G. R. D. KING

CRESWELL’S APPRECIATION OF
ARABIAN ARCHITECTURE

Of all the areas with which K. A. C. Creswell dealt in
his four volumes, Farly Muslim Architecture and The Mus-
lim Architecture of Egypt, few were so rapidly dismissed as
the Arabian Peninsula. When he compiled the first edi-
tion of Early Muslim Architecture, published in 1932, his
views on Arabia were already questionable, even given
the scanty information available at the time. By 1969,
when he published the second edition, his understand-
ing of Arabia and of its architectural history was de-
monstrably wrong. Despite a growing body of knowl-
edge about pre-Islamic Arabian architecture in the
1960’s, Creswell nevertheless summarized his assess-
ment of Arabia in an immoderate subheading, “Archi-
tecture non-existent in Arabia at this time,”' by which
he meant the time of the Prophet Muhammad.

Creswell was far too extreme on this issue. Even now,
much archaeological research remains to be done before
we can assess the quality of Arabian building in the cen-
turies immediately preceding Islam. Creswell was in no
position to make such a definitive statement, however,
and was premature in reaching such a judgment. It is
all the more regrettable because his work has become
the core for the study of early Islamic architecture, and
his view about the genesis of Islamic art and architec-
ture has developed into a canon of basic knowledge on
the subject. According to his interpretation, there was
no element of continuity between pre-Islamic Arabia
and early Islamic architecture because Arabian archi-
tecture was so insignificant. He drew a picture of mud-
built structures as the alternative to tents, and an Ara-
bian Peninsula so untutored in architecture that any
significant building was the work of Abyssinians or Per-
sians. He saw the roots of Islamic architecture in Syria,
Egypt, and the Sasanian empire, but certainly not in
Arabia.

The overwhelmingly influential position of Cres-
well’s work and opinions has affected subsequent writ-
ing to a profound extent. Nevertheless his conclusions
on Arabian architecture will eventually be in need of
amendment in the light of archaeological discoveries in
Arabia. It is true that, in the late pre-Islamic period,

Arabian architecture did not rival that of Greater Syria,
Egypt, or Iraq, but nevertheless the issue merits more
consideration than Creswell gave it, as archaeological
evidence indicates. A review of recent discoveries re-
veals materials that would have been considered in
Creswell’s corpus of early Islamic architecture had Ara-
bia been more accessible when he wrote. It certainly
will have to be incorporated into any future assessment
of Arabia’s contribution to the development and the na-
ture of early Islamic art and architecture.

In fairness to Creswell, we must bear in mind just
how limited the information on Arabian Islamic antiq-
uities was when he was writing the first edition of Early
Muslim Architecture in the 1920’s and the 1930’s. Creswell
never visited any part of Arabia in those years so far as
this writer is aware, and during his lifetime most of Ara-
bia was very difficult or impossible to enter for archae-
ological research purposes. A survey of Islamic sites or
monuments was out of the question in Saudi Arabia and
in most of Yemen, and these were the areas which
would have mattered most for Creswell. Indeed, even
today the greatly rebuilt cities of Mecca and Medina re-
main out of bounds to non-Muslims. The only areas of
the peninsula in which travel was possible with compar-
ative ease in the 1920’s and 1930’s were the coastal dis-
tricts under British influence along the Arabian Sea and
in the Gulf. Yet in these districts, there was little in the
way of monumental architecture relevant to the early
Islamic period with which Creswell was concerned.

In other instances of difficult access outside Arabia,
Creswell would rely on a Muslim scholar’s observa-
tions, as he did in the case of the Jami¢ al-Zaytuna in
Tunis. Likewise, if a monument was accessible only in
the reports of archaeologists, he would lean heavily on
their published works: this was the case in his reports on
the palace at Kufa, the jami¢ at Wasit, and Samarra.
However, in Arabia he was not really able to do this. It
is true that he could have quoted extensively from the
nineteenth-century accounts of the Haramayn mosques
at Mecca and Medina by Badia Y Leblich (‘Ali Bey),

Burckhardt, or Burton, or the later accounts in Arabic
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by Ibrahim Rifa‘at or Muhammad al-Batanuni. Yet
the mosques as described by these visitors were in es-
sence Ottoman rebuildings of the sixteenth century.
Little, if anything, was earlier than the eighth or ninth
century, and most was a good deal later. Given Cres-
well’s chronological self-limitation in Early Muslim Ar-
chitecture to the period 622-935, most of the extant struc-
tures in the Haramayn were irrelevant to his topic.

