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Abstract

This article reflects on what we know today about religious spaces during “Farly
Islam.” In the context of the latest studies about this period, and its cultural
and religious reality, there are some basic questions worth asking, though
still with no sure answer. Likewise, we must review the paradigms used so
far to approach the subject, assuming what historians have defined as a long
phase of transition. Faced with the scarcity and ambiguity of contemporary
written sources, the remaining monuments and matetials become the main
and most reliable historical sources. The lack of references in the texts does
not mean those works did not exist, nor that we could not make an approxi-
mation of the reasons behind their creation. Similarly, the absence of material
support for certain information in the narratives is highly significant, especially
if that absence is generalised, geographically speaking. Therefore, it is inter-
esting to ask how and where did the first Islamised communities pray, both in
the Mediterranean and in al-Andalus? And do we know what we are looking
for when we speak of the first zasajid or places of prostration?

It is interesting to return to the subject of the first masgjid (literally, places
of prostration) erected in al-Andalus, because, although new material finds
are scarce, the study of the first period of Islam (known as Eatly Islam) has
been enriched with publications about various places in the Islamic Medi-
terranean and about the onset of Islam. This provides a broader perspec-
tive and confirms that what happened in the Iberian Peninsula was not too
far removed from what happened in other areas of the Dar al-Iskin. We first
tackled this study in 2007 and, four years later, the work was updated and
published in French.! In the 2011 article, we insisted that the model of urban
Islamisation in the Iberian Peninsula reproduced the patterns documented in
the eastern Mediterranean area (Mashrig) and that the written traditions were
also imitated. Quite often, the first mosques documented in the Mashrig were
built in central urban spaces, but neither on the site of churches nor by reus-
ing the Christian building itself. Churches usually remained open for Christian
worship for some time after the arrival of a new doctrine: in Palmyra, Bosra,
Tiberias, Jerash or Jerusalem, for example. “Believers” often improvised places
of worship in areas or buildings adjacent to the commercial or political area
of the city and, sometimes, to churches. Our tentative conclusions, then, that
there was no material evidence to support the literary traditions concerning the
mass destruction of “polytheistic temples,” their transformation into mosques
or their shared use with Christians, have been confirmed elsewhere in Syria,
Palestine, and North Africa.

The Arab authors who construct the story of the conquest of the
Iberian Peninsula, when they deal with the religiousness of the conquerors,
compose a narrative seasoned with edifying and apologetic 7gpoi, analo-
gous to those of the East. The supposedly historical traditions are embel-
lished with legends and anecdotes that allow them to create a series of
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founding myths of great symbolic significance, such as the construction
of the “Mosque of the Banners” in Algeciras or the first great mosques
(al-magsjid al-jami") in Zaragoza and Cordoba. In general, they insist on
two fundamental aspects: the first is that the churches were systematically
destroyed and that, in urban centres of a certain importance, the mosques
were built on their ruins.” However, the material remains and archaeologi-
cal finds have not supported this account so far. Many churches remained
in use until they were progressively abandoned; centuries later, Chris-
tians restored some of these buildings and consecrated them anew. In
the Iberian Peninsula, the cases of Zaragoza and Seville are also exam-
ples of such processes, given that the excavations under the precincts of
their early Friday mosques (all dating from the 9th century) have found
the remains of Roman and Late Antiquity buildings, respectively.’ The
Muslims also broke, if necessary, with the orientation of the previous
structures (and therefore of the ancient city’s streets) to direct their gzblas
approximately to the axis between the sunrise at the summer solstice and
the sunset at the winter solstice.

The second recurring theme in the Arabic texts narrating the conquests
(futnhai) was to attribute these foundations to characters of great religious
prestige such as the #ibi%n, the “Successors of the Companions of the
Prophet,” just as, in North Africa, the layout of the first giblas, i.e. the
orientation of the mosques, was attributed to the sa)aba or “Companions
of the Prophet” who were the first transmitters of his words (hadiths).*
Their alleged existence and presence in the conquests allowed the tradi-
tionalists to establish a guarantee, ex post, of the religious purity of the
conquerors, of their impeccable behaviour in the distribution of the booty
and of the orthodoxy of the process of Islamisation of the territory.
They thus created the founding myths that were necessary to consolidate,
in the case of al-Andalus, Umayyad power and piety, a parallel phenome-
non to what had happened in East and North Africa.’ In the same way as
Musa b. Nusayr in the Iberian Peninsula, according to literary tradition, the
conqueror of Egypt, ‘Amr b. al-*As, and the eighty sahaba who went with
him, established, around 22H/643, the orientation of the great mosque
of the capital, ai-Fustat, and supervised the distribution of the land plots.®
In Ifrigiya, ‘Ugba b. Nafi* founded Qayrawan in 50H/670 and ordered
the construction of its great mosque, in the layout of which, he himself
and the sababa and tabi‘iin who accompanied him, who were also charged
with spreading Islam in those lands, participated.

