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The Change of Caliphate Ideology in the Light of
Early Islamic City Planning

Mirko Novak

Preface

Early Islamic material culture was strongly influenced by the art and architecture
of the Ancient civilisations; many elements were adapted, as is visible in icono-
graphy, style and typology. Modern scholars often focus on the role of Byzantine
and Sasanian traditions (Ettinghausen 1972; Grabar 1977, 277-279 passim; Sourdel-
Thomine / Spuler 1990, 84-88; Schippmann 1993: 131-132; Bier 1993). It is also
well known that these Late Antique civilisations emerged from a long process of
adaptation and transformation of the preceding cultures of Ancient Mesopotamia
and Iran on the one hand as well as those of Greece and the Roman Empire on the
other (Knauth / Nadjmabadi 1975; Fauth 1979; Frye 1983; Ahn 1992; Rashad 1996).
Considering these influences, it is surprising that relatively few studies have tried to
analyse the Ancient Mesopotamian and Iranian influences in Early Islamic art and
architecture.'

Since even the material basis of Islamic culture in Ancient Mesopotamian ci-
vilisation is often neglected it is no surprise that also its intellectual, ideological
and political roots in pre-Hellenistic societies have been nearly completely ignored.
Almost no connection is sought between political concepts of Ancient Near Eastern
and Islamic states, and no attempt has been undertaken to compare the similar ways
in which ideological messages were presented in art and architecture.

To cite two examples: The themes of the “royal hunt” and the “garden scene” in art
and literature are well attested as far back as the Early Sumerian Period (2nd half of
the 4th Millennium BC). They expressed two of the main duties of the king by stres-
sing the pastoral and the agricultural roots of this civilisation. The creation of huge
gardens with botanical sections, landscape parks and hunting areas, the “artificial pa-
radise”, by Mesopotamian rulers stood in a close relation to these ideological concepts

I The lack of comparative studies in the transmission of elements of material culture may
be mainly a result of the strict distinction between (ancient) Near Eastern and Islamic
Archaeology in modern universities. Another reason is surely the Islamic claim that the
Muslim community has created a completely new society and civilisation without influence
from older cultures — a claim, which has been accepted by many modern scholars.
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(Novak 2002). The hunting and garden scenes as topics in visual art as well as the
architecture of the paradise gardens were both adapted by nearly all Near Eastern
civilisations until modern times; nevertheless, their semiotic messages throughout
the periods were never considered to be coherent features in a continuing tradition
(Elsen-Novak / Novak 2005).

The second example is the physical layout of the Madinat as-Salam in Bagdad. It
has been often stressed that it was a copy of many Sasanian cities like Veh-ArdahSir
or Ardahsir-Hurre (Creswell 1989; Meinecke 1996b, 144f.; Wirth 1997). The ideolo-
gical concept of the “circular city” as a symbol of Islamic power and the axis mundi
is generally accepted (Grabar 1977, 75). It should be reasonable to discuss if not only
the idea of a circular city but also its ideological background, and the concept of city
planning as expression of ideology, go back to Ancient Near Eastern times. Program-
matic city planning was, after all, well developed by the time of the Assyrian Empire.

In the following paper, which is dedicated to Michael Roaf, a scholar of impres-
sively broad interests and competences, I will focus on Early Islamic city planning
which helps to demonstrate how the political concepts changed in the first two Isla-
mic centuries and how this change was expressed in the material culture. Since many
of the ideas and elements were the result of a long development beginning with the
Assyrian, Babylonian and Persian empires, [ will start with a brief overview of the
Mesopotamian and the later Persian kingship ideologies and city planning princip-
les. Following that, the change of the Caliphate ideology as reflected in some special
architectonic features will be sketched.

Prelude: Ideological city planning in ancient Mesopotamia

Kingship ideologies in the ancient Near East

The predominant principle of Babylonian kingship ideology from the end of the 3rd
millennium BC onwards was the “able ruler” (Edzard 197275, Lambert 1974, Rollig
1981, Maul 1995, Maul 1999, Cancik-Kirschbaum 1995, Franke 1995, Selz 1998 and
Pongratz-Leisten 1994). This signifies that the king, in theory, was qualified prima-
rily by his particular capabilities, his personal charisma, more than by genealogy. t0
fulfil his God-given mandate to rule. Of course, ideology and reality were generally
distinctive. Babylonian kingship was never based on a real “meritocracy”.