Even if this had not been the case, nothing that was
reported of the mosques in the early Islamic period
could have shaken Creswell’s belief that the Arabian
Peninsula had been dependent for its monumental ar-
chitecture on countries beyond Arabia. Indeed, if any-
thing, the greater part of the architectural history of the
Haramayn proved him right, since both mosques had
been rebuilt repeatedly by outsiders from Syria, Egypt,
and elsewhere. Apart from the holy cities of Mecca and
Medina, the literature on other parts of Arabia had very
little to say about Islamic architecture. Travelers to
Arabia had tended to neglect the subject, largely be-
cause they had lacked the opportunity and the leisure to
investigate early Islamic buildings.

The hmitations imposed on Creswell in terms of
available literature are clear enough from his Bibli-
ography of the Arts and Crafis of Islam to 1960 and the Sup-
plement to 1972. In the Bibliography, under the heading
“Arabia,” Creswell listed a total of 77 works relevant to
Arabian architecture. Of these, 50 were on the holy
mosques of Mecca and Medina. The remaining works
were mainly on sites and towns scattered around the
rest of the vast peninsula, and most of them dealt with
the southern and eastern coasts and hinterland under
British influence. When Creswell brought his Supplement
to the Bibliography up to 1972, the situation remained
much the same. Of 10 works listed under “Arabia,” 6
were on aspects of Mecca’s and Medina’s mosques, and
only 3 dealt with other topics. Given these scanty sourc-
es, it is hardly surprising that Creswell’s awareness of
Islamic architecture in Arabia as a whole was extremely
limited. Furthermore, having no first-hand field experi-
ence of Arabia, he could not put into the context of the
country as it existed the information in the texts of the
early Islamic period. This point deserves stressing, for
early in this century much of Arabia differed little from
what would have existed then. Fifty years ago, contem-
porary Arabia would have been very informative for the
culture of much earlier times.

Although the architecture of Islamic Arabia re-
mained hardly known as late as the early 1970’s, the
buildings of pre-Islamic Arabia were better recorded. If

Creswell does not deserve criticism for his neglect of the
largely unrecorded Islamic monuments of Arabia, his
failure to consider the literature on pre-Islamic build-
ings in the peninsula is quite extraordinary. This indif-
ference to pre-Islamic buildings in Arabia allowed him
to deny the existence of any significant pre-Islamic
building tradition at the time of the Prophet. As I have
already observed, his remarks were premature for the
little-known centuries immediately before Islam, but
the amount of fine building of an earlier date should
have prompted him to exercise caution in his assess-
ment.

Enough published material existed before 1932,
when Early Muslim Architecture first appeared, to demon-
strate the quality of the finest pre-Islamic architecture
in the northwest and the south of Arabia. The Naba-
taean rock-cut tombs at Mada’in Salih had been pub-
lished between 1909 and 1914 by Jaussen and Savig-
nac,” and the more accessible of the tombs at Petra were
well known. It is true that the Nabataean tombs pre-
dated Islam by six or seven centuries, and they were not
buildings so much as massive architectonic rock carv-
ings. However, they bore witness to a level of skill in
stone carving on a grand scale that was not the work of
bedouin and hardly deserved to be ignored. It may be
suspected that Creswell was unsure how to integrate
the Nabataeans and their northwest Arabian monu-
ments: in the end, he contented himself with a historical
note and made no serious effort to relate them to such as
was known of Arabia’s overall architectural history.’
Even today such a synthesis has not been achieved, and
much has still to be learned of the relationship between
Nabataean culture and that of later times in northern
Arabia.