They also echoed the Eastern #pos about the shared use of places of
prayer by Christians and Muslims, which in the case of Damascus was the
traditionalists’ explanation for the contradictions in the narratives circulat-
ing about the conquest of the city. Archaeology has so far been unable to
prove this either in the Mashrig or in the Maghreb.” However, it has found
that in the cities of both the Levant and North Africa some of the oldest
known mosques were built next to the main churches, and both buildings
were used for worship by their respective communities at the same time
for years. Initially, when the population was largely Christian, churches
dominated the urban landscape. From the 8th century onwards, or later
depending on the region, conversions to Islam and population growth
meant that the Friday mosques were enlarged and became the visual and
functional focus of urban life.
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What happened outside the Iberian Peninsula?

Bilad al-Sham. Palestine and Syria
Gideon Avni collected in 2014 in his book “The Byzantine-Islamic Transition
in Palestine” the wealth of information available on the gradual process of
Islamisation of the entire region of Palestine, both in the large urban centres
and the rural and Bedouin areas. Numerous examples of the coexistence of
places of worship (churches, synagogues, and mosques) have been docu-
mented during the early Islamic period. As previous work by Devreesse and
Pentz had already pointed out,’ Avni’s conclusion from numerous archacolo-
gical finds is that the transformation of local societies in Palestine and Jordan
between the 6th and 7th centuries shows a complex but accurate picture of
slow and gradual transition, which contradicts with the previous paradigm of
a hostile “smoke and fire” scenario of violent conquest followed by a rapid
change.’

In the area studied by Avni, which includes Palestine and Jordan,
the oldest mosques found in pre-Islamic cities, in gugzr and rzbat types of
settlements (Islamic-founded establishments), as well as in rural areas, have
been dated to no earlier than the late 7th or early 8th century. The gugir
had simple quadrangular mosques with a fairly deep semi-circular wzijrab,
often separated from the palatine structure. Well-known examples include
the Jordanian complexes of Qasr Hallabat, Umm al-Walid, al-Qastal (with
the oldest known circular minaret) and Humayma. At the imposing 7bayr
of Qal’at al-Mina, dating from the same period, the mosque was within
the enclosure. The transition from Christianity to Islam in the region is
difficult to detect and, according to Avni, in many places actual Islami-
sation did not even occur until the Crusader period. The cases of re-use
of a Jewish or Christian building for worship are exceptional and always
occurred later and after the space had been abandoned, as in Khirbet
Susiya and Eshtamo’a."

In the Negev area several mosques of rural or Bedouin character
have been found within a variety of Byzantine and early Islamic settle-
ments. In places like Be’er Ora or Sede Boger, the mosques are of small
dimensions and in the open air, with walls no more than a metre high."
In large urban centres, such as Sbaita-Shivta, a city that emerged in the
5th century, the mosque was built in a space adjacent to the baptistery of
one of its three churches, which bears witness to the penetration of Islam
into the mainly Christian local population and the simultaneous use of the
church and mosque during the early Islamic period (inscriptions date it to
between the 8th and 10th centuries).”” All of them would date from the
late 7th to the early 8th century and there is no reason to think that they
were earlier. As far as large cities are concerned, Tiberias also shows the
survival of churches, open for worship at least until the 10th century, and
the construction of a great mosque next to the main temple, so that both
buildings functioned simultaneously, a “multi-religious” centre according
to Cytryn-Silverman."’

In Jerusalem, the testimony of Bishop Arculf, who supposedly visited
Damascus and Jerusalem (conquered in 14/635 and 17/638, respectively)
around 670, has served to explain the early presence of a place of prayer
on the esplanade of the ancient Temple of Jerusalem, the param al-sharif, in
the area where the al-Aqsa Mosque was later built in the early 8th century.
However, archaeology has not found any clearly datable remains from
the 7th century beneath the al-Aqsa Mosque. Other sources concerning
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Jerusalem refer to an early oratory established by the Caliph ‘Umar (d.
23/644) at the time of the conquest of the city, or by the first Umayyad
Caliph Mu‘awiya (41/661-60/680), who held his bay’a there. In many cases,
historiography has hastily assumed that those early supposed oratories
in Jerusalem and Damascus, the latter installed in the Roman temenos
where the church of St. John the Baptist stood, were already in the form
of a hypostyle hall, the canonical model documented in the early Kufa,
Wasit, Bosta, al-Aqgsa of Jerusalem or Fustat.'"* Although these were flimsy
constructions, with reused materials and a wooden roof, it is assumed that
such a model had already emerged by the mid-7th century, at the time of
‘Umar and Mu‘awiya.

