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Mos~uE OF AMRU. 

Old Cairo contains the first building, which was erected, in any country, 
by the di.Jciples of Mahomed for the general duties of their faith. It was 

bnilt under directions of Amru, the son of Nasi, in the year twenty-one of 

the Hejira, immediately after his conquest of Egypt in the Khalifat of 

Omar. In it the armed converts of the Ar11.bian reformation were to be as

sembled, to hear the 1_erinons of their chief against the prevailing idolatry, 

and to receive the comfnands of the successors of their apostle for the proa

ecution of divine. fe~geance upon idolatrous and schismatic Clmsten

dom. To accomml'ldate preachers was the chief object of the building; but 

tlae convenience ofworshrppers as well as of hearers was to be com1id1-red. 

The mosque erected for these purposes is a large quadrangle, surrounded 

on all sides externally by a plain wall, and internally by a colonnsde of 

many rows of piUar.J, which being roofed over affords protection from the 

heat of the sun; the whole of the enclosed quadrangle being a large open 

court. In the centre of the court is a fountain, by which the worshippers 
are made secure of a sufficient supply of water, which the apostle had de

termined to be ali. but indispenaable for orthodox worship. In the eastern 

wall is an arched recess, which is the melra.h, toward3 which the wonhip-
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pen direct themselves. The colonnade on this side contains many more 
rows of pillars than on the other sides of the quadrangle; so that a much 
larger apace is there roofed over: for here on account of the mehrab, the 
.Mahomedan11 offer their devotions; ar.d the pulpit being near the mehrab, 
it is here also that they assemLle to heaf preaching. The mehrab is essen
tial ton Mahometlan place of worship; for Mahomedans not assembling for 
cong~gational worship as Jews and Christians, but each individual offering 
himself at the stated times of appointed prayers by and th1ough himself, it 
becomes necessary to preserve u!lity of spirit, among those who pray, by 
directing their thoughts towards one point in the building; which, being to
wards Mekka, may continually present to their mind.i the one apostle whose 
commands they obey, the one God whom they worship, and the reform of 
corruptions which ought to be the one object of their zeal. 

These parts, viz. the open quadrangle with enclosing colonnades deep
ened on the Mekka side, the central fountain, and the melirab, are common 
to every mosque in Cairo, and I believe to every mosque elsewhere, which 
is originally of Muslim construction. They are all necessary results of 
the peculiarities of the religion, and the general plan of Amrn's mosque 
must be that of all others until mosques cease to be built. But the details 
of the architecture in this edifice differ much from those in other mosques. 

The shafts of the pillars are all round, some of alabaster, and others of 
various stone. A black pillar, near the mchrab, is said to have been brought 
from Mekka, and there is shewn upon it an impres.iion said to be of Ma
homed's hand. Be t~is as it may, the pillars in general are evidently the 
spoil from more ancient edifices of Greek or Roman architecture: for put 
upon the shafts in a most rude manner are capitals of various kinds, the 
greater number being modifications of the Corinthian. These capitals are 
for the most part exceedingly beautiful, and indicate their having been 
wrought by bands much more skilful than those which have so barbarously 
cemented them to their present shafts. The shaft3 are in general without 
bases. Some shafts are supported by a single square plinth; and some 
short sh:ifts are supported by very tall bases. The Mekka pillar is sur
mounted by a sculpture (fig. 4,) which is immediately recognized as an 
antique base ; nor is this a singular instance of a base mfaplaced for a ca
pital. In short, a walk round the quadrangle is sufficient to cause full 
conviction, that the architect required for his roof supports of equal 
height, that he robbed the existing temples and palaces for materials, that 
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be apoiled many capitals in pulling down the works of better architects, BO 

that he was obliged to make some of the bases do for capitals, and thus 
was obliged to make his average height a capital and a shaft, that some 
of his pillars were broken, and becoming too short be then put a plinth 
under them, and that when he had only a portion of a pillar he was ne
cessitated to build up se1"eral antique bases to make a sufficiently high base 
in the new structure. 

In order to give some idea of the beauty oftbe misused sculptures, and 
to explain the internal evidence that the architect of the mosque could not 
have been the deviser, or competent in any degree to understand the value 
of his materials, I have made a sketch of one of t!ie capitals (fig. 6). 

Whenever a single pillar is not strong enough to support the masonry 
raised above it, two are placed very close to one another. This occurs at 
the entrance, where the pillars are sufficiently apart to allow a thin man 
to pass between them. Another instance is at the north-east comer of the 
quadrangle, at the entrance of a small chamber, which is skid to have con
tained the tomb ofa son of Amru. 

