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Abstract

The present paper attempts to present an analytical method that is suitable, and
of great interest, for the study of historical buildings that are still in use or those
that do not permit the undertaking of a stratigraphic analysis of their walls.
Despite having been conceived almost four decades ago, this method is now being
consolidated with the establishment of a set of guidelines that should be considered
for its application. Furthermore, this working model has been defined thanks to
its experimentation in a specific case study, the Qasba mosque in Marrakesh,
where it was possible to recognize the twelfth-century Almohad foundational
configuration as well as some of its later transformations. Finally, as an example,
the results of this study are presented in order to show the capacity of the method
as well as to demonstrate the characteristics of this building, a masterpiece of
medieval religious architecture in the Islamic West.
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1. Introduction: Chronology

and typology

It has been a traditional practice to deal
with historic buildings as if they were
immutable structures, except in cases
where transformations were evident
or reflected on written sources. In fact,
historical texts have been the main
element determining the dating of
medieval buildings over thelast century,
defining their main phases even in
cases where numerous alterations had
occurred. Of course, such sources of
information are always necessary, but
they cannot be relied upon exclusively,
since it is the material culture which
provides the most reliable data through
scientific analysis.

Having said that, there are intrinsic
several factors that complicate con-
siderably the material study of the
mosques in al-Maghrib al-Agsa. On
the one hand, their functional conti-
nuity means that they are still in use
today and, thus, their maintenance is
focused on users’ comfort. On the oth-
er hand, the lack of documentation and
archaeological monitoring during the
restoration work precludes any kind of
stratigraphic analysis. As a result, the
Moroccan religious heritage does not
allow for any solid archaeological and
architectural study, thus discouraging
any musealisation and affecting con-
servation. For the case of al-Qarawi-
yyin mosque in Fez a relevant archae-
ological excavation was undertaken in
the year 2006 on the southeast sector
(Ettahiri, 2007; Ettahiri, 2014), but af-
ter that no archaeological attention was
paid to the stratigraphic details of walls
and arcades.

Over the last decade, numerous re-
furbishments have been carried out in
the historic centres of Moroccan cities,
including interventions in their main
congregational mosques. However, we
could state there is no collaboration
between architectural projects and re-
search. Any kind of initiative for doc-
umentation or scientific research is
sometimes even blocked by those enti-
ties involved in the project.

This hostile panorama represents a
serious problem for the study of me-
dieval religious heritage, its evolution
and, ultimately, the definition of ar-
chetypes. Consequently, it also leads us

to maintain traditional dating and to
consider buildings, to a large extent, as
monophasic structures, which in turn
leads to the establishment of erroneous
typological patterns, namely specific
features of a particular time and society.

In this sense, defining a typology
based on a building that has been spa-
tially altered and which contains sev-
eral phases, is an absolute mistake, as
each phase responds to a different con-
ception and planning, even if the most
advanced phase may be influenced or
conditioned by the previous one(s).
It is therefore incoherent to define a
specific typology -that is related to his-
torical and social context- by consider-
ing a collage in which elements from
different periods overlap. The historic
building is a multi-typologised object
(Caballero, 2009, 12-14).

Typology, as in the case of stra-
tigraphy, is a method specific to ar-
chaeology, distinguishing in each
stratum materials that belong to their
own moment of formation. Thus, the
chronological arrangement of mate-
rials or types, based on stratigraphic
sequency, allows typologies to be es-
tablished. Thereby, building typologies
are based on their own components
and characteristics: building materials
and masonry; constructive forms and
structures; singular elements such as
openings, finishes, mouldings, or dec-
oration, as well as tool traces (Paren-
ti, 1988). Hence, the discovery of new
types calls for the continual updating
of typologies and the creation of more
detailed ones. However, the absence of
stratigraphy complicates the diachron-
ic order of types, which is why we de-
pend on comparison with typologies
that have already been chronologically
located.

Nevertheless, as far as the Maghrebi
mosques are concerned, the literature
of the last century does not always
seem to have integrated the theoretical
formulations outlined above. Thus, an
attempt has been made to constitute a
set of models that aim to characterise
the morphological and spatial patterns
of each period, including their possible
evolutions and variants, but in many
cases, these models are based on asyn-
chronous approaches in which projects
from different phases are intermingled.