In the southwest of Arabia, the Ma’rib dam in east-
ern Yemen had been known since the later years of the
nineteenth century, and by the 1930’s lengthy articles
on Ma’rib’s antiquities by Adolf Grohmann had ap-
peared.* As a result, in a footnote in 1969, Creswell felt
forced to admit a reservation to his denial of the exist-
ence of a significant Arabian architectural tradition be-
fore Islam, in the light of Ma’rib’s antiquities.> He was
prompted to do this by Ernst Herzfeld, but he did not
see fit to revise his basic premise regarding Arabia’s sig-
nificance. Yet by the time the second edition of Early
Muslim Architecture appeared in 1969, there was no short-
age of evidence that pre-Islamic south Arabia had given
rise to a wealth of fine architecture, and Herzfeld’s ca-
veat to Creswell of the 1930’s regarding the importance
of Ma’rib had proven to be very accurate and prescient.
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By 1969, the accumulation of published material on
pre-Islamic south Arabia — apart from Ma’rib — was
becoming impressive. Philby had reached Najran in
Saudi Arabia and Shabwa in the Hadramawt in 1936,
and G. Caton Thompson had excavated the monu-
mental Moon Temple at Hurayda, also in Hadramawt
in 1937-38; this latter proved to be a stone building of
excellent construction.® Her work appeared in print in
1944, and by 1952 Philby had published the result of his
expedition, along with photographs of the pre-Islamic
town of Ukhdud at Najran. These showed that major
buildings had existed there with fine masonry. Also in
1952 Ahmad Fakhry had published plates of his 1947
expedition to Yemen, showing the character of the
buildings and the stone decoration of pre-Islamic origin
at Sirwah, Ma’rib and in the Jawf district.” Far more
detailed results emerged from the excavation at Hajar
b. Humayd, the ancient south Arabian Timna’, and at
Ma’rib in 1950-52.% The cumulative impression of all
this research by the end of the 1950’s was that pre-
Islamic south Arabia had produced a sophisticated tra-
dition of building up to about the second century A.D. It
is therefore curious that Creswell should have pub-
lished his definitive denial of the existence of a signif-
icant pre-Islamic Arabian architecture in 1969, when
his view was already heavily outweighed by the evi-
dence in favor of a contrary opinion.

In Creswell’s defense, it is true that the hiatus be-
tween the high points of pre-Islamic architecture and
the coming of Islam had yet to be investigated; how-
ever, in a country so little studied in his day, any conclu-
sive statement was unwise. The issue has only begun to
be elucidated by recent fieldwork, especially at al-Faw,
Najran, Shabwa, and Ma’rib, and a great deal of re-
search remains to be done before we can explain what
happened in Arabian building between the early centu-
ries A.D. and the seventh century a.p.°

It was Creswell’s understanding of Arabia and its ar-
chitecture in the time of the Prophet which led him to
deny its importance to the Islamic building tradition.
His concept of pre-Islamic and early Islamic building in
the peninsula stemmed very much from his conviction
that most Arabs at the rise of Islam were nomadic bed-
ouin. He declared, with an uncharacteristic display of
pseudo-accuracy, that “‘the nomad Arabs formed nine-
tenths of the population of Arabia.””'” The exactitude of
the statement is misleading, not because the majority
were not bedouin — they probably were — but because
Creswell had no way of estimating their numbers or

their proportion within the total population. In the pre-
oil period in Arabia, bedouin were certainly numerous
but there were also settled people in the towns and vil-
lages of the Hijaz, Yemen, and Oman. Furthermore,
many districts in central Arabia had a settled pop-
ulation. The extent to which this situation reflects that
in much earlier times must still be studied, as we are far
from being able to estimate the population of Arabia in
ancient times or the proportion of nomads and settled
people in different periods.