The king’s two pre-eminent duties were, first, to ensure a successful harvest —
mostly by taking care of the important irrigation channels — and, second, to protect
the herds of domesticated animals against wild beasts and enemies. As a result, the
archetype of the “royal gardener and hunter” was developed in literature and aft
(Fauth 1979; Galter 1989). Furthermore, the king was responsible for building activi-
ties, especially of “public” buildings such as temples, palaces and defensive walls as
well as the renovation of cities themselves (Lackenbacher 1982). He had to guarante€
the social order as well as the security of the community against foreign enemies.
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Most of the duties of the Assyrian king were comparable to those of his Babylonian
counterpart. The traditional archetype of the “royal gardener and hunter”, for example,
was adapted in literature and art. Based on his role as isSiakkum “governor” and sangu
“high priest” of the god Assur, the ruler of Assyria became a kind of “priest-king” of an
extended empire. He supervised the property of the national god, who was considered
the “true king” of the city and the nation. Furthermore, he was the interlocutor between
humans and gods. In contrast to the Babylonian ruler, he unified the spiritual and se-
cular power. In addition, the god AsSur obliged him to wage war against all enemies of
the god, city and state of ASSur, causing war to become an instrument of legitimation.

The Iranian concept of kingship as held by the Achaemenids, Parthians and
Sasanians show some striking similarities to the Assyrian one (Knauth / Nadjmabadi
1975; Fauth 1979; Ahn 1992; Wiesehofer 1993). It was focused on the figure of the “cha-
rismatic king” as the earthly representative of the main god Ahuramazda / Ohrmuzd,
and the archetype of the “royal gardener and hunter” was adapted in visual art and
literature.

In spite of the many differences in the various kingship ideologies of Mesopo-
tamia, some striking similarities can be seen. A few aspects may have passed from
dynasty to dynasty as a symbolic act of tradition and continuity; others were ta-
ken over unconsciously, and prove thereby their vivid and fundamental reality in
Mesopotamian or Near Eastern consciousness. The idea of the “royal gardener and
hunter”, for example, ultimately refers to the agricultural and pastoral origins of Me-
sopotamian society. Even if its adaptation by Iranian and — later — by Islamic leaders
was a conscious procedure as part of their ideological programmes, the mythological
and historical background was surely no longer understood. The “charisma” of the
ruler, emphasising his special relationship to the god, is one of the most persistent
features of Near Eastern kingship ideologies up until modern times.

The semiotic programme of royal cities in the ancient Near East

One of the means of expressing the legitimacy of the king was the renovation and
re-creation of the major cities of his kingdom or parts of them. In special periods the
foundation of new capitals or residential cities was used as an act of demonstration
of power.

Seen from semiotic methodology, “culture” is a kind of communication, and each
phenomenon of it — including art and architecture — is a “system of signs” which is
intended to transmit a message. This means that ideology — as a political message —
could also have been expressed throughout the shape and the structure of a new foun-
ded city. The sender of the message is the ruling political system and the architect is
the medium that creates the “language”. The receivers of the message are, on the one
hand, the gods (or the one God in the case of Christianity or Islam), before whom the
king had to justify himself, and, on the other hand, the human dependants who would
thereby recognise the legitimate reign of the king. A psychological means of trans-
mission is to be seen here: through the common perception of the urban milieu in
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daily life, the inhabitants or visitors of a city reflect the design of its structure. Special
axes, presented by the alignment of the streets, and important buildings symbolise
the cosmological order. Significant urban elements are either emphasised or hidden,
due to the underlying concept and ideological programme.

In the Ancient Near East several layouts of cities were created based on special
ideological concepts. In addition to those with irregular shapes, settlements with
rectangular or circular forms were constructed. The literary sources suggest that
appropriate city forms were chosen according to pre-existing images concerning the
spatial structure of the universe. This was the case in all societies that defined their
capitals as an axis mundi. In pre-Hellenistic Mesopotamia rectangular shapes were
preferred, in Iran at least in some cases circular ones. The model of rectangular city-
layouts was the image of the kibrat erbettim “four corners of the world” (Maul 1997,
124) whereas the ones of the circular cities were the “Kasvar-circle” (Brentjes 1981)
and the Mandala.

The Assyrian kings in the Middle and Neo-Assyrian periods were very active in
shifting the political centre — the “horizontal axis” (Maul 1997) of the empire into
newly founded capitals. Meanwhile, the city of Assur, the old core of the empire, with
the main temple of the national god AsSur remained the cultic centre — the “vertical
axis”.

The Assyrian residential city, the al Sarriti “city of kingship”, had a rectangular
shape and was surrounded by huge artificial “paradise-gardens” with the idea of
representing all the zoological and botanical species in the universe. A citadel at its
periphery, where the royal palaces as well as the main temples were situated, domi-
nated the city. The distance between the dwelling quarters of the common people in
the lower town and the public buildings above stressed the nearly supernatural positi-
on of the king. He, as the main priest and representative of the god AsSur and the sar
kibrat erbettim “king of the four quarters (of the world)”, lived in his ekallu “palace”
high above the city itself, close to the bitii, “houses” of the gods. The palace was the
Subat Sarriti “seat of kingship” built ana tabrat kissat nist “for the astonishment of
all peoples” (Winter 1993). The public buildings were visible from outside as well
as inside the city, so that everybody could appreciate the political and ideological
message: the palace dominated the city on one side, representing the king’s power
over the citizens; on the other side it overlooked the “paradise” gardens, reflecting
the king’s right to the entire universe. The city was a symbol of'the charismatic king,
the creator of the city and of the artificial paradise gardens. It was the horizontal axis
and the seat of terrestrial political power.