The debate over the first “mosque” in Jerusalem is still relevant today,
due to several publications questioning the meaning of the texts and the
few remains found from the 7th century, as well as the Dome of the Rock
(dated by an inscription to 72H/691-692)."” Lawrence Nees has performed
a new analysis of the known sources, both Arabic and non-Arabic, and
concludes that there is a lack of evidence to confirm the 7th-century
construction of a mosque (understood as a building with several naves,
precise orientation and identifying features) or its exact location within the
haram al-sharif.'® Nees suggests that the first Islamic oratory in Jerusalem
may have been the entire open-air enclosure of the jaram al-sharif. Further-
more, after studying the monument itself, a document as valid as the writ-
ten sources, he sets out the hypothesis that the so-called gubbat al-silsila or
Dome of the Chain may have been built in the time of Mu’awiya ibn Abi1
Sufyan (661-680) as his mwznbar or maqsura in that kind of wusalla.

Other authors such as Beatrice St. Laurent and Isam Awwad put
forward a less convincing theory in 2014, which consists of identifying
a part of some ancient structures in the southeast corner of the Haram,
known as Istablat Suleiman, Solomon’s stables, as the remains of the first
mosque in Jerusalem seen by Arculf (built by ‘Umar or Mu‘awiya), the
southern wall of the enclosure being the one used as the gibla.'” Di Cesare,
for his part, proposes to reinterpret the earliest archaeological remains
found by Hamilton under the mosque of al-Aqsa (Aqgsa I) as an early
oratory built by Mu‘awiya, but facing east and not south, with naves that
are parallel and not perpendicular to the ¢gzbla and lacking a miprab.'*

Syria
In a book published in 2016, Mattia Guidetti acknowledges the difficulty of
identifying the oratories of the earliest stage of Islam. Very few written sources
(some non-Arabic and rarely contemporary) describe the building activities of
the conquerors. In general, the historical account of many of the buildings that
eventually became part of the sacred monumental landscape of Islam, replac-
ing the Christian one, was written after the fact, at a time when it was neces-
sary to construct foundational myths of these buildings, in order to anchor
the Islamic tradition to the tertitory."” Guidetti noted the same phenome-
non that we had documented in al-Andalus, namely that the traditionalists
invented a completely different scenario from the one revealed by archaeology,
a partisan version where the churches were replaced by mosques, destroyed,
ot Islamised.”

Several of those early Islamic prayer spaces were built next to or “in
dialogue” with the churches, so that both buildings were used simultane-
ously for a long time, something that may have been interpreted by later
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sources as shared spaces. The authors who write about the conquests
refer contradictorily to the sharing of property and the shared use of
the churches by both religious communities, a formula that has not been
demonstrated in Damascus, Diyarbakir, Homs or Aleppo.*' Bashear gath-
ered the news’ pieces where the traditionalists attributed to the eatly
Caliphs and to the Companions, Successors, or religious men of prestige
the custom of directing their prayers to the East in sanctuaries of special
significance for the Christian community in the newly conquered Holy
Land. These were not cases of shared churches or converted mosques, but
occasional events and exceptional characters who were accorded special
significance.” It does not seem wrong to consider that the accounts about
the attraction that some churches had for early believers (wu minin) were
a literary and historiographical elaboration, taking place several centu-
ries after the conquest, the purpose of which would be to extol their
triumph over Christianity.” In any case, such actions were soon included
by the exegetes among the reprehensible practices because they implied
the imitation of the idolaters and prayer towards a wrong orientation. In
fact, orientation was a recurrent issue in the polemical literature of both
Christians and Muslims, as we shall see later on.** Guidetti, for his part,
concludes that such actions, if they existed, must have been ephemeral
and limited to the early days of the conquest since they have left no recog-
nisable material trace.”

