THE QUBBAT AL-KHADRA?> AND THE ICONOGRAPHY OF
HEIGHT IN EARLY ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE

IT HAS LONG BEEN KNOWN THAT SEVERAL IMPORTANT
palaces constructed by Muslim rulers in the sev-
enth and eighth centuries had a feature medieval
sources refer to as a qubbat al-khadr@, which is
usually understood in the secondary literature to
mean “agreen dome.” Although K. A. C. Creswell
briefly discussed this feature in his magisterial
works on early Islamic architecture, its impor-
tance was first noted, although not pursued, by
Oleg Grabar over thirty years ago.! A reexamina-
tion of the early Islamic qubbat al-khadr@ shows
that it was a critical link between the palace
traditions of the pre-Islamic Mediterranean lands
and those of later Islamic times.

The earliest example of the qubbat al-khadr@
was built in Damascus during the caliphate of
Uthman (644-56) by Mu‘awiya, later the first
Umayyad caliph. Adjacent to the first congrega-
tional mosque in the city, Mu‘awiya erected a
residence which was referred to as the qubbat al-
khadr@. Itwas built of baked brick and had adoor
which led into the magsiira of the mosque. It was
still standing at the end of the ninth centurywhen
the geographer and historian Ya‘qubi saw it. Ac-
cording to <[lmawi, a sixteenth-century source
quoted by Creswell, a Greek ambassador to
Murfawiya had said upon seeing it, “The upper
part would do for birds and the lower for rats.”
Although Creswell followed <Ilmawi’s late and
probably unreliable account in his assessment of
the building, Herzfeld correctly interpreted
Ya“‘qubi’s account to mean thatit must have been
substantial, a “famous and splendid building.™

Ya“qubi is also the source for another example,
for he noted that the Umayyad governor of Iraq,
al-Hajjaj, built a palace in the western city of
Wasit, the Umayyad capital of Iraq. The palace
was crowned by a qubbat al-khadr@, known synech-
dochically as the khadra’ of Wasit. According to
IbnRusta, an early-tenth-century source, this struc-
ture was so high that it was visible from thirty
miles away.? A third qubbat al-khadr@ was built
over the audience hall at Rusafa, al-Walid’s capi-
tal in northern Syria and the royal city of the
Umayyads during the long reign of Hisham (724~
43). Grabar toyed with the idea that these domed
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structures at Damascus, Wasit, and Rusafa be-
longed to an Umayyad tradition of building royal
symbols, but dismissed it because the impact of
Mutawiya’s palace could have been little more
than symbolic.*

That this architectural form was not exclusively
an Umayyad type is shown by the example at
Hashimiyya, one of the early Abbasid administra-
tive capitalsin the region of Kufa, which probably
had one as well. According to the ninth-century
historian al-Tabarij, the caliph al-Mansur (r. 754~
75) had been in his khadr@ when the Rawandiyya
rebels approached him and attempted to fly out
the window, a context suggesting that the struc-
ture was elevated.® Perhaps the most famous qué-
bat al-khadr@ was the example in the Round City
of Baghdad, ordered by al-Mansur when he found-
ed the city in 762. At the back of the central
palace, there was areception hall (wan) measur-
ing 30 x 20 cubits leading to a domed audience
chamber twenty cubits square. The sources do
not state how one ascended to the similar domed
audience hall that surmounted it, but the spring-
ing of this upper dome is known to have begun
twenty cubits above the second floor. This upper
dome was known as the qubbat al-khadr@; the top
of it stood eighty cubits (forty meters) high and
was crowned by a weathervane in the shape of a
horseman. Contemporaries considered the horse-
man “the crown (a@j) of Baghdad, a guidepost
(calam) for the region and one of the memorable
things (ma&’thara) that one associates with the
Abbasids.” Itwas also a convenient metaphor for
the caliph’s power and authority. “If the sultan
saw that figure with its lance pointing to a given
direction, he knew that some rebels would make
their appearance from there: and before long
word would reach him that a rebel had appeared
in thatdirection.”” Like a weathervane, the horse-
man was supposed to predict storms before they
blew in. Consequently the collapse of the qubbat
al-khadr@ and the horseman on it during a storm
in 941 was indeed an omen: within four years the
Buwayhids had entered Baghdad and established
themselves as “protectors” of the Abbasid caliphs.