In Babylonia the concept of founding a residential city was not a predominant preoc-
cupation of the king — with the exception of Agade built in the late 3rd Millennium and
Dir-Kurigalzu built in the middle of the 2nd. Instead, Babylon as the “vertical and
horizontal axis” (Maul 1997) of the world, the “bond of lands” (George 1997), was
inherited by the Late Babylonian kings as a way to represent the God-given world
order (Novak 1999, 388-391).
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Babylon in its Late Babylonian structure (6th century BC) demonstrated a syn-
thesis between traditional Babylonian and adopted Assyrian building principles. In
accordance with the Babylonian concept of the “temple city”, the main temple of the
city-god Marduk lay at the centre of the capital. The main axis of the street system
connected the gates with the central temple, which was thus located at the main
junction. The shape of the city was rectangular, and, as the axis mundi, symbolised
the world with its “four corners”. The “navel of the world” on its vertical and hori-
zontal axis — the temple of the city and national god Marduk — dominated the city
and therefore the whole universe. Each inhabitant or visitor to Babylon could see this

architectural agenda from either the outside or the
7 inside. The temple Esangil and the ziggurrat Ete-
; menanki were visible from all main streets of the
city and served in daily life as the most important
points of orientation within the city. The Assyrian
influence led to the creation of a “paradise gar-
den” — the so-called “Hanging Gardens” (Bichler /
Rollinger 2002) — and to an artificial citadel on the
periphery, where the palaces were situated. This
citadel gave the city for the first time in Babylonia
a bipolar structure with two prominent landmarks.
This symbolised the Babylonian ideology of twin
powers: god and king.

During the Parthian period the principle of the
“circular city”” with a central palace or temple was
created and spread over Iran and Mesopotamia.

s The Sasanians adopted it and surrounded their

Fig. 1 The Sisanian reidentil cities With. huge extramural “paradis.e.gardeps” in
cit 'fA dahSie Hnrte. bUoE the Assyrian and Achaemenid tradition (Fig. 1).
y of Ardahsir-Hurre, y : . ;

king Ardahgir L. (211-240 AD) Four streets connecting four gates, with the public
in the Fars region (drawing by buildings in the centre, created four equal seg-
Gabi Elsen-Novak) ments, the four quarters of the world. The palace
at the centre emphasised the position of the charis-

matic king.

The Iranian dynasties, then, stood in the tradition of Mesopotamian empires with
the “charismatic ruler” in the kingship ideology and also in the programmatic creation
of new cities in order to express a political concept.

|

The artificial Paradise

An urban and architectural element of visualisation of kingship ideology was the royal
garden, the “artificial paradise” (Novak 2002). The Assyrian kings were the first to
Create huge “universal gardens” that consisted of botanical areas, landscape parks
and “zoos” (Wisemann 1983). Those tripartite gardens lay outside the cities close
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to the palaces so that visual contact was possible (Novak 1997: 186—188). Plants and
animals from all known countries were kept inside to illustrate the world dominance
of the Assyrian king and the fertility of the lands he ruled. This was a reflection of the
cities themselves, which were populated by people of all conquered countries. The
“paradise gardens” formed the scenery of the ceremonial royal hunt of wild animals.
Inside the gardens small palaces, the so-called bitanu, were erected “for the leisure of
the majesty”. Open-columned halls in the tradition of the Syrian Ailani formed their
entrances. As the inscriptions reveal, wall paintings or orthostat reliefs decorated
them inside. The gardens served to symbolise aspects of the “royal gardener and hun-
ter”: the botanical section stressed the function as gardener, the hunting areas the one
of the protector of the herds and killer of the wild beasts. The universal character of
the paradises emphasised the claim of the Assyrian king to rule the whole world — to
be the Sar kibrat erbettim “king of the four quarters of the world”.

Fig. 2: The paradise garden and the apadana palaces in Pasargadae, the residential
city of the Achaemenid king Cyros II. (559—530 BC); (from Kawami 1992, 89, Fig. 31)

The kings of the Achaemenid dynasty followed the Assyrian example. Huge pa-
radises, now named with that Persian-Avestic term paeridaéza “enclosure”, surroun-
ded the palaces in Pasargadae (Fig. 2), the first capital (Stronach 1990; Kawami 1992;
Tuplin 1996: 88 passim). As known from literary sources, both botanical gardens and
landscape parks with wild animals were part of it (Fauth 1979: 3; Tuplin 1996: 92)-
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The botanical section was formed as the symmetrical ¢ahar bagh “four gardens”,
divided into four equal quarters. The developed system of the covered ganawat sup-
plied the gardens with water.