ITU A|Z « Vol 20 No 2 « July 2023 « . Almela



Despite this outlook, an exception-
al case can be recognised for the Al-
mohad context (12-13th centuries) in
which the main compositional guide-
lines of this period can be found. Al-
though it has never been the subject
of an exhaustive archaeological analy-
sis, conservation work on the Tinmal
mosque in the 20th century revealed
its foundational configuration. For
this reason, the Tinmal mosque came
to constitute a schematic model that
has served to express the essence of
mosque design during the Almohad
period, being the others a derivation or
evolution of it. However, this consider-
ation is independent of its chronology,
as it is not the oldest Almohad mosque.

2. Configurational analysis

Even when the general or partial
dating of a building is unknown,
and it is impossible to carry out a
stratigraphic wall analysis because
its masonry is not visible, it is still
possible to make a provisional analysis
based on objective observations and
inferences (Mannoni, 1998, 83). Even
before resorting solely to written
sources and present styles, the building
still offers opportunities to be analysed
archaeologically in a non-destructive
way, through configurational analysis.
This, according to the meaning of the
term “configuration”, aims to recognise
the arrangement of the parts that make
up a building and give it its particular
form and properties.

To this effect, a comprehensive mor-
phological examination of the building
as a unit and as an ensemble of mul-
tiple structures is carried out to iden-
tify homogeneous organisations and
anomalies. Finally, these observations
are to be put in relation to archetypes
and typologies already known from
other local and regional buildings, so
that common configurations can be
recognised. Nevertheless, this analy-
sis has its limitations, and it is almost
impossible to provide a detailed order
of phases, but a tentative sequence will
allow us to identify the main transfor-
mations. In fact, these preliminary for-
mulations could be demonstrated and
completed in the future by means of a
wall stratigraphic analysis.

The following is a work plan outline
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that we propose to develop this type of
analysis, which we have been able to
draw from our experience in the study
of the Qasba Mosque in Marrakesh:

-Architectural survey. The funda-
mental basis for this analysis is build-
ing planimetry. First, it constitutes the
support on which the observations will
be plotted, but its elaboration also rep-
resents a preliminary analytical pro-
cess. The vectorisation process of plans,
elevations and sections makes it possi-
ble to recognise irregularities and raise
questions in advance, as it involves the
walls’ graphic and cartesian relation-
ship. For this reason, it is considered
advisable to carry out an architectural
survey of one’s own. However, in those
cases where this is not achievable, the
planimetry to be used should be metic-
ulously revised and suitably updated.

-Historical graphic material. Since
these are generally buildings that
have undergone numerous interven-
tions until the present time, historical
cartography and photographs, when
available, should be consulted in order
to recognise all those elements or alter-
ations that are the result of contempo-
rary actions and, therefore, can be easi-
ly classified in the group of more recent
transformations.

-Urban context exploration. Al-
though the urban fabric also evolves, it
is generally more rigid than buildings,
insofar as it is a circulation system
subordinated to the set of construc-
tions that make up the city. In fact,
to a large extent, its transformation is
directly conditioned by the mutation
of all the adjacent buildings (houses,
shops, mosques, and other public fa-
cilities such as baths). This means that
the surrounding street plan contains a
variety of layouts that have necessarily
interacted with the different historical
phases of the building and may, there-
fore, reflect details of its previous con-
figuration. Naturally, these observa-
tions will focus on the communication
between public and interior space (ac-
cesses), although other constructive,
geographical, and delimiting elements
(walls, irrigation channels) also come
into discussion.

-Elemental analysis. This is the main
component of this method, based on
morphological, architectural, and ma-
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terial aspects that should serve to rec-
ognise: discontinuities, sets of differen-
tiated structures, divergences between
exterior and interior surfaces of walls,
types of masonries, types of openings,
structural and compositional conflicts,
and irregularities continuously repeat-
ed. In particular, we believe that these
are the points that should be considered:

-Spatial characteristics (recogni-
tion of configuring axes, orientations,
distributions, organisations, sectorisa-
tions and groups).