Elsewhere, Creswell pressed the same issue of no-
mads with the statement that “the armies of the Con-
quest were composed of coarse Bedawin, chiefly from
the heart of eastern Arabia.”"" This view helped to justi-
fy his belief that the early Islamic gusir in the Jordanian
and the Syrian deserts testified to the bedouin way oflife
of several Umayyad caliphs and princes. This under-
lying assumption in his approach to the early Islamic
period in Arabia — that the peninsula’s population was
mainly nomadic in character and aspiration — encour-
aged his opinion that the Arabs contributed nothing to
early Islamic architecture. As tent-dwelling nomads
they could hardly have done so. Yet the composition of
the Islamic army that went to Syria in 634 casts doubt
on Creswell’s assumption. The army included contin-
gents from the towns of Mecca, Medina, Ta’if, and also
a substantial number from Yemen."”” Much of Yemen
was probably settled then, as it is now. It is true that the
army included Hijazi bedouin, but they were a part of
the force of both settled people and nomads. Further-
more, it appears that eastern Arabian tribes did not stay
on in Syria after the invasion. Instead, the Muslim force
that continued to reside in Syria was based on the west-
ern Arabian army already mentioned, with its many
townsmen and villagers, while the indigenous Arabs of
Syria included settled people and nomads, just as they
do today. This point is emphasized because Creswell’s
conception of an overwhelmingly bedouin army of tent
dwellers from eastern Arabia is demonstrably wrong.
Given the settled origins of many of the Arabs that com-
posed the army in Syria, it would be better to wait until
we know more of western Arabian towns in the seventh
century and earlier through archaeology before we as-
sume that these people could contribute nothing to
early Islamic architecture and art.

Where Creswell was correct was in recognizing the
eastern Arabian bedouin complexion of the army that
invaded the Sasanian empire. These bedouin settled at
Basra and Kufa, the great amsar camps in Iraq which
grew into major Islamic cities. The bedouin themselves
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originated among the Najdi tribes of ‘Abd al-Qays and
Tamin, among others. Yet even here there was an un-
bedouin element in the very act of settling nomads into
amsar camps: it is the antithesis of bedouin life, and re-
flects instead the urban concepts of the Islamic state
leadership in Medina. The early Muslim leaders were
of settled origin from Mecca and Medina. This fact is
typified by the first caliphs who, like the Prophet Mu-
hammad, had originated in Mecca and had resided in
Medina. Although these western Arabian towns were
not comparable in size to the great cities of Egypt and
Syria, nevertheless they provided the basis for the urban
character of early Islam and the conceptions of the Is-
lamic leadership when the amgsar were founded.

Since Creswell had never visited Arabia, he relied heav-
ily on others, in particular Gertrude Bell, who was fa-
miliar with the Syrian and north Arabian deserts, for
his view of the peninsula. He quoted her authoritative
opinion that the “Mohammedan invaders were essen-
tially nomadic; their dwelling was the black tent, their
grave the desert sands. The inhabitants of the rare oases
of Western and Central Arabia were content, as they
are today, with a rude architecture of sun-dried brick
and palm-trunks.”'® Itis a view of Arabia and its people
that was correct until quite recently for much of the
north of the peninsula with which Gertrude Bell was
well acquainted. When she visited this part of Arabia in
the early years of this century, the inhabitants of the
northern settlement lived in buildings and tents just as
she described. However, her description was not appro-
priate for the towns and villages of the Hijaz and the Ye-
men highlands or the Tihama coast by the Red Sea, nor
for the Arabian Gulf ports. Had Gertrude Bell said
something about the very different sedentary life of Jid-
da, Ta’if, ‘Asir, Yemen, or the Gulf, Creswell in his turn
might have been less inclined to see all of Arabia in an-
tiquity in terms of the bedouin north. It is also danger-
ous to assume that areas which are, or have recently
been, entirely bedouin in character were always so.
Much of this paper was compiled in the desert at an
early Islamic archaeological site, al-Rabadha, in west-
ern Najd, a region which today is entirely bedouin with
a few small hujra settlements nearby. In the memory of
local people, the area has always been bedouin in pop-
ulation and never settled before the hujras were estab-
lished in this century. Nevertheless, the archaeological
evidence indicates that al-Rabadha was a town from at
least Umayyad and Abbasid times. This contrast be-
tween past and present can be found at other places on

the desert margins of the Near East.