The cathedral and the mosque were adjacent or contiguous build-
ings in cities such as Aleppo, Homs, Mosul, Mardin, or Diyarbakir. In
some cases, a part of the enclosure or area surrounding the church was
confiscated, as was the case in al-Rusafa, where the Umayyad mosque
was attached to the northern atrium of the St. Sergius Byzantine basilica
complex.” In al-Bakhra’, also in present-day Syria, a Byzantine fortress
reoccupied in Umayyad times, Genequand identified as a mosque a hypo-
style hall attached to the north wall of the church;*” and finally, in Amman,
the Great Mosque was built in Umayyad times next to the cathedral, both
of which have now disappeared but were still visible at the end of the 19th
century.”® These examples may also serve to suggest the model applied
in Cordoba, where perhaps the Great Mosque was also built in a space
adjacent to or close to the basilica, something suggested by the written
traditions.”

There does not seem to have been a single model, and in several
cities, a different part of the city from the Christian (Byzantine) religious
centre was chosen to erect the oratory, as in Bosra, Jerash or Palmyra, with
phases of occupation from the end of the 7th century. In all three sites,
the mosque was built in Umayyad times, reusing abandoned Late Anti-
quity buildings located in the city centre (Roman fetrakionion in Jerash, Fig.
1 next page, and Palmyra, a main road in Bosra) and in the commercial
area, revitalised by the Marwanids.” In these cities the churches were kept
open for worship.” That location, next to the markets, was repeated in
‘Anjar (Lebanon), Amman and Ayla-Aqaba (Jordan), new Umayyad cities
that followed the classical urban model.

To quote Walmsley and Damgaard, control (and tax collection) in the
urban areas of this region was exercised by the Church from the end of
the 6th century until it was progressively replaced by a new Muslim admin-
istration after the reforms of ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 65-86H/685-705). From
that time, and until 750, there is evidence of intense building activity that
provided the provincial centres with mosques, while at the same time the
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Fig. 1. Jerash Mosque, general view, plan and mihrab, 8th century. Photograph © Juan Carlos Ruiz Souza.

activity and number of churches in use decreased, with the consequent
weakening of the power of the ecclesiastical authorities.”

North of Africa: Maghreb and Ifrigiya
In the research about the transition from Late Antiquity to Islam in North
Africa, mainly in Ifrigiya (present-day Tunisia), Pentz’ s work in 2002 was an
important milestone in beginning to question the traditional paradigm of the
traumatic and radical change of ancient and Byzantine cities after the arrival
of Islam.” Recently, a number of archaeological contributions have furthered
the thesis of continuity (Baratte, Bockmann, Fenwick, Leone, or Mahfoudh,
among others). Although much remains to be known about the places of
prayer (especially in the westernmost area), a similar scenario to Levant can
be discerned. According to Fenwick (2018), the mosques continued to be
the dominant element of the urban landscape during the 8th century. Some
churches continued in use until the 10th-11th centuties, as at Sbeitla; others
were converted to secular functions or were dismantled to make use of the
materials. New churches were also built in Qayrawan in the 8th century.

As for the churches transformed into mosques, the historical-religious
traditions mention some examples where either the change has not been
confirmed by material evidence, as is the case with the al-Zaytuna mosque
in Tunis, or it took place centuries later, as with the mosque of Le Kef,
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Religiographies

ancient Sicca Veneria.” Nor has it been possible to document any oratory
erected in the eatly Islamic period, only later in Byzantine citadels.”” Most
of these mosques date from the Aghlabid period (11th century), including
those of the capitals, and, for the moment, there are no eatlier archaeo-
logical records.”

In Jebel Nefusa (Libya), Virginie Prevost has studied some interesting
cases of late conversions or replacements of Byzantine churches. Until
the disappearance of the Christian communities with the gradual progress
of Islamisation in the region (which started in 643-644), the churches
remained open. Once they were abandoned, the Muslims (Ibadis in the
region) reoccupied the sites, sometimes reusing the Christian building, and
in other cases building the mosque on its site. Here too, the conversions
did not take place in the transitional petiod but much later.””

Al-Andalus
In the last decade there has been no evidence found of Islamic places of prayer
built during the first century of Muslim presence in the Iberian Peninsula,
although progress has been made in the study of the process of Islamisation
and Arabisation thanks to excavations such as those at Tolmo de Minateda
(Albacete), Cordoba and Pamplona, among others. In southern Portugal,
several Andalusi enclaves have also been excavated, although the oratories
found cannot be cleatly dated to the eatly 8th or eatly 9th century.”

At Reccopolis (Guadalajara), the city founded by Leovigild in 578,
recent geomagnetic studies have shown the great extent of the Hispano-
Gotbhic royal city and have made it possible to identify a large building
with a different orientation to the rest of the city’s structures, including
the palatine hall and the church. The rectangular building (ca. 20X40m) has
one of its long sides facing southeast, an orientation that has led archaeo-
logists to consider the possibility of it being an eatly mosque,*’ which shall
be investigated by the excavation.