Each capital is surmounted with a plinth of brick. 
These brick plinths support a mass of brick, whose horizontal section ia 

a square, and whose vertical section is nearly a double square ; and as this 
mass must be hereafter referred to, I shall call it the stilt.• 

The supercolumns support horse-shoe arches, which are longitudinal, 
or parallel to the walls of the quadrangle. A row of columns, therefore, 
with their arches form an isolated range; which supporting the roof is quite 
unconnected to and unstrengthened by the next row, or by the external 
wall, just as the pier walls of a church without a roof: and as euch a row 
of columns, with their arches, will require often to be mentioned, I shell 
speak of them hereafter as pier walls. A II the arches are alike, and rest 
upon the stilts; whose breadth is greater than that of the arch walls, but 
less than the interval between the extremities of two adjacent horse-shoe 
arches. 

The stilts are not always of the dimensions above described : for in
stance, on the north side of the tomb of the son of Omar, the pillars being 
unusually short, and the span of the horse-shoe arches unusually sm3lJ, it 
became necessary to gain the required height by lengthening the stilts, 
which here are longer than the pillars. 

• I am indebted for this term Lo Mr. Clarke. 
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The arches support a ftat roof of wood. 
There are two mehrabs. They are both archL'CI recesses in _the wall, and 

the arches are pointed. The masonry is very rude, being of small pieces 
of marble put together without any order. Each of Amru's companions 
is said to hve placed one piece with his own hand .. 

These are not the only instances in this mosque of the po1nLeu arch. 
Over th!! two arches which are on the northern side of the tomb of Am
ru's son, there are four small openings with pointed arches. 

The external wall is quite plain, 1md without any openings besides the 
doorways. 

The principal entrance is to the west. The minaret at this doorway 
is covered with a rather acute conical cap. 

The most striking appearances in this mosque are explained by the 
history of the conquest. A wild army of Arabian robbers conquered and 
plundered a wealthy and civilized country; and, incapable ohppreciating 
the beauty of structures existing before them, applied their materials to 
any urgent use. Their chief requiring a building, in which his soldiers 
might conveniently assemble, it became necessary to prott:ct them from 
the sun ; it was proper to cover and roof in a sufficient space round and 
about the enclosure. Pillars from the neighbouring edifices were taken 
to support the simplest form of roof-a ftat roof. But the pillars were 
not high enough; and the semi-circular arch was that which was almost the 
only arch then in use: as this would have raised the roof considerably but 
not sufficiently, the horse-shoe arch was therefore invented, ad giving a 
much greater height with the same span. The figure is ugly for the pur
pose, but probably the dissimilarity of it to the round Roman arch recom
mended it to the reforming spirit of the barbarians. Still sufficient height 
was not gained; and the monstrous stilts were inserted between the co
lumns and the spring of the arches. 

This mosque has ever since been regarded as a most sacred edifice 
and has been continually repaired. Monslema bin Mokhad extended it 
eastward,aud built the four minarets, Hejira 21. Abdel Aziz enlarged it 
eastward in Hijira 79. The Khalif W alid (who is celebrated as a builder 
and converted the church of Saint John at Damascus into the well known 
moeque) roofed it.. A new pulpit, four gates, the treasury, and a fifth gate 
were added in Hejira 92. It was injured by fire in Hej. 275, but restored 
by Kamourieh, who added the present fountain and a portico. But I am 
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fully persuaded that none of these repairs and additions have affected the 
architectural character of the building as originally designed. Now, indeed, 
by order of Lbe present pasha, it is undergoing repairs which are entirely 
rernlutionizing it. 

The general plan of a mosque, the horse-shoe arch, and th~ stilts ori
ginated then in a desire to erect, at the least expense, the most convenient 
meeting-house for the Arab army of Amru. He was probably his own 
architect, and history would not lead us to expect, from the destroyer of 
the Alexandrian library, much elegance or grandeur of design. 

MOSQUE OF AHMED. 

A mosque was erected by Ahmed bin Toulon, who is also called Ka
mourieh, about Hejira 261, in a style entirely different from that of 
Amru. 

The large quadrangle with its covered colonnades around is essential 
to a mosque. And in Egypt, where there is little or no rain, it would be 
a waste both of skill and expense to construct any but flat roofs. The 
arch abo is universally used for the support of the beams, so that pier 
walls are essential. So simple a structure admits of little variety but in the 
details of the pier walls. In Ahmed's mosque the arches are not supported 
by columns, but by c.1bical masses of brick work. The height of the mass 
is to its long:tudinal breadth in the proportion of three to two, and the 
transverse breadth is also great. I mean by longitudinal breadth.the 
breadth in the direction of the pier walls; and by transverse breadth, that 
at right angles to the same. These massive piers are plastered perfectly 
plain except at the edges, where they are slightly relieved by pilasters. 
These pilasters hare no bases ; but they have capitals of foliage which is 
quite flat, being worked in plaster, and hence lose the object of capitals for 
want of depth of shadow. (See fig. IO). 