-Structural characteristics (layout
of bearing walls, pillars, columns, and
roofing systems).

-Material characteristics (materials,
masonry, floors, roofs).

-Main elements distribution (domes,
arches, entrances, windows, fountains).

-Decorative programme distribu-
tion (plasterwork, carpentry, domes).

-Complementary elements (hydrau-
lics, furniture, specific functions).
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This point constitutes the main ba-
sis of this method for revealing the
diachronic process of the building. As
indicated above, without recognising
these alterations, one could fall into
the error of determining the whole as
a system of elements and spaces that
respond to a single configuration and,
therefore it would define an adulterated
typology. On the contrary, it is an en-
semble that brings together numerous
phases that start with the foundational
configuration, continue with various
reconfigurations, adaptations, trans-
formations, destructions and, finally,
ends up with the present-day mainte-
nance or abandonment. In addition,
the incorporation, when appropriate,
of pre-existing elements should not be
omitted, as these, although alien, may
have influenced its layout.

-Typological definition. Once the
previous exploration has been carried
out, it is possible to establish synthe-
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Figure 1. Comparative plan: al-Qarawiyyin, al-Andalusiyyin, Kutubiyya, Great Mosque of Taza and Qasba Mosque
in Marrakesh (Author).
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sised ideas and recognise some of the
configurations that assemble and shape
the current building. In this way, the
consonance and coherence of elements
can associate them to the same mo-
ment and facilitate their relative dating.
Thus, even if each configuration offers
fragmentary and incomplete informa-
tion, they can be associated with ty-
pologies already known in the region.
In this sense, for this step to be suffi-
ciently guaranteed, the examples that
determine the typology must also offer
rigorous analysis results. And finally,
the configurations that have been rec-
ognised in the building can enrich the
general picture of chronotypologies
and even define subtypes.

3. The Moroccan Mosque landscape
Nonetheless, configurational analysis
is more effective for mosques that
have undergone major historical
transformations, thatis to say, those that
are older and predate the 13th century.
Among the most prominent cases
found in al-Maghrib al-Aqsa, we can
highlight five that are widely known:
the al-Qarawiyyin Mosque (Fez), the
al-Andalusiyyin Mosque (Fez), the
Kutubiyya Mosque (Marrakesh), the
Great Mosque of Taza and the Qasba
Mosque (Marrakesh).

The enlargement of mosques is, in-
deed, a frequent occurrence in the Is-
lamic world, as it is largely subject to
the demographic and urban develop-
ment of cities. The most representa-
tive example in the Islamic West is the
Mosque of Cordoba itself, whose ar-
chaeological excavations began at the
end of the 19th century and has con-
tinued throughout the first third of the
20th century (Ricardo Velazquez Bosco
and Félix Hernandez Giménez) until
today. As a result, there is a recognised
consensus on its evolutionary process
consisting of five phases relating to the
Umayyad period (8th-10th centuries),
starting from an embryo whose archi-
tectural codes, orientation and struc-
tural design were later reproduced to
generate a solution that was as harmo-
nious and homogeneous as possible.
In this manner, the oratory underwent
three extensions, which involved the
relocation of the gibla wall to the south
on two occasions, while the courtyard
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was extended twice (Creswell, 1979,
138-166; Fernandez, 2015).