At the site of Tolmo de Minateda (Hellin, Albacete) the only docu-
mented transformations reveal the progressive Islamisation and Arabisa-
tion of the population from the end of the 8th century onwards. Although
the Friday Mosque of the site has not yet been found, in 2014 a “bottle”
from the Visigothic period was found with an inscription in Arabic that
reads “Ibn Nabdak went to the mosque,” which would confirm that the
conquerors erected an oratory in a different area from where the episco-
pal complex is located, together with the church and the palace.”!

The doubts that were raised about the Roman mausoleum of Las
Vegas de La Pueblanueva (Toledo) and its subsequent conversion into a
mosque, according to the study published by Hauschild in 1978, are now
even more irresolvable because the small apse identified as a possible #z)rib
was destroyed, shortly after that publication, when the site was abandoned.
A recent archaeological study of the building maintains the doubts about
the chronology of the surroundings of that element and, therefore, about
its identification as a méhrab.*

Another case that has been identified as a possible conversion is at
Los Hitos, Arisgotas (Toledo). The complex, built from the 6th century
onwards, was a fortified vi/la for the high Hispano-Visigothic aristocracy
of Toledo.” In addition to the imposing aulic pavilion, a church and a
tripartite building with a courtyard have been excavated. The complex,
dated between the end of the 6th and the 7th centuries, was abandoned
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Fig, 2. Los Hitos, general aerial photography and
detail of the church, 6th to 10th centuries, Arisgotas,

Fig. 3. Great Mosque of Cordoba, access to the
Western nave of the prayer hall corresponding to the

Toledo. Photograph © Jorge Morin. 8th mosque. Photograph © Susana Calvo.

in the 8th century, and reoccupied during the 10th and 11th centuries,
according to Jorge Mortin. The church, excavated in the 2017 campaign,*
was a building with a single vaulted nave, richly decorated with marble
slabs on the plinths, the doorways and on the floor. The discovery of a
rectangular niche added to the east wall of the chancel suggests that the
church was converted into a mosque, although its northeast orientation
and the fact that it is off-centre raises some doubts about its identification
as a miprab (Fig. 2).

The structures on which the great mosque of Cordoba was built are
still not well known.* The 1930s’ excavations uncovered remains of Late
Antique and Hispano-Visigothic buildings that indicate a major occupa-
tion. In the excavations that Marfil directed between 1996 and 1997 in its
courtyard, next to the doors of the westernmost naves of the prayer hall
(the area corresponding to the first mosque) (Fig. 3), an exterior pave-
ment was found and, in it, a numismatic collection of fu/us dating from
before 143/760, and hence preceding the construction of the mosque.
Structures dating to the 6th and 7th centuries were also found.* In 2017,
another eighteen fu/us of the same date were found in the access area to
the third nave from the western fagade. The building horizon and eatlier
structures could not be clearly documented; what could be documented
was the gravel and river pebble pavement in the courtyard of the founda-
tional mosque, as well as the clay pavement inside the prayer hall.¥’ These
findings report an urban area with buildings of some importance and
their detailed analysis may provide interesting information about the site
on which the great mosque, attributed to “Abd al-Rahman I, was built.

Having visited all these places, a question arises, paradoxically: how
and where did the first Islamised communities pray, both in the Mediterra-
nean and in al-Andalus? What did the first zasajid or places of prostration
consist of ? Given that, as we have seen, the material remains of the first
oratories are scarce, it seems necessary to address the question of “how
did they prayr”, or even “what did they pray?”

Susana Calvo Capilla
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Religiographies