One suspects that a part of the problem for Creswell
was the image presented by Arabia when he compiled
Early Muslim Architecture in the 1920°s and early 1930’s.
At that time, when Creswell’s views were forming, the
greater part of the Arabian Peninsula was characterized
by chronic tribal and dynastic warfare which had been
in progress for many years. In the mid-1920’s, the re-
cent unification of Najd and the Hijaz seemed to be dis-
integrating into anarchy once more. Faced with this
chaos, it is hardly surprising that Creswell could not en-
visage a more settled and architecturally significant
Arabia in pre-Islamic and early Islamic times.

Creswell’s views on Arabian architecture were also
based on a number of specific points, all of which
seemed to him to prove that it was insignificant, in-
asmuch as it had existed at all. He particularly stressed
the degree to which the Arabs seem to have been de-
pendent on foreigners for any but the simplest build-
ings, citing examples of Ethiopian and Persian partici-
pation in constructions at Mecca and Ta’if. He also
referred to the simplicity of Arabian mud buildings, giv-
ing the example of the houses of the Prophet’s wives in
Medina and, finally, the fact that Ta’if alone among the
Hijazi cities in the seventh century had the sophisti-
cation of a wall around it. Upon these specific points he
built his conviction that Arabian architecture had no
importance as an influence on subsequent Islamic ar-
chitecture and its development. However, his views on
each of these issues can be questioned and deserve to be
examined more thoroughly.

Creswell referred to the reconstruction of the Ka‘ba
in ca. 608 as an example of Ethiopian influence on Ara-
bian construction methods, and he suggested that the
architect employed was of Ethiopian origin. He found
support in E. Littmann’s interpretation of Baqum, the
name of the Ka‘ba’s builder in ca. 608 as being that of
an Ethiopian, Habakkuk." Creswell also concluded
that the building method used for the Ka‘ba was
uniquely Ethiopian and originated in fourth-century
Axum. Itinvolved the use of alternating courses of stone
and wood which Creswell regarded as an Ethiopian
technique, as that country was always richer in wood
than Arabia. Without rejecting Creswell’s view out-
right regarding the role of Ethiopian influence, a review
of western Arabian building traditions leaves room for
caution.

The whole issue of timber, its use, and its antiquity in
building in Arabia deserves further investigation, for it
is by no means as unusual as Creswell suggested. It is
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true that at major towns like Mecca and Jidda, trees are
almost entirely absent,” but in the highlands of the
southwest they are plentiful. A/-‘ar“ar (juniper), al-‘utm
(olive wood), al-talh (acacia) and al-sidr (ziziphus or
Christ’s thorn) are all mentioned in Bilad Ghamid,
south of Ta’if; and are said to be used in building." In
Asir, further south al-arar, al-talh, and al-‘athal (tama-
risk) all grow and are used in building,'” while in Ye-
men, apricot wood is used,'® as are %lb and tanab."” In
the Hijaz and Najd, palm trunks are readily available.
Medina and Khaybar both have particularly large
palm groves, but there are many smaller oases with
palms as well, while al-‘athal is ubiquitous throughout
the country.

There is also evidence of imported wood in Arabia in
ancient times. At Qaryat al-Faw on the western edge of
the Empty Quarter, a sandalwood coffin has been exca-
vated, and it has been dated to before the fourth century
A.D.” The church built at San‘a’ in the sixth century by
Abraha, al-Qalis, or al-Qullays, included teak which
was imported to Yemen.?' The mosque of the Haram at
Mecca and the mosque of the Prophet in Medina were
both rebuilt in the seventh and eighth century using
teak.”? Al-Maqdisi also shows that teak was being used
in parts of the otherwise stone-built houses of Mecca in
the tenth century,” and in later times teak was still be-
ing used in great quantities for windows, screens, and
doors in Jidda, Mecca, Ta’if, and Medina. Teak has
been imported by sea in recent times, and it must be as-
sumed that this import of the wood by traders sailing
from the East Indies is of considerable age. Certainly
the evidence available suggests that both imported and
local Arabian woods were more available and even
abundant than Creswell believed. The use of wood in
the reconstruction of the Ka‘ba in ca. 608 thus does not
necessarily prove an Ethiopian connection in itself.