With the “artificial paradise” also the ideological concept of the “royal gardener
and hunter” was adapted by the Achaemenid rulers (Fauth 1979). This concept of
ideal kingship fitted very well with the Iranian one (Ahn 1992; Knauth / Nadjmabadi
1975).

The principle of the ¢ahar bagh, which symbolised the four quarters of the world,
was taken over by the Parthians and Sasanians and, finally, by the ‘Abbasids. Well
known examples of Sasanian paradise gardens are Tag-i Bustan, Bisotlin (Kleiss
1996: 110-113) and Qasr-i Sirin (Fig. 3; Stronach 1990: 177; Novak 1996: 359). Even
the famous Taq-i Kisra in Ktesiphon was located inside a huge garden area. In visual
art, a lot of scenes taking place in the royal gardens were produced, all of them sho-
wing the Assyrian tradition.

Throughout the periods from the Assyrian kingdom until the early ‘Abbasid Ca-
liphate “artificial paradises” were part of programmatic city building activities in
the Near East. The paradise gardens are one of the best examples of an architectonic
element showing a tradition carried from Ancient Near East to Islamic times not only
as a physical but also as an ideological feature.

Fig. 3: The Sasanian garden palace Imaret-i Hosrau near Qasr-i Sirin,
built by king Hosrau II (590-628 AD) in the centre of a “paradise garden”
(from Kleiss 1989, Fig. 31b)
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The Development of Caliphate Ideology

In the time of the immediate followers (Halifatu “Caliph”) of the prophet Muhammad,
the idea of the “caliphate” was developed (Hartmann 1987, 100-104 passim). It was
based on the concept that the best Muslim of the umma “community” should be its
imam (religious) “leader”. A true “kingship” on the dynastic principle should be avo-
ided. The caliph should be a male and healthy member of the tribe of the Qurais. The
choice of a new caliph should follow the examples of procedure at the declaration of
the first three caliphs: Abti Bakr was proclaimed spontaneously by the leading mem-
bers of the community, ‘Umar was appointed by his dying predecessor and ‘Utman
was elected by a council, the so-called sira. Nevertheless already the fourth Caliph
‘Al declared himself the imam in a kind of usurpation.

The fifth Caliph Muawiya, from the house of the ‘Umayyads, founded the first Isla-
mic dynasty, which started to take over several traditional aspects of ancient Near Ea-
stern kingship. After some time, the dynastic principle became dominant in the ruling
system of the families of the ‘Umayyads and ‘Abbasids as well as in the most important
Islamic opposition, the family of the ‘Alids that was supported by the Si‘a (Halm 1988).

During the reign of the first caliphs, the imam, the leader of the Islamic community,
was a mugtahid and responsible for the correct interpretation of the religious orders.
After the “gate of the igtihad” was closed, he was subordinated to the igma®, the “con-
sensus” of the fugaha (sg. fagih “scholar”) and the ‘ulama’ (sg. ‘alim “scientist”). He
had no real religious authority and he could not change any of the Islamic rules (Houra-
ni 199291

Beside this function, the caliph was the amir al-mu’minin, the “commander of the
believers”. He was the political and military defender of the dar as-salam, the Islamic
“world of peace” and gihad fighter against the pagan or Christian dar al-harb “world
of war”. His official title was halifatu rasil’ Allah “representative of the prophet of
God”.

During the Islamic “Golden Age” of the late ‘Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid em-
pire, the ideology of the Caliphate was fundamentally transformed. Moving towards
the original concept of a human imam religious “leader” or “principal” of the Islamic
community, the caliph became more and more an absolute ruler. Starting with the late
‘Umayyads, the caliphs adapted the court ceremonials of the Byzantine emperor and
the Sasanian Sahansah. The description of an audience of Byzantine ambassadors at
the court of the Caliph al-Muqtadir gives a good impression of the elaborated court ce-
remonial (Grabar 1977, 242-244). The aim was to hide the caliph not only from foreign
visitors but even from his own subjects.

Even the title of the caliph suggests this ideological transformation by its new form
halifatu Allah “representative of God” instead of halifatu rasiil’ Allah “representative
of the prophet of God”. Though just one word of the original title was left out, a fun-
damental change was expressed: Like the charismatic king of the Ancient Near East
the Caliph now was the representative of God on earth and the intercessor between
humans and God.
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As an argumentative instrument for the ideological increase of the position of
the Caliph the doctrine of the mu‘tazila was officially supported (Hartmann 1987:
39). The Sunnite mu‘tazila was founded in Basra by the two mutakallimiin Abu’l-
Hudail al-’Allaf and al-Nazzam under the influence of the atavistic religions of Mani
and Mazdak. With the help of logic and dialectic the scholars tried to elaborate the
dogmatic discussion (kalam). One of the principles was the Qadariya, the freedom of
human to decide between good and evil without divine predestination. Furthermore,
the imam as a real religious authority should be prior to the igma“ of the scholars.