Nevertheless, among all the mosques
we have listed, al-Qarawiyyin (Fez) of-
fers the most attractive picture, since it
has constituted the main religious cen-
tre of the city by irradiating its cultural
reputation beyond Fez. Although the
early medieval origin of the building
still inspires many unknowns, writ-
ten sources and some archaeological
evidence reveal it was founded in the
mid-ninth century, thus evidencing
Idrisid phases and materials (Terrasse,
1968, 9-10; Ettahiri, 2007, 103-106; Et-
tahiri, Fili and Van Staével, 2012, 157-
160; Ettahiri, 2014, 118-120). However,
one of the most remarkable aspects of
this mosque is precisely that it has been
highly regarded by governors and sov-
ereigns during the Middle and Modern
Ages. This special consideration led to
several of them to add their own inter-
ventions, extensions, and reparations
to the building, thus leaving their mark
on this glorious and respected mon-
ument (Figures 1 and 2). The stud-
ies carried out so far have revealed a
clear evolution of the building, which
has considerably increased its surface
area. A first extensive enlargement of
the prayer hall took place at the end of
the 10th century by the Zenata dynas-
ty, which ruled the territory at the ex-
pense of the Cordovan caliphate. This
intervention included the renovation
of the courtyard and the construction
of the minaret (Terrasse, 1968, 12; Et-
tahiri, 2014, 118-119). Subsequently,
the Almoravid ‘Ali b. Yasuf carried out
a second extension to the south, be-
tween 1130 and 1144, resulting in the
addition of three aisles, the relocation
of the gibla wall, the creation of the fu-
nerary mosque, and the redecoration
of the axial aisle, which was provided
with a succession of muqarnas vaults
(Marcos, 2015, 172-180; Almagro,
2020, 178-181). Finally, in the 17th
century the Sa'dian sultans incorporat-
ed some renowned structures such as
the two pavilions in the courtyard, the
retreat hall, a library, and an external
dome (Almela, 2021, 233-258).

Since its medieval origins, the city of
Fez was formed by two isolated nuclei
separated from each other by the river,
an aspect that was further enhanced
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Figure 2. Qarawiyyin Mosque. View of the roofs with the different extensions (Author).

by the construction of a congregation-
al mosque for each of them. Thus, the
second mosque, known as al-Andalu-
siyyin (Fez), was built approximately
at the same time as al-Qarawiyyin, but
occupying the central position of the
eastern nucleus (Terrasse, 1942, 19).
Regarding its evolution, the only re-
search work worth mention is the one
carried out by Terrasse, who recognised
two phases: the Idrisid foundation and
the Almohad reform. From his explo-
ration, the mosque retains around the
axial aisle a rather unique typology of
pillars, consisting of a lobed section of
four attached stone columns (Figure 1).
This detail is somewhat consistent with
al-BakrTs description (11th century)
and contrasts with the square or rectan-
gular pillars of brick masonry typical of
Almoravid-Almohad mosques. In fact,
the rest of the al-Andalusiyyin Mosque
has this second type of support, which
is attributed to the Almohad extension,
although the details of this intervention
still require profound study.

The third example, perhaps the best
known one, represents an icon of Al-
mohad architecture in the Islamic West.
The Kutubiyya Mosque in Marrakesh
was founded between 1147 and 1158 by
‘Abd al-Mu'min, founder of the dynas-

ty, in the newly conquered Almoravid
capital. However, this mosque consists
of two major historical phases, which
are adjacent to each other and basically
consist of a duplication of the building
(Figure 1). The first one was erected
parallel to the old Almoravid fortress
(Qasr al-Hajar) and had its own min-
aret, which was attached to one of the
fortress towers (Almagro and Jiménez,
2022). At a second time, before 1163,
the same sovereign undertook the con-
struction of a second mosque next to
the first one and following the same
spatial scheme, although on this oc-
casion its layout was rotated to amend
the orientation (Figures 3 and 4). This
phase constitutes the present mosque
and includes an imposing new minaret.
It has been considered sometimes that
the abandonment of the first mosque
occurred in order to erect a second one
that was correctly oriented, although
many scholars differ (Basset and Ter-
rasse, 1932, 102-104; Deverdun, 1959,
183-184; Villalba, 2015, 142-144). In
this sense, recent studies have shown
that both phases coexisted and should
therefore be understood as an exten-
sion that doubled the surface area of
the oratory and erected the famous
minaret (Almagro and Jiménez, 2022).
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In addition to the al-Qarawiyyin
Mosque, the Great Mosque of Taza
represents a type of mosque whose
evolution has been marked especially
by the process of enlargement. In this
case we depart from an Almohad foun-
dation that was undertaken by ‘Abd al-