Over each of the four gates to al-Mansur’s
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Round City other elevated domed chambers
marked the extent of the caliph’s personal do-
main and authority. These audience rooms stood
over the inner gates of the city and were reached
by staircases or ramps. Each was crowned by a
dome fifty cubits high and a moving figure similar
to the one over the central palace. The caliph
used these satellite audience hallswhen he wished
to look at whoever might be approaching or
whatever lay beyond the city walls.®

The Arabic expression qubbat al-khadr@ has
been consistently translated into English as “green
dome,” for indeed qubba is the Arabic word for
“dome” or “cupola” and khadr@ is the feminine
form of the adjective “green.” Since glazed tiles
were notyetused to cover domes, such scholars as
Creswell were led to propose that the “green
dome” would have been a structure of wood
covered with sheets of copper, which, when oxi-
dized, would have acquired the requisite green
patina. This logical interpretation has been uni-
versally accepted and elaborated. The example
of the Dome of the Rock, the earliest (691-92)
and perhaps greatest of Islamic monuments, sup-
ports this interpretation, for it is contemporary
with the structures under consideration and its
wooden dome was covered with lead sheets. Evi-
dence against this interpretation, however, is
provided by the rules of Arabic grammar, which
insist that the expression al-qubbat al-khadr@ be
used to render “green dome,” where both the
noun and the adjective are preceded by the def-
inite article al~ The words in the expression
qubbat al-khadr@ are in construct (Arab. idafa),
and must therefore be construed as “the dome of
al-khadra.” Although the most familiar meaning
of the Arabic root kh-d-r (from which khadr@
derives) is “green,” it is often also found as a
synonym for “nature”and “life” and can also refer
to herbs. The adjective akhdar, formed from the
same root, is associated with darkness and some-
times denotes black, dark blue, and gray, as well
as darkness.® The noun al-khadr@ can also conse-
quently refer to the sky, and akhgaris the normal
adjective for the heavens. Al-khadr@ “is an epithet
in which the quality of a substantive predomi-
nates,”'® so the construct form qubbat al-khadr@
must therefore be translated as “the Dome of
Heaven.” The expression qubbat al-khadrad thus
referred initially not to a colored dome but to a
celestial one. In later times, the original meaning
of this expression was lost, whether from disuse
or conflation with actual green (or blue) domes.!

This explanation of the qubbat al-khadr@ as a
celestial dome allows several extant examples of
heavenly ceilings in early Islamic architecture to
be integrated with the early Islamic structures
known only through texts. At Qusayr ‘“Amra, the
small bath complex in the Jordanian desert, dec-
oration transforms a domed bathing chamber
into an architectural expression of royal splen-
dor.”? The decoration of the building has been
attributed to the patronage of the profligate
prince al-Walid II (r. 743-44) in the decades
before his accession. The main hall of the build-
ing is a three-aisled basilica; its royal content in
both form and decoration has long been appre-
ciated, as have the Roman origins of the astro-
nomical ceiling in the domed room of the bath-
ing suite."” There, a map of the heavens has been
projected onto the undersurface of a cupola. Saxl
recognized that the projection is not that of the
heavens as they appear to an observer who looks
up at the sky, but as they would have been repro-
duced on the outer surface of a celestial globe or
in abook illustration. This celestial dome has the
distinction of being the only extant example of a
type known from antique texts, but it was rather
prosaic in execution. The painter copied his
model with little understanding, and the build-
ing’s patron (or interior decorator) displayed a
bizarre sense of humor or over-eager imagina-
tion when using celestial imagery over the medi-
eval equivalent of a hot tub. Such an interpreta-
tion accords well with the character of al-Walid as
delineated by Robert Hamilton.!

The other extant example of a qubbat al-khadr@
in early Islamic architecture is found at Khirbat
al-Mafjar, the ruins of an Umayyad palace near
Jericho. Like Qusayr ‘Amra, the building has also
been attributed to the patronage of al-Walid II
before his accession.” In the small domed and
vaulted room at the rear of the bath hall, frag-
ments of painted stucco reliefs have been recon-
structed as showing four winged horses in roun-
dels on the pendentives, which supporta circle of
birds. This circle in turn supports the drum,
containing eightgrilled windows which admitted
a gentle light, and the dome, from the apex of
which peer six heads of handsome young men
and women emerging from lush acanthus leaves.
Thisapical composition replaces the oculus, which
in the symbolic cupola paintings of late classical
and later times indicates the “great beyond” or
the domain of the all-highest divinity.’® The sym-
bolic depiction of the heavens on the ceiling at
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Khirbatal-Mafjar, which combines winged horses
of Sasanian artwith heavenly birds and the houris
of averdant Qur’anic Paradise, represents along
architectural tradition in the Near Eastern and
Mediterranean worlds.!” The ceiling also nicely
complements the splendid mosaic pavement in
the apse of the same room, which depictsarug on
which two gazelles are shown grazing peacefully
on the left side of a quince tree, while a ferocious
lion devours the crumpled body of a third gazelle
on theright. The image was probably intended as
a representation of earthly power.’® This small
room, usually known as the diwan and recently
identified by Hamilton as the bahw, was probably
used for private audiences and assignations.'®