Definition of the Canonical Text, the Religious Ritual and the Space of
Prayer
Studies of the oldest Qut’anic manuscripts, as well as of the inscriptions
and other pre-Islamic or eatly Islamic texts found in the Near East and the
Arabian Peninsula, written in different Semitic languages, have enabled the
scholars, in recent years, to assess both the date and the process by which the
canonical version of the Qur’an was established. Exegetes and traditionalists
also provide evidence that suggests a long and slow transition from oral trans-
mission to the written text. De Prémare summarised this transition well by
indicating that in the first half of the 8th century (2nd century of the Hegira),
the canonical version we know today had not yet been established.* Déroche,
following the religious tradition, places at the time of caliph “‘Uthman (23-35
AH/644-650) the first attempt at compilation, in order to put an end to the
divergent versions circulating among the community of believers. This caliph
would send copies to the major cities, as was done in the time of “Abd al-Ma-
lik and al-Walid, when there was a new impetus to fix the written Qur’an. At
the same time, there was also an attempt to fix the canonical way of reading
ot reciting it (gira’a).*’ But the questions of the chronology of the Qur’an and
of the “authors” of the Qut anic corpus are far from being resolved and need
to go beyond the traditional approaches, as Dye has recently pointed out.”
The “Qur’anic” inscriptions in the ambulatory of the Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem (that give the date of 72H/691-692) are often mentioned
in studies dedicated to the chronology of the sacred text to document the
process of its canonisation. Nor should it be forgotten that this is the
oldest known building where Arabic epigraphy is used with this monu-
mental decorative character. For Whelan, although the verses in the Dome
of the Rock do not match the “Vulgate,” the complex political and reli-
gious discourse fabricated by quoting excerpts from the Qut anic context
suggests, in her opinion, “a broad familiarity with them and with the implications
that they had for the early Islamic community” of “Abd al-Malik’s time. Grabar
adds something important: the selection must have been conditioned by
the oral tradition of the environment, given its rhetorical and prayer-like
character. For al-Azmeh, “we would be dealing with the circulation of material
of a canonical character, and, therefore, completely Qur’anic, before the establishment
of a formally sealed literary canon, which required a long process of elaboration.””
Next to the Qur’an, the second religious and legal source of Islam
is the sunna or tradition of the Prophet. The hadith (padith), transmitted
orally, seem to have begun to be systematised at the time of Caliph “Umar
(II) b. “Abd al-‘Aziz (99-101H/717-719), in an attempt to compile the
traditions that had a guaranteed chain of transmission and thus put an
end to the great discordances that existed. The process of textualization
of tradition took place throughout the 3rd century of the Hegira (9th
century) in the form of hadith collections, such as that of al-Bukhart (d.
256H/870), or of biographies of Muhammad ($774). Hadiths’ literature,
or sayings of the Prophet, began to reach al-Andalus at the end of the
2nd century of the Hegira (early 9th century), partly due to the dissem-
ination of the Muwatta’ written by Malik b. Anas (d. 179/795), founder
of the Maliki law school, which would become dominant in al-Andalus.
This book was not only a legal work, but, above all, a manual of ritual
and religious practice (in accordance with the consensus of the Medina
community) and a compilation of hadiths. One of the canonical forms
of reading the Qut’an (gira’a), that of the al-muqri’ Nafi" of Medina,
also came to al-Andalus through tradition. The 9th century also saw the
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development of Andalusi hadiths’ studies, with “Abd al-Malik b. Habib (c.
174-238H/790-853) as a leading figure.”

As we have shown, the writing in Arabic and the formation of the
corpus of canonical texts” were basically initiated and directed by the
Umayyads, to whom can be attributed two other aspects related to our
subject: the establishment of liturgical practices (' zbadat), starting with the
number of daily prayers and the ritual of Friday prayer (salit al-jumn a),**
as well as the definition of a basic typology of oratory (wasjid), with its
most identifying elements (the courtyard, the minaret, the gibla and the
miprab). We will focus on three of these elements: the sa/it or ritual prayer,
the orientation of the prayer, i.e. the gibla, and the niche opened in that
wall, the mizprab.

The Qur’an mentions the Friday prayer, the five daily prayers, fasting
and pilgrimage, but does not give precise details or characteristics as estab-
lished later, which would indicate that the liturgy was developed over an
extended period. Invocation, prayer and prostration, performed in precise
forms and cycles (rak’a) and preceded by a ritual of calling (adhdn) and
purification (wudi’), evolved from Arabic, Jewish and Christian practices.”
It is significant that the terms ga/it and miprab are not of Arabic origin.”
Several Arab authors indicate that, in the beginning, believers only had to
pray twice a day, at dawn and at sunset.”” Although the action of prayer
often appears in the Qur an, it was the later Islamic tradition which, going
back to the life of the Prophet through the hadiths,” elaborated a whole
liturgical corpus.”” The development of its own ritual gave the new mono-
theism an identity factor with respect to other doctrines.”” However, in that
turning back, as Robin points out, the Muslim traditionalists of the eighth
century showed a very precarious knowledge of the pre-Islamic and early
Islamic periods, also as far as ritual was concerned.®!