The technique of alternating stone coursing with wood
courses in the Ka‘ba rebuilding of ca. 608 appears to
have been identical with the technique of construction
favored in western Arabian towns in later times. In
Ta’if, Mecca, Medina, and in several parts of the Ye-
men highlands, houses are found with wooden courses
embedded in stone.?* The method is fundamental to the
local house-building tradition of the past few centuries,
and it may be far older. At Jidda and elsewhere on the
Red Sea coast, the technique is found with coral blocks
replacing stone. Where coral is used on the Red Sea,
wood courses are essential and ensure that a wall does
not disintegrate. However, the use of alternating ma-

sonry and wood courses in western Arabia has still to be
established archaeologically before the apparent prima-
cy in this technique of fourth-century Ethiopia can be
challenged conclusively. At present, the use of wood in
mud and stone architecture in al-Jawf in Yemen in
early times seems to undermine Creswell’s argument.”
So too does the use of wood courses in the masonry of
Qasr bint Fir‘awn from the late first century B.c. and
from the palace tomb from the first or second century
A.D., both at Petra.” If such building techniques were
known to Yemen and to the Nabataeans, could they
have reappeared in Mecca and in other Hijaz towns in
later centuries? If so, the need for a putative Ethiopian
influence on the Ka‘a of ca. 608 evaporates.

Creswell took the construction by Persians of a building
termed an utum at Ta’if as further evidence of the ab-
sence of Arabian building skills, for he understood this
to signify that utum were of Persian origin.?” This too is
open to doubt. According to the lexicographer Ibn
Manzur,” the utum was a stone tower (hisn) known in
Medina and Ta’if before Islam. Creswell cites the Kitab
al-Aghant of al-Isfahani which recounts how the Sasa-
nian emperor Anushirwan (531-78) sent Persians to
build an ufum in T2’if for Ghaylan b. Salama al-Thaqa-
fi.? This was the first utum in Ta’if. Creswell concluded
that the ufum was a recent introduction to Ta’if and to
Arabia, and he seems to have regarded it as Persian in
origin since the Persians built the utum in Ta’if. How-
ever, T. Kowalski, followed by Henri Lammens (the lat-
ter, Creswell’s guide in many other respects), offered a
very different and more plausible interpretation.*® They
suggested that the wfum originated in Yemen where
such towers are common and then spread north to
Ta’if, Yathrib (i.e., Medina), Khaybar, Fadak, and
Tayma’. It was also proposed that their presence at
Ta’if and Yathrib arose from the civil strife that
plagued these towns before Islam.

Anyone familiar with the defensive towers and tower
houses of the highlands of southwestern Arabia will in-
stantly recognize the utum. Stone and mud towers in
various styles abound throughout the mountains be-
tween Ta’if and the Yemen. Thus in some districts of
CAsir, defensive tower houses appear everywhere, while
further south in Bani Malik and Fayfa’, stone towers are
also common, used for defense and for residence. In the
east, at Najran, rather different types of mud-built tow-
er houses exist. These examples of the Arabian tower
building are all in Saudi Arabia, but most havé parallels
in Yemen. Although the point remains to be proven ar-
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chaeologically, it may well be suspected that the origins
of these towers go back to pre-Islamic times in south-
west Arabia, and as Kowalski and Lammens proposed,
they should be treated as indigenous to the southwest.
The fact that Persians built the first zfum in T2’if does
not make the utum a foreign type of structure in itself,
and had Creswell been familiar with southwestern Ara-
bia, he probably would have perceived the parallels for
the utum in the Arabian towers of later times.

A third example of Arabia’s negligible architectural tra-
dition, according to Creswell, was provided by the sim-
ple mud houses of the time of the Prophet.* He de-
clared: ““Only a small proportion of the population [of
Arabia] was settled, and these lived in dwellings which
were scarcely more than hovels. Those who dwelt in
mud-brick houses were called ak/ al-madar, and the Be-
dawin, from their tents of camels’ hair cloth, a4kl al-
wabar.” The descriptions of the accommodations for the
Prophet’s wives at Medina do indeed show that these
particular buildings were of mud brick and palm
branches and were of great simplicity.