This last point was the reason why the mu ‘tazila became so popular with some of
the ‘Abbasid Caliphs: With the help of this doctrine their position as imam was in-
creased as the highest religious authority, almost reaching that of a prophet. The main
supporter of the mu‘tazila was al-Ma’muin. He founded the Dar al-Hikma in Bagdad
and ordered the translation of philosophical treatises from Greek and Latin. His suc-
cessor al-Mu‘tasim, who shifted his political capital into the new residential city of
Samarra’ (Novak 1995), and after him al-Watiq continued supporting the mu‘tazila
as official doctrine of the Islamic state. The famous gadr al-qudat Ibn Abi Da’id was
one of the main representatives of the mihna, a kind of inquisition of the mu ‘tazila.

At last, the pressure of orthodox Muslims led by Ahmad ibn Hanbal forced the
Caliph al-Mutawakkil to return to traditional Sunnite doctrine and to abolish the
mu‘tazila.

Nevertheless, this attempt shows that the ‘Abbasid Caliphs tried to increase their
position in the ideological concept of the Islamic state. Even if the attempts of the
‘Abbasid Caliphs to attain a greater religious power failed — the main authorities
remained the Qur’an and the Sunna of the prophet Muhammad — the Caliph conti-
nued claiming to be the “Representative of God” on earth. As such, his duty was to
guarantee the order of Islam.

The original idea of the imam:
the development of the early Islamic city

The house of the prophet in Madina was the first (unofficial) centre of the newly foun-
ded community (Grabar 1977, 109). During the reign of the first three Caliphs Madina
remained both political centre and the house of the prophet the main congregation
mosque (Sourdel-Thomine / Spuler 1990, 139).

Meanwhile the power of the Islamic state grew and the fertile regions of the Near
East came under its control. The first urban foundations of Muslims were military
Camps, the so-called amsar on the banks of the Euphrates and the Nile (Al-Sayyad
1991, 43), They served as seats of the regional governments for the invaded areas. By
building new centres, the nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes of the Arabs avoided the
eXisting capitals like Ktesiphon (called al-Mada’in “the cities” by the Arabs), Dama-
SCus or Alexandria. The most prominent examples of military camps were al-Kiifa
(Djait 1986) near the ancient city of Babylon, Basra at the shore of the Persian Gulf
and Fustat, the core of later Cairo in Egypt.
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The inner structure of al-Kiifa, as a representative model of these camps, was do-
minated by a strict segregation between the various Arab tribes that settled inside the
camp (Fig. 4; Al-Sayyad 1991, 55). Each tribe inhabited one of the #igag “quarters”,
separated by 15 manahig “alleys” and a number of zugag “lanes”. A large square in
the centre of the town, named as-Sahah or ar-Rahba, was used as congregation area
and market. It enclosed the great mosque and the adjacent governor’s palace, the Dar
al-"Imara “House of Rule” (Creswell 1989, 9; al-Jannabi 1983, 220). The founder and
first governor of al-Kufa, Sa‘d ibn Abl Waqqas, built the Bait al-Mal, in which the
treasury of the community was deposed, inside the mosque so that it could easily be
guarded by all Muslims of the town.
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Fig. 4: The Early Islamic military camp of al-Kifa (from Al-Sayyad 1991, 61, Fig. 3.7)

Irrespective of the religion, all sacral buildings, such as temples, churches or
mosques, were gathering points of the communities. Ceremonies and processions
supported their unity. Sacral buildings normally lay in the centre of the cities and
were visible and accessible to all the inhabitants. Also the mosque of Kiifa was the
most extended and most prominent building of the town while the palace was the se-
cond in size and importance; the two buildings shared a common wall. After a short
period Kiifa was transformed into a real city, like the other military camps. It became
the residence of the fourth Caliph ‘Al1 (Djait 1986, 346f.).
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The newly established empire of the ‘Umayyads shifted its political centre to the
old and traditional city of Damascus. The structure of this city was formed during
the previous periods and only slightly changed by the new power. Nevertheless some
of the predominant planning principles of the ‘amsar were repeated: Close to the
dominating main congregation mosque, which was built at the place of the former
cathedral, the palace of the Caliph was erected (Sack 1989; Al-Sayyad 1991, 86). The
spatial organisation between the two buildings was equal to that at al-Kiifa. The mar-
kets surrounded this ensemble. The Bait al-Mal was still placed in the courtyard of
the mosque. As a new visual symbol of caliphate power a Qubbat al-Hadra’ “Green
Dome” or “Dome of Heaven” (Bloom 1993) was built above the main hall of the
palace. It became the main feature of the Caliphs’ palaces for nearly two centuries.
A similar dome crowned the palace of Haggag ibn Yusuf at al-Wasit, the ‘Umayyad
administration centre of Iraq (Creswell 1989, 40).