Figure 3. Kutubiyya Mosque (Marrakesh). View of the old gibla with connecting bays between both ph
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Mu’'min (1130-1163) around 1142, but
this one may have been subsequently
extended and renovated in 1291-92 by
the Marinid sultan Aba Ya'qub (1286-
1306). Boris Maslow has already out-
lined the evolution of the mosque in
these two phases and he showed the

ases (Author).
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Figure 4. Kutubiyya Mosque (Marrakesh). Top view of the two jﬁktapg)sed mbsques (Author).
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characteristics of the extension by
means of an illustrative plan (Maslow,
1937, 17). However, despite his pro-
posal seems to be sensible, the details
and layouts are less so, as they lack a
more archaeological approach. On
his part, Terrasse proposed the same
transformation in a later monograph-
ic work, trying thus to rely on some
observations and data extracted from
the Marinid foundational inscriptions
(Terrasse, 1943, 23-34). The first phase
(Almohad mosque) had nine aisles,
the depth of which is uncertain, and a
courtyard of 4 x 5 bays provided with
porticoes on the east and west sides
(Figure 1). A second phase (Marinid
reform) added four more bays to the
south, shifting the qibla and creating
a new cross aisle provided with three
qubba-s and a new mihrab. The exten-
sion consisted of prolonging the Al-
mohad aisles while maintaining their
width and reproducing the T-shaped
layout. In addition, a battery of gal-
leries was added to the north of the
courtyard. The scope of the Marinid
work suggested by Terrasse was largely
based on the typological differentiation
of arches. However, a concordance be-
tween the two was respected, for exam-
ple, in the width and continuity of the
aisles, as well as the height.

Finally, the last Moroccan example
to be listed is the Qasba mosque in
Marrakesh. This building was erect-
ed by the Almohad caliph Aba Yasuf
Ya'qub al-Mangir in the last third of
the 12th century in order to dispose
of a congregational mosque within
the walls of the Qasba that was able to
issue the khutba apart from the other
congregational mosques of the capital
city: the Kutubiyya and the ‘Ali b. Ya-
suf mosques. As it will be seen in detail
below, this building underwent a major
transformation that took place three
centuries later and caused alteration on
its spatial organisation.

As for the later mosques that were
built during the Marinid-Wattasid pe-
riod (last third of the 13th century to
mid-16th century) and the Sa‘dian pe-
riod (mid-16th century to mid-16th
century), it cannot be said that they
did not undergo significant alterations,
as we insist that the Moroccan land-
scape has yet to be studied; however,

an examination of several prominent
mosques from these periods reveals
that the same foundational planning
has been maintained.

4. The Great Mosque in the Qagsba of
Marrakesh

The Qasba Mosque in Marrakesh
-also known as the Mosque of al-
Mangar (Jami® al-Mansar) because
of the ruler who founded it-, belongs
to the group of great Almohad
mosques and its foundational design
forms an intermediate link between
the typologies at the Kutubiyya and
the Great Mosque of Rabat (Hassan
Mosque). However, the original design
of the mosque is very distorted and
has undergone several transformations
that have given it its present rather
anomalous shape.

Shortly after inheriting the rule
of the empire, the caliph Abua Yasuf
Ya'qub al-Mangtar (1184-9) undertook
the construction of the Qasba in 1185,
occupying a plot to the south of the city
of Marrakesh. The new congregation-
al mosque was built between 1185-89
in the public sector of this new Qasba,
thus representing a point of contact
between the caliph and the people.
Despite this, it is unclear whether its
construction was completed during
this period, although it did undergo a
later modern alteration and successive
interventions, the most recent of which
was the restoration carried out be-
tween 2012 and 2013. It should also be
noted that the city in which it is located
experienced an intense period of dec-
adence during the 15th century, from
which the mosque was certainly not
exempt. As such, the building that can
be observed today has most likely un-
dergone various transformations that
have given it its current state, gener-
ating great interest in what its original
design was and what the 16th-century
Sa‘'dian restoration consisted of.