The use of mud brick in Medina should be seen in the
context of the region. The town lies on the extreme east-
ern side of the Hijaz highlands where the mountains
give way to the vast plain that extends into central Ara-
bia. Mud brick has long been the traditional building
material of central Arabia. This can be shown consis-
tently at al-Rabadha, two hundred kilometers east of
Medina, a site where Umayyad and Abbasid settlement
is represented. Similarly, hamlets and villages further
east were still being built in mud brick a generation ago,
and al-Hanakiyya to the north of al-Rabadha has mud-
brick houses no more than twenty or thirty years old. It
seems that Medina in the time of the Prophet also had
mud-brick buildings, as did the settlements of the cen-
tral Arabian plain to the east. Alongside this, however,
it also had a stone building tradition, indicated by the
pre-Islamic utum al-Dahiyan and other stone structures
of early Islamic date.” In later times, stone was appar-
ently used in the Holy City instead of mud, until the on-
set of the modern period and concrete.

The use of mud brick in Medina and neighboring
parts of central Arabia at the time of the Prophet is by
no means indicative of the building material in the rest
of Arabia in the same period. As we have seen, mud was
not the only material in use in Medina itself. In the
highlands of the Hijaz, ‘Asir, and Yemen, stone was
probably used in many places, with mud building re-
stricted to certain districts. Mecca, in all likelihood, was

built of stone. The stone dams at Ta’if and Khaybar al-
so bear witness to the sheer scale of masonry construc-
tion found in western Arabia in the pre-Islamic and
early Islamic periods.” On the Red Sea coast of Arabia,
there is evidence that coral buildings existed in pre-
Islamic and early Islamic times.** This scattered and
incomplete record suggests that buildings in seventh-
century Arabia were quite diverse in their construction
materials, contrary to Creswell’s view. Mud brick was
certainly not the only material used in Arabia at the
time, any more than it has been the sole material of
more recent times.

A fourth point raised by Creswell is that no town in the
Hijaz except T2’if had a town wall in the Prophet’s
time. He took this as evidence of Arabia’s lack of archi-
tectural skills. However, I suspect that this fact is better
explained by Arabia’s social structure than by its archi-
tectural capacities. Itis true that Medina and Jidda had
walls around them in early Islamic times, but in terms
of Arabian settlements these towns were unusual in that
their walls were built under strong centralizing govern-
ments. In later times, the same was true when walls
were built to enclose Hufuf, Dirtiyya, Riyadh, Ha’il,
and San‘a’ among others, where powerful rulers had
the means to encompass each town within a unifying
wall.

Elsewhere in Arabia, different urban patterns exist-
ed, and many old villages and towns can be found with-
out a wall. For example, in the fragmented society of the
Najran oasis, there was insufficient unity and cohesion
to build a wall around the settlements. Instead, each
family residence was a fortified tower house, separated
by at least a bow shot from its neighbors for security. A
similar situation can still be seen in the southwestern
highlands, where old fortified tower houses are wide-
spread, reflecting the insecurity of the past. Some old
settlements in central Arabia consist of a series of self-
contained, walled, or even fortified compounds spread
over a distance, but not encompassed by a single wall.
In these settlements, loyalities and security were based
on individual clans and tribes, while a neighbor not re-
lated by kinship may have been an enemy. In this socie-
ty, defensible residences and quarters within a town
were essential. Society in Yathrib (i.e., Medina) seems
to have been of this character when the Prophet moved
there from Mecca. No single group had the ability to im-
pose its authority on the entire town in the pre-Islamic
period to build a wall against external enemies. Where
walls were built around Arabian towns in later times,
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they tended to result from the authority imposed by an
Umayyad, Abbasid, Ottoman, or Saudi government. It
thus seems that Creswell chose an inappropriate mea-
sure of Arabia’s architectural skill by stressing the ab-
sence of town walls everywhere in the Hijaz but Ta’if.
Their absence was a reflection of the lack of political co-
hesion in pre-Islamic Arabia, rather than a lack of
building ability.*