The most striking feature both of the early Islamic foundations and of the first
real capital, Damascus, was the close spatial connection between the main congre-
gation mosque and the palace, for the palace appeared as an adjunct building to the
mosque. Together they formed an ensemble in the centre of the town, easily reachable
for all inhabitants. This visually demonstrated that the caliph, like the amir “go-
vernor” in the military camps, was in the first degree the imam of the town who was
responsible for the sutba, the Friday prayer. The distance between ruler and subjects
was relatively short since the believers had free access to the nearby mosque. The fact
that the Bait al-Mal with the treasury of the community was deposed in the mosque
and not in the palace stressed that the umma was economically superior to the imam.

Nevertheless, with the creation of the “Green Dome” as an outer symbol of cali-
phal power, the importance of the Caliph was increased in the physical layout of the
city during the ‘Umayyad rule.

The ambivalent caliphate ideology: Madinat as-Salam

The first climax of the Islamic “residential city” was early ‘Abbasid Bagdad, built on
virgin soil shortly after the ‘Abbasid Revolution (Fig. 5). Even the act of the foundation
of the new political centre was reminiscent of the building programmes of the Assy-
rians, Achaemenids and Sasanians. The inclusion of the toponym into the programme
of the capital was maintained by the name Madinat as-Salam, the “City of Peace”. It
was modelled on the Qur’an image of the Dar as-Salam, the “House of Peace” (Sura
VI, 127), i.e., the part of the world ruled by Islam. Programmatic toponyms of new
founded cities were already known to the Assyrians and the Sasanians (Novak 1999,
383-384).

The outer shape and inner structure of the vanished circular city can be recon-
structed on the base of literary descriptions and the comparison with other similar
cities (Lassner 1970: Duri 1986, 894; Creswell 1989, 229-231; Lombard 1991, 136;
Novak 1999, 242-249, Fig. 43.). Sasanian principles were combined with Early Isla-
mic ones: The circular layout of the new capital followed the example of Sasanian
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cities like Ardahsir-Hurre in the Fars region and Veh-Ardahsir near Ktesiphon (Fig.
1; Novak 1997, 192—193 and 1999, 224-225). The city’s four gates, one facing each
wind direction, and four streets represented the four quarters of the world. Like their
Persian forerunners they symbolised the axis mundi, the civilised and — in this case
— Islamised universe (Grabar 1977, 75; Al-Sayyad 1991, 117; Meinecke 1996a, 168
and 1996b, 144.).
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Fig. 5: Madinat as-Salam, the ‘Abbasid residential city of Bagdad, built by the Caliph
al-Manstr (754-775 AD); (drawing by Gabi Elsen-Novak)

In the centre was the palace with the “Green Dome”, the symbol of power, em-
phasising the position of the Caliph. The Dar ai-Hilafa, the “House of the Caliphate”
carried on the function of the former Dar al-'Imara in the first Islamic foundations.
Close to it lay the main congregational mosque. While in al-Kiifa the mosque was the
dominating building, the palace of Madinat as-Salam exceeded the mosque in siz€
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by far. It seems as if the culminating point of the central arrangement has shifted.
Still, the close connection of palace and main mosque emphasised the function of the
caliph as imam of the umma, the community of Islam.

A vast empty area, the so-called ar-Rahba, surrounded the mosque and the pa-
lace. In this, the patterns both of the Islamic foundation al-Kiifa and of the Sasanian
residential cities were visible. Probably the ar-Rahba was used as a garden area
(Stierlin 1996, 118). The residential quarters were divided into equal sectors. The
inhabitants of the city were drawn from all people living in the Dar as-Salam. In this
way, the city was a microcosm of the Islamic world, just like the quarters of the Arab
tribes in Kafa were, in a more limited way. While the Islamic community was an
Arabic feature during the first years of the expansion, it now had become a universal
religion connecting many peoples all over the world.

An adapted principle was the extramural paradise close to the river. As descrip-
tions show, botanical gardens lay besides hunting parks. Palaces were built inside
these vast areas. As mentioned before, such gardens show a tradition, which goes
back to the Assyrian empire. There and in the following Iranian kingdoms, they
symbolised the royal claim of world rule.