To this day, all architectural and ar-
chaeological approaches to the study
of this mosque have recognised the ex-
ceptionality and rarity of its plan, even
though its form maintains fundamen-
tal compositional elements of the pro-
totypical Almohad mosque (Basset and
Terrasse, 1932, 274-310; Marcais, 1954,
211; Deverdun, 1959-66, 232-236; Ew-
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ert and Wisshak, 1987, 179-211; Villal-
ba, 2015, 168-177). Among the exist-
ing studies, the most outstanding is the
one by Ewert and Wisshak in Madrider
Mitteilungen, although their contri-
butions have not been widely consid-
ered in subsequent research because
it is the only study they published on
this mosque and it was written in Ger-
man. In addition to the plans, eleva-
tions and sections they provide, their
main contribution is the survey they
carried out at the foot of the pillars in
two of the minor courtyards, which
was carefully recorded by writing and
drawing of sketches. This documenta-
tion represents to this day a valuable
source of archaeological information,
if not the only one. For this reason, we
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Figure 5. Qasba Mosque (Marrakesh). A. Almohad-Foundational
phase (12th century); B. Current state (Author).

437

have incorporated this data through-
out our analysis. However, contrary
to what our analysis has determined,
these authors were inclined to consider
the structure of the present mosque as
the original Almohad structure, corre-
sponding only to later transformations
some minor changes such as roofs, re-
decorations and coatings.

Despite this, most of the studies
carried out to this day have not paid
sufficient attention to the evolutionary
and diachronic aspect of the building,
disregarding the existence of a major
architectural transformation, and ne-
glecting to investigate the characteris-
tics of the original building. Fortunate-
ly, during 2018 we were able to carry
out a new architectural survey of the
mosque that allowed us to undertake
a detailed analysis of its structure and
identify its radical historical transfor-
mation (Almela, 2020).

For the time being, the method of
analysis described above has only been
applied to this mosque, where it has
been possible to recognise some char-
acteristics of the Almohad foundation-
al building and its subsequent evolu-
tion. To do this, we have delimited four
major areas of the building in which
the main traces of its transformation
are concentrated: the central courtyard,
the minor courtyards, the hydraulic
structure, and the arcades of the prayer
hall. But it is worth mentioning that
most of the irregularities are repeated
symmetrically to the longitudinal axis
of the mosque, which shows that the
mosque has always functioned as such,
both in its initial configuration and in
its subsequent alterations. In the case
of the prayer hall arcades, however, not
all anomalies follow this symmetrical
layout.

The inaugural Almohad phase (Fig-
ure 5A) consists of an eleven-aisle
building that was arranged with the
usual integrated T and E plan and
dominated by a developed longitudinal
axis, while it was provided with a large
courtyard in the northern sector and
two minor courtyards inserted within
the large prayer hall. In addition, the
three qubba-s located next to the gi-
bla wall may have been covered with
mugqarnas vaults, of which the one at
the western end still survives. This was
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a mosque with a much larger covered
area if we compare it to the present-day
building and it was originally organ-
ised in a quite different way. The inte-
rior would have had only three court-
yards, two minor ones corresponding
to the two courtyards in the southern
half of the present building, while a
major courtyard would have occupied
the northern part of the present central
courtyard. All these courtyards have
been equipped with fountain until the
present day. The largest courtyard also
has two underground cisterns.

Regarding the major courtyard of
the present mosque (Figure 5B), it is
the most revealing space since it pres-
ents notable differences that are symp-
tomatic of its main transformation.
First, we find that on the east and west
side fronts there is a very noticeable
inequality between its northern and
southern halves (Figures 6 and 7). The
northern one shows a sequence of three
arches very well defined as a courtyard
facade with double-ring arches, alfiz
(a rectangular moulding that encloses
the outward side of an arch) and pi-

MEZQUITA DE AL-MANSUR EN LA QASBA DE MARRAKECH

o

Figure 6. Qasba Mosque (Marrakesh). Longitudinal section (Author).

Figure 7. Qasba Mosque (Marrakesh). View of the mosque from the minaret (Author).

ITU A|Z « Vol 20 No 2 « July 2023 « I. Almela




lasters attached to the pillars. By con-
trast, the southern one, including the
central opening, consists of a plain face
of simple arches, typical of an interior
arcade. Furthermore, if we consider
the pilasters, it can be observed that
the one that separates P4 from P5 is
slightly displaced towards the jamb of
arch P5 (Figure 8). All of this evidences
how the major courtyard was original-
ly 3 x 5 arches with its dominant axis
perpendicular to the longitudinal axis
of the mosque, although it was later ex-
tended to the south by removing four
bays of the prayer hall.