Thus, Islamic tradition places the consolidation of the liturgical
practice of prayer just after the change of the gibla or the direction of
prayer. The first believers did not pray towards Mecca, according to the
Qur’an itself (2:142-145), but towards a place identified as Jerusalem by
the prophetic tradition.® The change of direction, to the south, took place,
according to exegetes, while Muhammad was still alive; but it possibly
dates from the same time as the Qut’an was being written down.*” In any
case, as King warns, the important point is not whether an orientation is
correct today, but to define which direction or directions were consid-
ered appropriate for the giblas in the period when the first monumental
mosques began to be built. Generally, these did not face towards Mecca,
but reproduced the astronomical axes of the Ka‘ba, an astronomically
aligned rectangular structure.* Later, for the Islamic society, the Ka'ba
was at the centre of the sacred geography and the qiblas of the different
regions around it.

In reference to the eatliest places of prayer, the sources indicate that
there was a first qibla, called gibla musharriga, tacing east, which Bashear
identified with the orientation of the churches. In his opinion, that one
was abandoned for the “true gibla of Islam” before the great Umayyad
constructions that defined the spaces for prayer.®

For Di Cesare, the gibla musharriga would have another meaning,
which is explained in her recent reinterpretation of the first phase of
the al-Aqgsa mosque in Jerusalem, which construction she places in the
years 40-60H/660-680. The author analyses older mosques, such as the
one founded by “Amr in Fustat, which, according to the sources, had an
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orientation “too far east” (musharriga jiddan), and concludes that these
orientations (90° to the direction of the ortho of Canopus) also coin-
cided with the astronomical alignment of the Ka'ba, which is why they
were considered valid, and this is consistent with King’s explanation. Her
second conclusion, however, is more debatable: that these mosques of
al-Aqgsa and Fustat, being built in a “more complex” and solid manner,
preserved “the previous orientation” (towards the east) of the “earliest
mosques” which they replaced, assuming, without material evidence, that
there were earlier mosques and that they were also oriented towards the
east.

In his latest publication, King picks up the hypothesis, already put
forward by other researchers, that the gibla of the Mosque of Cordoba,
like others in North Africa, faces south because the building was aligned
with the main streets of the Colonia Patricia of the Roman city, aligned,
in turn, with the solstitial axes, i.e. the same as the Ka‘ba.”” Although the
orientation of the axis of the Ka'ba was very important, King suggests
that the mosque was adapted to the Roman urban layout and that only later
was it realised that it coincided with the alignment of the Ka'ba, giving the
gibla a “sacred covet” or religious justification.®® All this was reinforced by
the alleged presence of the #ibi%n alongside the conquerors who laid out
the first gzbla, something very similar to what happened with the qgibla of
Qayrawan, attributed to “Ugba.”

Although the coincidence seems evident in Cordoba (and in Damas-
cus), I do not agree that the alignment of the streets of the Roman city
was decisive in establishing the orientation of the gzbla. When this urban
layout did not suit the needs of the believers, the walls of the mosque
were turned to orient it in the way they thought was correct, as happened
in Zaragoza, which mosque’s orientation is almost identical to that of
Cordoba and Qayrawan, that is, perpendicular to the solstitial axis that
joins the sunrise in summer and sunset in winter.”’ It does not seem that
the orientation of the qgibla was left to chance, neither in Zaragoza, nor
in other places such as Jerash or Palmyra, where the mosques were also
rotated with respect to the previous urban layout.”

Ultimately, from what has been said, we cannot conclude with abso-
lute certainty in which direction the first Muslims on the Peninsula prayed
before the construction of these mosques in Cordoba and Zaragoza at
the end of the 8th century.

Di Cesare has recently linked the appearance of the wiprab mujanwwaf,
in the form of a deep niche, to the establishment of the south-facing gibla,
which occurred at the beginning of the 8th century, with the construc-
tion of large mosques by order of the Umayyad caliph al-Walid b. “Abd
al-Malik. It is generally accepted that the earliest examples of ifrib were
precisely those erected in the mosques of Medina and Damascus by order
of al-Walid between 87/706 and 96/714-15 (Fig. 4).”” In this sense, we
must consider the allusions to the concave wijprab of the mosques founded
by the conquerors to be an anachronism of the Arab authors.” Although
some researchers have proposed the eatlier existence of painted miprab
or arches carved in monolithic blocks of stone, there are no architectural
remains. This is the reason why both the Qut’an from Sana’a (Yemen),
with two illustrations of mosque-like architecture, and the “mz)ral” type
coinage with a spear (‘anaza) inside it, from the time of "Abd al-Malik,
both of which date to around the time of al-Walid’s religious construc-
tions, are so important.”* We can also add the monolithic scallop niche
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found in the subsoil of the first mosque of Cordoba (Fig. 5) and the mural
paintings of the mzprab in the mosque of Qayrawan, dated to the reign of
Ziyadat Allah, around 221-836.7

Conclusions
The absence of information about the first oratories in al-Andalus forced the
Umayyad chroniclers to invent founding myths, to imagine some facts and give
them an explanation that would allow them to lay a solid and true foundation
for Islam and the orthodoxy of Andalusi religious practice.”