The plaster is very inferior, and it must not be supposed to convey 
any of the effect of the beautiful chunam work of lr.dia. 

These piers support pointed horse-shoe arches, whose height equal that 
of the pier. A broad border of flat foliage, or chain work in plaster, fol
lows the arch, and is continued across the pier from the spring of one 
arch to the spring of the adjacent arch. The vertex of the border reaches 
nearly the top of the pier wall. The great breadth of the pier causes a 
vast space between the arches, which would have had a very naked ap-
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pearance notwithstanding the border, had uot the architect filled it up with 
a lancet window, in the centre, and circular openings, one on each side of 
the window. 

The front pier wall is surmounted by a battlement, the design of which 
will be besj understood by the figure. 

The central fountain is enclosed in a square building surmounted by a 
cupola. The upper part of the square building is formed into two octa
gons, in order to destroy the abruptness which would be caused by the 
immediate transition from a square to a circular shape. 

We have an historical account for the eccentricity and faqlts of this 
mosque. The rulers of Egypt, under the Baghdad Khalifs, had in Ahmed's 
time become powerful and wealthy :.as a consequence of wealth, they wish
ed to leave behind them monuments which might perpetuate their memo
ries. Mahomedan architecture presented nothing worthy of being imi
tated, nothing capable of improvement; still a strong prejudice against 
every thing of Christian or of Pagan use was an insuperable bar against 
adopting the style either of churches or of temples. Ahmed. had long 
been perplexed with these difficulties, when at length a Christian prisoner 
off'ered the plan of a mosque, which was acknowledged by the Mahomedau 
court to be equally beautiful and free from religious objection. 

As seen in the building, which is even now little injured by time, the 
characteristics, which may have been adopted from Amru's mosque are, 

let the general plan. 
2nd the horse-shoe arch. 
3rd the small pointed arch. 

And the novelties, which the architect introduced, are, 
ht the pointed horse-1hoe arch. 
2nd the substitution of piers for pillars. 
3rd the foliage and chain work in plaster. 
4th the octagonal ornaments in the battlements. 
5th the round ornaments in the wall. 
6th the transition from square to round by ineans of the octagon. 

TOMBS. 

Mahomedan tombs are another class of religious buildiugs which, be

ing more numerous and not being so liable to repairs or alterations in ages 
subsequent to their erection, promise a larger amount of historical .infor
mation. There is generally a tomb, or more than one tomb, erected at the 
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northeast and southeast angles of a mosque ; but the tombs, to which 
reference is now made, are not subordinate parts of a mosque. They 
are iodependt!nt !:'f other uses than the service of the dead; a small space 
only being left, on the east side, for worship, and which I suppoee is only 
used for offering up prayers for the dead. The ground plan of Kela
oun·s tomb will suffice to give an idea of all. In figure 23, D D D, are 
thl' three western doors; K is the mehrab; T is the coffin enclose:l by rails, 
which are marked by the dotted lines ; S S SS are square piers ; PPP II 
round pillars which with the square pier!! support the roof. These tombs 
are always entirely roofed over. 

In the mo~ques and tombs, which I examined, I found no architec
tural characters, which were not essentially the same as those abc.ve de
scribed; but. the principles, which originated in the mosques of Amru and 
Ahmed, developed and underwent great modifications in subsequent years. 
To understand these it will be convenient to consider in order:-

1 Arches. 
2 Piers and pillars, pilasters and capitals. 
3 Pediment!. 
4 Corbel supports. 
5 Roofs, vaulting and cupolas. 
6 Windows. 
7 Geometrical ornaments. 

THE ARCH. 

The pointed arch is to be seen in buildings of every date. Whether the 
pointed openings in Amru's mosque are a part of the original structure, 
may be doubted; but the pointed mehrab certain!y is, for it could not have 
been introduced into the wall of which it forms the lowest part. Repairs 
and additions have been· recorded above; but among these the only one 
which could have affected the mehrab is the extension eastward >:y !\fous
lema bin Mokhad. If the me/irab was tf.en built, it i11 of no co1.1sequence 
to the present argument, for this alteration is stated to have been in the 
sam • year as the erection of the mosque. It is likely enough, however, 
that. by this extension eastwart! is meant an enlargement of the eastern co
lonnade, which is more likely to have bet.n enlarged inwardly than 011tward
ly, 11 the increase in the number of pier walls in.wardly would have beeia 
efl'ected wiLhout any di!turbance of the previously eiiating walls ; and ii 



