, “Reserve in
the eastern part of the masjid a place of prayer for the
Muslims”—a tradition that hints at the early identifica-
tion of the wall facing the inauspicious Valley of Hell
as the barrier with a gate that will separate believers
from disbelievers on the Last Day (Qur’an 57:13). The
prominent Gate of Mercy on that wall (later renamed
the Gate of Mercy and Repentance) is also believed
to have been renovated by ‘Abd al-Malik."?

The mapping of this and other Qur’anic refer-
ences onto the sacred topography of the pilgrimage
complex was in all likelihood initiated by Mua‘wiya,
gaining ground with ‘Abd al-Malik’s comprehensive
building operation. The raised platform at the mid-
dle of the precinct, crowned by the principal dome
over the Rock, was surrounded by smaller Marwanid
structures that were identified by the early tenth cen-
tury as the Dome of the Chain, the twin domes of the
Prophet, and the prayer places (musalla) or stations
(magam) of Gabriel and al-Khidr (the latter was often
spotted worshipping at the sanctuary, where several
sites came to be named after him). The commemora-
tive structures on the platform, encasing the Rock as
its foundation, underscored the liminality of this per-
meable border zone mediating the frontier between
the heavens and the earth, as well as between time
and eternity.!!® Its constellation of domes brought into
focus the grand narrative of the complex by evoking

the chain of authority emanating from God to the
Prophet and the divinely appointed caliph.

Let us first consider the Dome of the Chain, whose
construction is generally attributed to ‘Abd al-Malik
(figs. 4 and 7[a, b]). Some scholars believe that it is
identical with the Public Treasury (bayt al-mal) built by
him on the east side of the Rock prior to his departure
from Jerusalem, speculating that its dome must have
featured a now-lost upper storage space. If so, it may
be the treasury mentioned in a Syriac chronicle dated
716, which reports that al-Walid I “assembled all the
treasure of the Saracens, hoarding it and putting it
into a single treasury in Jerusalem, the holy city, which
people say is the center of the earth.”''* The Dome
of the Chain has persuasively been identified as the
dome “next to the Rock,” where al-Walid’s successor,
Sulayman, sat while receiving the oath of allegiance
as caliph and distributing gifts, money, and robes of
honor to his subjects.!”® The next caliph, “‘Umar II,
summoned Sulayman’s district governors to Jerusa-
lem to make them swear oaths by the Rock that they
had committed no wrongdoing, probably judging their
testimony from under the neighboring Dome of the
Chain.""® This open domical building, then, seems to
have been used by the Marwanids (and presumably
by their deputies) on state occasions for the recep-
tion of oaths and the administration of justice. It can
therefore be interpreted as an architectural represen-
tation of the pivotal authority of the Marwanid caliphs,
who were often associated in poetry with the concept
of qutb (pivot, celestial pole). Geographically mark-
ing the epicenter of the precinct and axially aligned
with a lateral mihrab of the Agqsa Mosque that was
later identified with the caliph ‘Umar I (fig. 3[41d]),
the Dome of the Chain is composed of an inner and
outer arcade and features a prayer niche added to its
qibla side. According to Ibn al-Faqih, the prayer place
of al-Khidr was located “in front of it,” in the “middle
of the mosque precinct” (wasat al-masjid) '’

The Dome of the Chain is linked in a tradition we
have already considered with the “place (al-mawdi‘)
in front of the Rock” where the chain was suspended
from heaven in the time of David; this was where the
Prophet Muhammad saw the virgins of Paradise during
his Night Journey. The dome is identified in another
tradition, and in the guidebook of al-Harawi (1173), as
the place where Solomon dispensed justice.'*® Its asso-
ciation with the divinely guided justice of David and
Solomon—both of whom are identified in the Qur’an
as judges whose judgments were “witnessed” by God
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DOME OF THE CHAIN