These two examples of the qubbat al-khadr@ do
not, however, show the elevation characteristic of
those Domes of Heaven known from literary
sources, but this apparent anomaly may only be
the result of the accidental survival of two exam-
ples built by an unconventional prince prone to
witty gestures in his private architecture. Unlike
the Domes of Heaven at Qusayr “Amra and Khir-
bat al-Mafjar, those at Damascus, Rusafa, Wasit,
Hashimiyya, and Baghdad were not only visible
from a great distance but their reception rooms
were elevated above the ground floor. This at-
tribute of height links these early Islamic palaces
with those of pre-Islamic southern Arabia, such as
Ghumdan, the famed pre-Islamic palace at Sana’
in the Yemen. Ghumdan is said to have had
twenty stories, each ten cubits (five meters) high,
and was allegedly destroyed when Muslim armies
conquered the city and established the first
mosque opposite it and using its stones.?’ This
tradition of tall palaces has been preserved into
the twentieth century in the multistoried houses
of Yemeni cities. Many examples in San‘a> have
more than five stories; the largest commonly have
seven, eight, or even nine, and the main enter-
taining room is invariably located on the top
floor.?

The tradition of palaces with elevated recep-
tion rooms in southern Arabia is quite distinct,
however, from the palatine tradition in the Med-
iterranean world, where the elevation of the audi-
ence hall does not seem to have been very impor-
tant. One need only think of such examples as the
Palatine in Rome, Diocletian’s palace at Split,
and the Great Palace of the Byzantine emperors,
where the necessary impression of grandeur was
conveyed by the great extent of the structure,
rather than by height.?2 The southern Arabian-

early Islamic tradition is also quite distinct from
the Sasanian tradition in Iran and Mesopota-
mia.” At the Sasanian capital of Ctesiphon, for
example, there was a colossal vaulted iwan in
which the emperor sat under a suspended and
ponderous jeweled crown; parting curtains re-
vealed him seated on amagnificent carpetspread
on the ground.? Although many Sasanian tech-
niques and decorative motifs were adopted in
early Islamic architecture, their palaces seem to
have had little impact on the development of the
qubbat al-khadra.

There was a notable change, however, in the
spatial organization of Islamic palaces in the
ninth century (and probably as early as its begin-
ning),when horizontal extension began to be the
characteristic feature of such enormous palaces
at Samarra as the Dar al-Khilafa (or Jawsaq al-
Khaqani) and the Balkuwara, which cover im-
mense tractsand are hidden behind blank walls.?®
This change in the spatial organization of the
palace is revealed in the account of the reception
of the Byzantine ambassador by the Abbasid ca-
liph al-Mugqtadir in his palace in Baghdad in 917.
The caliph impressed the ambassador by keeping
him moving through a succession of palaces,
courtyards, corridors, and rooms. After cooling
hisheels for two monthsin the palace of Sa‘id, the
ambassador was conducted to the Dar al-Khilafa
palace. He passed by 160,000 cavalry and infantry
before reaching a vaulted underground passage,
through which he walked. He was then conduct-
ed about the palace in which 7,000 eunuchs, 700
chamberlains, and 4,000 black pages were sta-
tioned “along the rooftops and in the upper
chambers.” Later, he was conducted from the
Bab al“Amma to the Khan al-Khayl palace, and
from there through corridors and passageways
which connected to the zoological garden. The
entourage was then broughtto afirstcourt where
there were four elephants and to a second with
one hundred lions. They were then taken to the
New Kiosk, a building situated amidst two gar-
dens, from which they were conducted to the
Tree Room and then to a palace called Qasr al-
Firdaws. Next they were taken to a passageway
300 cubits long. After touring twenty-three palac-
es, they were conducted to the Court of the
Ninety. Because it was such a long tour, the
author of the account adds, the ambassador’s
retinue sat down and rested at seven particular
places, and were given water when they desired
it.?® Literary and archaeological evidence suggests
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that the celestial dome favored in early Islamic
palaces for the reception room was replaced by
the vaulted iwan, and upper chambers and such
high places as rooftops, which had once been
places of prestige, became service areas for eu-
nuchs and pages. The splendor of the ruler was
conveyed by the distance the courtier had to
traverse and the retinue in front of which he had
to pass. A special treat was the subterranean
passage, through which the ambassador was con-
ducted. Such passages seem to have become de
rigueur in Islamic palace design of the tenth and
eleventh centuries.?

This change in the spatial organization of the
Islamic palace is contemporary with a change in
the spatial relationships seen in Islamic cities
between the palace and the congregational
mosque. These had normally been adjacent struc-
tures in the first two centuries of Islam, but
throughout the ninth century the palace was
built at an increasing distance from the mosque.
This is evidence not only of the decreasing in-
volvement of the caliph in matters of religion, but
also of the growth of the mosque as an indepen-
dent institution. The changed horizontal rela-
tionship between the palace and the mosque is
also observable in the vertical dimension. In early
Islamic times the palace had been visible from a
great distance, while the mosque normally had
few if any features to mark its presence from afar.
In the ninth century, just as palaces became
hidden behind blank walls, mosques began to
acquire architectural features that made their
presence known from a distance.