As for the four minor courtyards, the
two located in the northern sector have
a simple, undressed facade on all four
sides with pointed horseshoe arches
and a shallow alfiz. On the other hand,
the two ones located in the southern
sector have four elevations with dou-
ble-spiral arches, alfiz and pilasters,
namely the usual facade treatment in
Marrakesh’s medieval architecture.

Furthermore, these four minor court-
yards are arranged around the large
central courtyard and are related to it
by means of the arcades themselves,
with no intermediate roofed space that
isolates them or gives meaning to the
presence of the arcades (Figure 5B).

Figure 8. Qasba Mosque (Marrakesh). Main courtyard. Sequence of arches (P3, P4, P5) in the west side front.
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Regardless of the archetypes and build-
ing typologies, it is contrary to archi-
tectural logic to place two juxtaposed
courtyards separated by an arcade. If
we contrast the two faces of the arcades
that stands between the major court-
yard and the minor courtyards, it is
possible to observe that the pillars are
arranged in opposite ways on either
side. In other words, in the northern
sector, the major courtyard has a facade
treatment, while in the two minor ones
this is not the case. And in the south-
ern sector, just the opposite occurs.

In this way, it is revealed how the
southern sector of the mosque, which
consists of a prayer hall and two minor
courtyards, had a wide-span transverse
aisle juxtaposed to the gibla wall and
a sequence of perpendicular aisles be-
tween which the two courtyards are
integrated. The only difference with
respect to the present mosque is pre-
cisely the extension of the five central
aisles with the addition of four bays to
the north. As for the two minor court-
yards in the northern sector they are
not original. In fact, this point would
also be accounted for in the surveys of
Ewert and Wisshak, where it was found
that the pillars located in the centre
of the north and south sides of both
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courtyards had been flattened (Ewert
and Wisshak, 1987, 184-185), in oth-
er words, the central arcade that com-
partmentalised the former aisles may
have been removed.

Likewise, the water supply of a
mosque is an element whose layout is
guaranteed to be maintained over time,
which is why it contributes to the un-
derstanding of the foundational build-
ing. On the one hand, the mosque has
four fountains, two in the central court-
yard and two in the minor southern
courtyards. In the central courtyard, a
small modern marble bowl is located
in the centre, exactly in the crossing of
the two axes, while another large cir-
cular marble bowl, slightly recessed, is
centred in relation to the longitudinal
axis of the building in the northern
part of the courtyard (Figure 5). The
significance of this is precisely its cen-
tred position with respect to the trans-
versal axis marked by bay P6, which
would correspond to the Almohad
courtyard. On the other hand, the two
minor courtyards located to the south,
allegedly original, accommodate a type
of central marble fountain similar to
the previous one. In short, the location
of these three low fountains centred on
the three courtyards contributes to the
consideration of these last as part of the
foundational project.

Regarding the T-shaped layout, it
emphasises the transverse and central
aisles, both of which are wider than
the rest, especially the transverse one,
whose dimensions are unusual (7.28 m
as opposed to 4.77 m in the Kutubiyya).
As is customary in Almohad architec-
ture, the transverse aisle would have
had an odd number of qubba-s, cor-
responding to the three domes of to-
day, although two of them were rebuilt
at a later date. As for the central aisle,
it would be most logical to think of a
continuous wooden roof. Moreover,

this longitudinal axis extends to the
northern front where the main door-
way and a carpentry qubba are located.
The second E-shaped layout adds the
two lateral aisles that extend along the
east and west sides respectively. These
aisles are slightly wider, but not as wide
as the two aisles that form the T-shape.