Creswell’s views on Arabian architecture in the time of
the Prophet are open to question on a number of
grounds, as we have seen. The situation needs to be
clarified further by archaeological investigations into
the state of Arabian architecture in the centuries imme-
diately preceding Islam. Even today, the period re-
mains very hazy, although some light has been shed on
it by the recent excavations at Qaryat al-Faw.* Al-Faw
was an extensive town on the western edge of the Empty
Quarter desert, on trade routes from Yemen to the
north. Its walled suq and palaces in mud brick were as
monumental as buildings of early Islamic times in the
Near East, and its masonry temple was as finely built
and ornamented as buildings in pre-Islamic southern
Arabia. Its variety of mural paintings, sculpture, and
inscriptions reveals a level of sophistication and a cos-
mopolitan culture in central Arabia which was entirely
unexpected before the excavations of the past decade or
so. This site alone tends to undermine Creswell’s prem-
ise that Arabia lacked architecture in the centuries pre-
ceding Islam. The present chronology of al-Faw (the
last centuries B.C. and the early centuries A.D.) serves to
bridge to some extent the hiatus between the high cen-
turies of south Arabian culture and the rise of Islam.
Nowhere has so much evidence emerged for this par-
ticular period in Arabia as at al-Faw, but there are some
other confirmatory indications of good-quality build-
ings and decoration in Arabia in the centuries before Is-
lam. In Yemen there is evidence of paintings and archi-
tecture at Shabwa, perhaps of the same general period
as al-Faw. At San%’, the jami¢ includes fine reused
building material of pre-Islamic date and deriving from
local building traditions.’” Another major building at
San‘a’ (albeit foreign inspired) was Abraha’s church of
al-Qalis or al-Qullays, dating from the sixth century
and which appears to have been a Syrian type of
church.®® To the east of Medina, the excavations at al-
Rabadha have revealed structures of Umayyad and of
earlier date: here, the oldest walls are of mud brick so
hard and well made that it resembles baked brick. This
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scattered evidence tends to support the conclusion that
the excavations at al-Faw indicate: there was a higher
level of skill in architecture and in art in Arabia in the
centuries preceding Islam than Creswell supposed.

Had Creswell been able to give more consideration to
Arabia, what would he have added to his corpus of early
Islamic monuments? Most Islamic buildings in San‘a’,
Mukha, Zabid, Ta’izz, Jidda, or Bahrain would have
been excluded by Creswell’s terminus date — the year
935 — to Early Muslim Architecture. Nevertheless there
would have been a number of buildings that could have
been added. The most prominent include the jami¢ of
San‘’,* the Jawatha mosque in al-Ahsa’, the mosque
of “Umar b. al-Khattab in al-Jawf, perhaps the mosque
of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib in Khaybar,* and a dam of Mu‘a-
wiya b. Abi Sufyan near Ta’if.*' The very early mosque
at Quba’ may also retain enough of its early structure to
have been included.* The Darb Zubayda hajj route
from Kufa to Mecca abounds in watertanks, mosques,
and other buildings at present attributed to the Abbasid
period.* These alone would have greatly increased the
number of buildings in Creswell’s corpus. In Mecca it-
self there is the aqueduct attributed to Harun al-Rash-
id’s wife Zubayda, and which deserves inclusion.**
Even this brief summary represents a marked increase
in the corpus of early Islamic monuments in Arabia that
was known to Creswell.

A final observation may be made. Creswell concen-
trated on standing monuments, often in isolation from
their archaeological context. Yet Arabia is poor in such
monuments, generally because of the fragility of the
building materials used and the extremes of the climate.
While the rest of the Islamic world has many standing
buildings from all periods, Arabian Islamic sites tend to
be accessible only by excavation. To this extent, Cres-
well’s approach with its stress on monuments would not
have been appropriate to much of the peninsula. The
study of most Arabian Islamic sites in the future will
tend to be a matter of excavation, using the techniques
of the archaeologist and ideally of the paleoarchae-
ologist rather than those of the architectural historian.
Such an archaeological approach is one which should
be expanded throughout the Islamic world, since stress
on monuments alone gives overly much weight to one
aspect of a site’s evidence. In some countries the wealth
and number of intact buildings seem to prevail against
such an approach, but in Arabia there will be little
choice in the matter. With the exception of the standing
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monuments of Yemen, few of the Islamic antiquities of
Arabia can be studied except through excavation.
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