The first of these features, introduced in the
early ninth century, was, of course, the tower.%
Towers and tall structures, including the qubbat
al-khadr@, generally disappeared from palaces
when they became associated with mosques. An
exception is the building known as the Qubbatal-
Himar (Dome of the Donkey), built by Caliph al-
Muktafi (r. 902-8) within the grounds of the Taj
palace at Baghdad, after he returned there from
Samarra. It seems to have been a tower, semicir-
cular in plan, ascended by a spiral ramp with a
gradient gradual enough to allow a donkey to
carry the caliph to its summit, whence he could
enjoy the view of the surrounding country-
side.? The second new feature introduced into
the mosque was the monumental portal, which
had also been a feature of secular architecture.
The first appearance of this feature in religious
architecture appears to be in the early ninth-

century renovations of the Masjid al-Haram at
Mecca. Elaborate portals quickly became a com-
mon feature of mosque architecture, for exam-
ple in the ninth century at Cordoba or in the
tenth century at Mahdia and Isfahan.* The third
feature, the monumental dome with a clearly
visible profile, was not normally a part of the
mosque until the eleventh century, apart from
the idiosyncraticexamples at Damascus and Jerus-
alem. This delay may have been the result of the
multivalent associations of the dome, which had
previously been used for palaces and was increas-
ingly used for tombs.*

The dome in the palace, however, was aban-
donedneither asaformal unitnorasametaphor;
itwas just no longer visible from the outside. The
cruciform suites of rooms at the centers of the
Jawsaq al-Khaqani and Balkuwara palaces were
probably domed, although they are not men-
tioned in texts and were probably too low to have
been visible from the exterior of the buildings.*
The representation of the Dome of Heaven also
continued to be important, atleastin the interior
of the palace. Itwas certainly the intention of the
makers of the extraordinary wooden ceiling of
the Hall of the Ambassadors at the Alhambra,
whose starry sky depicts the seven heavens, and
this same concept was also invoked in the splen-
did fourteenth-century muqarnas ceilings at the
Palace of the Lions there.*

The high dome, however, continued to be a
recurrent feature of palaces in Islamic literature,
but the limits of space prevent more than a
sampling of examples. The tenth-century poet
Ibn Hani’ al-Andalusi described the residence of
the Banu Hamdun in Algeria, for example, in
such phrases as “O Palace whose high domes
overlook the Zab!” or palace “covered with a very
high white dome, so high that even the winds
cannot touch it and [have to] blow underneath
it.”* The eleventh-century Jewish poet of Grana-
da, Ibn Gabirol, wrote of a palace which had a
dome: “At dusk it looks like the sky whose stars
form constellations.”™® The verses of the Andalu-
sian poet Ibn Zamrak that are inscribed on the
walls of the Hall of the Two Sisters at the Alham-
bra speak of a “cupola which by its height be-
comes lost from sight.”*

This literary image remained potent for centu-
ries in Islamic palace design, albeit with a change
of name. The fifteenth-century Cinili Kiosk at the
Topkapi Palace in Istanbul, for example, haslong
been recognized as the only surviving example of
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the so-called Hasht Bihisht (Eight Paradise) plan
of Persian palaces of the fifteenth century. The
Persian foundation inscription for the building
specifically comparesits “emerald dome” (qubbat-
i zumurrudin), which was decorated with stars, to
the Dome of Heaven, and compares the pavilion
itself to the heavenly mansion (gasr- falak) reach-
ing to the constellations.*” The present dome is
hardly visible from the exterior and it is not
green. Thereference toan “emerald dome”makes
sense, however, when it is understood to be the
longstanding equivalent of the Arabic qubbat al-
khadre, the “Dome of Heaven.”

This example from a fifteenth-century Otto-
man palace points out the essential role of litera-
ture and particularly of poetryin the preservation

of the image of the qubbat al-khadr@ over the
centuries. The history of the qubbat al-khadr@ is
not that of a visual form which was repeatedly
copied, but of a visual form known primarily
through its verbal representation, which was re-
peatedly re<created from the text. This process
should not be a surprise in a culture which tend-
ed to value the word far more than it did the
image; indeed there were few means available to
create the necessary images or maintain their
integrity. Rulers in the Islamic world were far
more likely to preserve the literature of their
predecessors than their palaces, so the physical
presence of the qubbat al-khadra as the Dome of
Heaven was far less important than its perpetua-
tion in the literatures of the Islamic world.
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