126 ObaenHJtiona on the .Mahomedan Architecture in Cairo. [J.tN. 

this supposition is correct, Moualema did not build the outer wall in which 
the meltrab is. I do not remem her a round arched meltrab in any one of the 
tombs; and as there is nece~saril y a mehrab in every tomb, and as it is very 
improbable that any alteration should ever be made in a tomb, or indeed 
any repair beyond what i3 abRolutely necessary to preserve it, this would 
prove that the pointed arch is co-eval with tombs. But on a hill not far 
from the mosque of Amrn is a tomb, (said to contain the remains of 
Abu Saad el Ghazi) in which the architecture is so similar to that of the 
mosque, that it seems impossible to deny it an equally early date. It is 
built with the same rudeness, and with like materials from more antique 
buildings. Its minaret is similar; its arches are round horse-shoe; cer
tain piers also, which are substituted for columns, afford strong evidence of 
antiquity, as will be explained under the proper head. None of the architec
tural l'haractera, which are known to be oflate date, are to be seen; and 
this tomb has a pointed mehrab. Some Arabic scholar may determine the 
age of A bu Saad el Ghazi, but the above marks will hardly allow a doubt 
as to the date about which his tomb was erected. Ahmed bin Toulon 
uses the pointed arch very freely; and we henceforth find it commonly 
used in all ages. 

The origin of the horse-shoe arch has been lllready accounted for; and 
the general principle upon which Ahmed's mosque was designed, explains 
why the pointed and horse-shoe character were there combined. But the 
horse-shoe arch is so very ungraceful, that subsequent architects dispensed 
with it; for they observed that the use of the horse-shoe, in increasing the 
ratio of the height to the span, is equally well accomplished by the pointed 
arch, which form Ahmed's mosque had now made fashionable. Hence in 
the mosque of Muiz (whom I suppose to bet.he first Fatamite Khalif who 
established the seat of his government at Cairo), the pier arches are pointed 
bntnot horse· shoe. The arch is a blunt arch, h:iving its centre3 somewhere 
about the quarterir.g of the span. But to increase the height the super
columns are more lengthened than in the mo~que of Amru, and their ~ides 
made continuous with the eurves of the arch. The effect is good; and the 
pier wall of Muiz (fig. 7) is in its design a carrying out and improvement 
upon the pier wa!ls '.Joth of Kamourieh (fig. 9) and that of Amru (lig. l ). 

The arches in other and later buildings a~e both pointed and round, 
without any decided preponderance of either form. 

The pointed arch i~ either equilatel'!Jl or obtuse. I remember no i.n
iltaDce of an acute arch. 
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PIERS, PILLARS, PILASTERS AND CAPITALS. 

For 3upports the Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians, had used only co
lumns, anti almo3t always round columns. Ahmed, in his zeal against 
ancient architecture, invented the square pier ; decorated as it was with 
pilasters however it did not please ; and it has been aeldom adopted in 
subsequent buildings. Muiz imitated Amru, and borrowed round co
lumns and capitals from the temples and palaces of unbelievers. He im
proved however upon his example, by raising all the shafts upon neat and 
uniform bases. Each base consists of a square plinth, a few inches thick, 
supported by a cube, which may be two feet high; no mouldings enrich them 
or round off their edges; but they have the good quality of neatness which 
is sadly wanting in Amru's mosque. 

In the mosques of the Khalif Hakim and of Sultan Bakok, Ahmed's 
principle has been observed ; but a new contrivance has been made to a
void the round pillars and capitals of other faiths. Ahmed's architect 
felt the necessity of rounding off the vertical angles, which he effected by 
means of pilasters, and was certainly guilty of off'.ence against the grand 
principle. Hakim and Bakok avoided even this b>; si~ply cutting off 
the angles of the square piers,. so as to form an octagonal pier, and escaped 
the necessity both of capital and of base, by rounding off the upper and 
lower ends of the octagon into hollows, as shewn in figure 14. Although 
so much more plain than Ahmed's pier, yet this has much the better 
effect; for its height and diameter are brought much nearer to class!cal pro
portion. 

We find the same struggle to avoid infidel models in pillars through 
every age. Kelaoun has used, for the main support of his cupola, large 
square piers ornamented with horizontal mouldings, mosaic, and various 
colors. At the edges they are ornamented with round pilasters, which 
have capitals and bases of the most fantastic device, gaily painted with 
red, green, and yellow. Pillars and pilasten of this strange character serve 
various purposes in this tomb; their beauty may be appreciated by figures 
17, 18, and 19. · 

Kelaoun's cupola is also partly supported by four round pillan, which 
are surmounted by Corinthian capitals. These pillars are tall, but not 
out of proportion .to their diameter, which I found to be 8 feet 3 inches. 

Kelaoun's son Ashraf seems to have been possessed with the same 
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