Fig. 7, a and b. a. Dome of the Chain, from the north. (Photo: James McDonald, after Charles William Wilson, Ordnance
Survey of Jerusalem [London, 1865]. Courtesy of the Fine Arts Library, Harvard College Library) b. Dome of the Chain with
the Dome of the Rock, from the northeast. (Photo: unidentified photographer, ca. 1870, Tassel no. 69. Courtesy of the Fine
Arts Library, Harvard College Library)
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(Qur’an 21:78)—connects the Marwanid caliphs with
this dynastic pair of prophet-kings, who are upheld as
their role models in al-Farazdaq’s poetry. Through com-
parison with the House of David, ‘Abd al-Malik and
his sons arguably assumed a messianic aura, another
leitmotif in al-Farazdaq’s panegyrics. The dynastic
implications of this comparison are also apparent in
his verses, one of which states that al-Walid I inher-
ited sovereignty (mulk) from his father like Solomon
from David, as a bequest from God. The caliph Sulay-
man, who in particular modeled his persona after his
namesake, Solomon, is eulogized by al-Farazdaq as a
mahdi (restorer of religion and justice) and as the righ-
teous imam in the masjid al-agsa, who guides the com-
munity of believers along the straight path. The poet
similarly compares Ayyub and his father Sulayman to
David and Solomon in upholding the law, which keeps
those who follow it from going astray.'!®

According to a tradition attributed to Raja’ b. Haywa,
when the caliph ‘Umar I entered the sanctuary in
Jerusalem, he prayed at the Mihrab of David. There
he recited Sura Sad (Qur’an 38), which mentions the
mihrab, as well as the sura whose first verse refers to
al-masjid al-agsa (Qur’an 17), thereby linking the site of
the Prophet’s Night Journey with the Temple Mount.'®
In Sura Sad, God forgives the repentant David and
appoints him His “deputy/caliph (kkalifa) on earth,”
so that he may rightfully judge humankind without
being diverted from the divine path. This sura reso-
nates with the image that ‘Abd al-Malik fashioned for
himself as God’s caliph on earth. He is portrayed in
court poetry as a judge comparable to David in jus-
tice, and a famous theologian is said to have cited this
Qur’anic passage in reponse to the caliph’s question
about how he would be judged by God, urging him
to abide by the same obligations divinely imposed on
David. It is therefore tempting to propose that the
Dome of the Chain, associated with Davidic justice,
embodied ‘Abd al-Malik’s claim to the title “God’s
caliph” (khalifat allah).'*

Recent interpretations of Marwanid caliphal ideol-
ogy have shown that the alleged absence of theolog-
ical justification for their dynastic regime is hardly
convincing. Based on late Marwanid texts in which
this ideology crystallized, it has been argued that God
and the Prophet were seen as complementary constit-
uents of the title “God’s caliph.” As deputies of God
and upholders of the Prophet’s tradition (sunna), the
Marwanid caliphs claimed to be divinely appointed
executors of the sacred law and preservers of the true
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religion revealed by God to the last prophet, Muham-
mad, at a critical moment in history, when the for-
merly disclosed “signs had become erased and hidden.”
They thus considered themselves the post-prophetic,
caliphal agents of God’s historical plan for human-
kind and the means of salvation for Muslims in this
world and the next.'? Choosing the rightful caliph was
to choose one’s “vehicle of salvation”; according to a
saying attributed to the Prophet, “He who dies with-
out being bound at his neck by an oath of allegiance
to the representative of authority dies a jahili (pagan)
death.” Hence, al-Hajjaj, the celebrated governor of
‘Abd al-Malik and his successor, professed to believe
not only in the unity of God and the messengership
of Muhammad, but also in obedience to the caliph al-
Walid—*“on this he would live, on this he would die,
and on this he would be resurrected.” Obedience to
God, then, was equivalent to obeying God’s caliph on
earth, the protector of the “sovereignty of the Lord”
and of the unity of the Prophet’s community (umma)
against external enemies and internal schism.'*

The claim of the Marwanid caliphs to the legacy
of the Prophet, in terms sympathetic to their own
regime, was essential for maintaining their link to
the universal chain of prophets within a salvation his-
tory divided into two eras, both of them entrusted to
God’s agents on earth: that of the prophets (which
had come to an end) and that of the caliphs.'?* The
two minor domes commemorating the Prophet on
the raised platform of the Rock were therefore crucial
components of the Marwanid complex. These edifices
are intimately linked with the combined narratives of
the Prophet’s Night Journey (isra@’) and of his Ascen-
sion (mi‘raj), which I believe were integral to ‘Abd al-
Malik’s grand narrative rather than an afterthought
introduced during 