Why is there no trace of the first mosques in the lands conquered by
Islam? Are we looking for places of worship of an anachronistic model
and orientation? Ultimately, do we know what we are looking for when
we speak of “early mosques?”

It seems necessary, as we said, to address the issue of the degree of
Islamisation of the conquerors.”” It is significant that the coins minted
by the new rulers in 93H/711-12, at the time of the conquest of the
Hispano-Visigothic kingdom, as was the case in Carthage and Qayrawan,
were in Latin and introduced a monotheistic formula such as “Iz the name
of God, there is no god but God,” without allusions to any prophet but with the
date of the Hegira.” These coins were legible to the local population with
a message that proclaimed the existence of one God. When the conquer-
ors began to mint bilingual so/idus (in Latin and Arabic), in 98H/716, they
kept the monotheistic formula in Latin and introduced, in Arabic, the
names of the prophet and the territory: Muhammad and al-Andalus,”
translation of Spania. This was a message that only the Arab conquerors
could read, and that would constitute proof of their political and mili-
tary action towards Damascus, just like the lead seals were proofs of their
control over fiscal and commercial activity, as well as the administrative
organisation in the new territory. It is not until 101H/720 that the dinar
appears entirely epigraphic in Arabic, and the star disappears from the
front,*” and until 145H/763 we do not have the first known monetary issue
of “Abd al-Rahman L% It is worth remembering that what mattered about
the coins in circulation at the time was not the language in which they were
written, but their value, which is why Umayyad or Abbasid dinars were
used, and even imitated, as far away as the far north of Europe.” Both
the Arabisation and the Islamisation would begin to take their first steps
in the 8th century, but at a slow pace and with varying results.

One possible conclusion in light of all that has been exposed is that
everything seems provisional and changeable for almost sixty years in the
Iberian Peninsula. The mints of the new Umayyad emir in 763 could be
evidence of effective administrative and fiscal control of the territory
and the establishment of an Umayyad state. It is only from that moment
onwards that it seems possible that the foundations of the Islamisation of
the territory began to be laid, by bringing together the necessary instru-
ments: texts, rites and spaces. As we have seen, all of these were in the
process of formation in the Islamic heartlands in 711. In the ‘80s, the
construction of the great mosque in the capital, Cordoba, and in other
cities would begin as a way of consolidating power and encouraging the
sedentarisation and unity of the community of believers.* Until then,
one would have to think of places of prayer of an equally provisional
and improvised nature, while the churches remained open to the major-
ity Christian population. Only at the end of the 8th century did a certain

Susana Calvo Capilla

Fig. 5. Great Mosque of Cordoba, monolithic

scallop niche, 8th-9th century. Photograph © Susana
Calvo.
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Religiographies

balance between the two communities become evident, with Muslims
becoming more and more numerous and Christians less and less, and the
churches beginning to be abandoned and reused.

Ultimately, minting coins with the name of the prophet in 716 does
not mean that, at that time, both the dogma (Qur’an and Suzna) and the
liturgy were fully defined, much less consolidated, as mentioned above.
We must wonder about the degree of Islamisation of the Arab and Berber
troops who settled in the Iberian Peninsula at the beginning of the 8th
century. The need for later chroniclers, from the late 9th and 10th centu-
ries, to insist on the presence of mythical #bi%n embedded in the troops
that arrived in 711, and to attribute to them the layout of the first giblas
in al-Andalus, would explain, in our opinion, the limited religious burden
of the conquest and the scarce witnesses it left behind. The lack of mate-
rial remains, mainly of places of worship in the first phases of develop-
ment of Islam in all regions (in the 7th century in the Levant, in the 8th
century in the Maghreb), would confirm this conclusion: it must be that
neither the doctrine nor the liturgy had been fully defined, and thus neither
had the need for specific spaces with specific components which would
make them recognisable today.** It was with the construction (according
to Arab sources, the reconstruction®) of the mosques in the capital cities
of Damascus, Jerusalem, Medina or Cairo, at the time of al-Walid, in the
first two decades of the 8th century, that a lasting model of a place for
wortship was established, a model that was to spread massively thereafter.*
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