The ‘Abbasid caliphs tried more and more to protect themselves against the frigh-
tening power of the nearly uncontrollable inhabitants of the growing city. The origi-
nally planned intramural markets were settled outside already during the construc-
tion of the city. Later, the inner circle with the palace was fortified (on the change
of the inner structure by transformation of the central space into a “Caliphal Private
Domain” cf. Al-Sayyad 1991, 129, Fig. 5.8.). After a short period the residences of
the caliphs and their families were shifted into the garden palaces. The most promi-
nent one was the Qasr al-Huld, the “Palace of Eternity”. At that point, the Madinat
as-Salam with the extramural garden palaces became a pure copy of Sasanian resi-
dential cities.

The Madinat as-Salam consisted of elements of two planning principles which
became discernible in the architectural combination in the physical layout of the city:
The Islamic one already known from the early military camps, and the Ancient Near
Eastern one adapted from the Sasanians. The connection of congregation mosque
and palace, the “Green Dome” and the ethno-religious segregation of the inhabitants
stood in the tradition of the early Islamic foundations while the circular layout, the
centralisation of the palace and the vast extramural garden areas with huge garden
palaces show Ancient Near Eastern influences.

As a result, the city symbolised two concurring ideological principles: First, the
Islamic idea of the human imam of the community who was responsible for the hutba
and who was accessible to the believers, his subjects. Second, the Ancient Near Ea-
stern concept of the “charismatic king”, the “representative of God on earth”. Even
the foundation of a new capital with a geometrical shape as the axis mundi stressed
his claim of absolute world rule. In the programme of the extramural paradise gar-
dens the idea of the “royal hunter and gardener” was still vivid. The name of the
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capital with its religious connotation was part of the legitimisation. Following that,
the Madinat as-Salam represented an ambivalent Caliphate ideology: on the one side
the human imdam, on the other the “charismatic king”.

The “charismatic king”: Surra-man-ra’a

Many social and political reasons caused the caliphs to shift their residence several
times, e.g. to ar-Raqqa or to Samarra’? The well-known layout of the huge military
camp, the ‘askar Surra-man-ra’a (Northedge 1990) and the architecture of its palaces
show the further development of the caliphate ideology (Fig. 6).

Since the city had no geometrical shape — indeed it had no town wall at all — it
should not be considered to symbolise an axis mundi. Nevertheless the dimensions
of the buildings and the city emphasised the power of the political system with the
Caliph at its head.

The Caliph’s palace was situated in the centre of the city, at the edge of the na-
tural plateau facing the alluvium of the river (Northedge 1993). The main street ran
alongside this edge. South of the palace it sloped into the valley and crossed the
botanical gardens stretching west of the palace. North of the building the street clim-
bed up the plateau again and continued its original alignment along the edge of the
plateau.

A visitor to the palace had to walk first downward into the gardens and cross
them. There he had to turn at a right angle. Behind a large water-filled basin a broad
staircase led to the gate of the palace. Here, in or behind the middle /zwan, the Caliph
used to give his public audiences sitting high above the ordinary people and facing
the gardens. This stressed the distinct distance of the Caliph and his subjects, which
was also enhanced by the complex court ceremonies.

The architecture of the entire palace clearly showed a strong Sasanian influence
with open /iwans giving access to the rectangular audience hall covered by a cupola
(Bier 1993, 57; Novéak 1996, 362-363). This principle was predominant in nearly all
of the known Sasanian palaces, such as Qasr-i Sirin (see Fig. 3; Kleiss 1989).

The gardens inside the building were designed as a double c¢ahar bagh. Although
this was a Persian type of garden it was reminiscent of a Qur’an description of the
supernatural paradise as a double garden (Sura LV, 62).> Neighbouring the palace
was a vast area with hunting parks and racecourses. Inside the parks lay palaces
like the one called al-Musarrahat (Northedge 1990, 22f)). The combination of bota-
nical gardens with geometric shape and landscape parks for the “royal hunt« with
including open garden palaces clearly showed the tradition of Ancient Near Eastern
programmatic paradise gardens.

2 On the reasons cf. Novak 1995. On the history of Samarra’ cf. Herzfeld 1948.
3 In the hadit the paradise is described as having consisted of seven or eight parts (Khoury
— Hagemann — Heine 1991, 610f).
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N Samarra’

Main site area

1 asfe )

Fig. 6: The ‘Abbasid residential city of Surra man ra’a (from Northedge 1990, 4, Fig. 3)
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The Bait al-Mal with the treasury was situated inside the palace in the part called
Dar al-‘Amma “House of the Publicity” (Northedge 1993, 152). This is clear evidence
that all the economic power of the empire now lay in the hands of the Caliph, as op-
posed to ‘Umayyad Damascus where the treasury was deposited in the congregation
mosque. Nevertheless, it was especially this economic power, which eventually made
him a slave of his own military forces (Novak 1995).

Two architectonic features are striking: First, the palaces in Samarra’ were the
first ones without a “Green Dome”, the former symbol of Islamic power. Second, the
close physical connection of palace and mosque was given up. While the original
mosque was situated close to the palace, Caliph al-Mutawakkil gave orders to shift
it away into the vast area of the gardens. For the first time, mosque and palace did
not form an architectural union any more. This suggests that the original concept of
a close relation between the house of the imam and the congregational mosque in
which he held the hutba was no longer vivid.

Several features, like the complete adaptation of Sasanian principles of palace
architecture, the erection of the paradise gardens and the control of the economic
sources by the caliph, made him appear to be an absolute monarch, a “charismatic
ruler” in the Ancient Near Eastern tradition.

Conclusion

The physical relation of several architectonic elements of a city indicates the political
and social order of the ruling system. Changes in the layout of cities may help to
understand the development in the ideological concept of a state or empire. Such is
the case with the early Islamic Caliphate. The shift of the caliphate ideology from
the human imam to the absolute monarch and “charismatic ruler” in the tradition of
Ancient Near Eastern kingship is visible in the early Islamic city planning.

The first Muslim foundations, the military camps like al-Kafa, show a close spa-
tial connection between the main congregation mosque and the palace. The dominant
part of the ensemble was the mosque in which the Bait al-Mal with the treasury of
the community was deposited. The ensemble in the centre of the town was easily
accessible to all inhabitants. The ruler of the town was the imam who was responsible
for the hutba, the Friday prayer.

In Damascus, the capital of the first Islamic dynasty, the same layout was cho-
sen. Although the structure of the city was a result of its long history of occupation,
the position of the congregation mosque and the palace was the same as in al-Kiifa.
While the mosque remained the dominant building of the ensemble in which the Bait
al-Mal was placed, the palace was now more strongly emphasised: The new created
“Green Dome” formed an outer symbol of caliphal power, visible from far away.
With that, the position of the Caliph was increased in the physical layout of the city.
The change of the Halifatu Rasil’ Allah “representative of the prophet of God™ to the
Halifatu Rasal’ Allah “representative of God” had already begun.
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After the ““Abbasid Revolution” a new capital was built: the Madinat as-Salam.
Even the act of the foundation of a new residential city as an axis mundi and the
choice of a programmatic toponym, which bore a political and ideological message,
were reminiscent of ancient Near Eastern programs. While some features of the
layout of the city stood in the tradition of the early Islamic military camps, like
the central ensemble with the close connection of mosque and palace, the city itself
looked very much like a copy of Sasanian capitals. Furthermore, the palace with its
“Green Dome” had become the most extended and the most prominent building. The
Madinat as-Salam reflected two ideological principles: the Islamic idea of the human
imam of the community and the Ancient Near Eastern concept of the “representative
of God on earth”.

With the shift of the political centre to Surra-man-ra’a the visualisation of the
change in caliphate ideology was completed. The huge palaces now were by far the
dominating elements of the whole city layout while the mosque looked subject to
them in size. The connection of the palaces, which were not crowned by a “Green
Dome” anymore, with tripartite paradise gardens in Ancient Mesopotamian tradition
emphasised some adapted principles of Near Eastern kingship ideologies like that
one of the “royal hunter and gardener”. The Bait al-Mal with the treasury of the state
now was deposed in the palace so that the caliph had absolute control over it. The
Caliph of the Islamic empire, the Halifatu Allah “representative of God”, was now an
absolute monarch in the ancient Near Eastern tradition.

In the decades following to the foundation of Surra-man-ra’a and the return of the
government to Bagdad, the ‘Abbasid Caliph came more and more under the control
first of his own military forces and then of foreign rulers. Nevertheless, a lot of dog-
matic treatises produced in the official Madaris of Bagdad stress the role of the Ca-
liph as the religious leader of the community. With the loss of political power the Ca-
liph tried to emphasize his dominant religious position in Islamic society. Probably
the increasing distance between Caliph and his Muslim subjects was responsible for
the fact that the concept of the caliphate became less popular in the medieval world.

Many steps in the transformation of caliphate ideology are reflected by the archi-
tecture of the Caliph’s palaces, the gardens and — most of all — the cities. A similar
observation can be made in the art, which adapted the type of the “royal gardener
and hunter”*

Architecture and art as material keys of immaterial processes may help achieve a
better understanding of the ideological and — connected with that — the social chan-
ges in the development of the early Muslim community. The still vivid intellectual
life of the Ancient Near East influenced the culture of the early Islamic world in an
extended and not often appreciated way.

e 1 AR RIS

4 See for example the Umayyad hunting scene from Qasr al- Hair al-garbi (8th Century AD),
reminiscent on Assyrian and Sasanian motives of the “Royal Hunter” (Sourdel-Thomine /
Spuler 1990, Fig. XIII).
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