Meanwhile, the prayer hall has a
wide variety of arches, generally ar-
ranged symmetrically, although there
are several peculiarities and anomalies.
Regarding the composition of the ar-
cades and their ornamentation, several
Almohad capitals have been identified
on the small columns attached to some
of the pillars in the transverse aisle,
which suggests that the whole archery
belongs to that period. This detail is
especially interesting since allows for
the recognition of a particular feature
of the Almohad building, namely the
use of transposed arches in the interior
of the building. In general, this archi-
tectural solution is only implement-
ed in facades either external walls or
courtyards, but at the Qasba mosque
it has been possible to recognise it
implementation for two ornamental-
ly more distinguished sectors located
to the south of the minor courtyards
(arcades 1-3 and 8-10). The lower arch
ends with a slightly pointed horseshoe,
while the arch behind it is poly-lobed
(Figures 9 and 10). Likewise, the inter-
mediate arcades 2 and 9, which divide
the two distinguished sectors into pairs
of aisles, have a thickness greater than
normal, in such a way that they invade
the space for the alfiz of arches B, C, I
and J. This detail makes us think that
they were widened.

On the other hand, the pairs of aisles
headed by arches D-E and G-H distort
the symmetry. The first pair, locat-
ed to the east of the longitudinal axis,
features large poly-lobed plasterwork
arches, similar to the ones lining B, C,

MEZQUITA DE AL-MANSUR EN LA QASBA DE MARRAKECH

Figure 9. Qasba Mosque (Marrakesh). Cross section through the prayer hall (Author).

ITU A|Z « Vol 20 No 2 « July 2023 « . Almela



Figure 10. Qasba Mosque (Marrakesh). Prayer hall. Different types
of arches preserved in the aisles.

and J. In turn, G is a slightly larger arch
with a tumid design and H is a slight-
ly pointed horseshoe arch. As for G, it
coincides perfectly with the geometric
profile of the poly-lobed arch D, which
suggests that G is the structural arch
that resolves this bay and lacks of the
plaster finishing that defines the orna-
mental poly-lobed arch (Figure 9). As
for H, it is the most discordant feature
and, given the absence of data, it is only
possible to think that it corresponds to
a later alteration of the arch, perhaps to
reinforce it, as it is much coarser than
the rest.

Moreover, it is possible to recognise
a possible reinforcement in an ensem-
ble of arches such as those in the cen-
tral aisle (5-6), the magsira (F, L, M)
and the western qubba (O). In the first
case, this is evident, since the traces of
older and larger arches have been em-
bedded by new arches of smaller span.
As in the case of the aforementioned
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arches of the magsiira and the western
qubba, their massive condition and
their deformations suggest that they
were strengthen.

Following on with the configuration
of the Almohad foundation mosque, it
should be mentioned that at the inter-
section of the two main aisles, that is
to say at the midpoint of the transverse
aisle, we can find the most prominent
space in the hall, the qubba adjoining
the mihrab (Figure 5). This is formed
by three large arches and the gibla wall
in which the mihrabs opening and
a prominent facade are located. The
mihrab fagade is complemented by two
lateral openings for the almimbar and
the imam’s vestibule, which are also
integrated underneath the side arches.
On a lower level, a collection of 12
marble columns flanking the openings
and the fagcade were arranged, most of
which are spolia pieces, some of Uma-
yyad Caliphate origin. Above this level,
there is a very elaborate composition
with various decorative elements and
ornamental devices.

The last element to highlight in
the prayer hall would be the western
mugqarnas dome, the only one among
three that might have survived, and
which has several characteristics that
differentiate it from the other two, but
at the same time resemble Almohad
examples. The noteworthy features of
this dome include the use of a rectan-
gular base without transitional friezes,
the composition around two distinct
axes of symmetry, the crowning with a
triple little dome, the significantly larg-
er format of adaraja (muqarnas piece),
as well as the use of an auxiliary mesh
of thick medina-s (set of narrow pieces
that make up a structural network in-
serted in the assembly of the dome).

With respect to its external com-
position, the mosque is enclosed to
the south and east by two thick walls
that are completely blind except for
small openings, while the other two
fronts, north and west, border the pub-
lic space and were treated as a monu-
mental facade. This design consisted
of a double membrane with a narrow
intermediate bay compartmentalised
into modules that opened outwards
through large tumid arches that are
ploughed through by pointier arches.
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Some of these modules accommodates
the gates of the mosque which are inte-
grated alternately, three on the north-
ern side and four on the western side.
The system used for the construction
of the mosque is based on the use of
rammed-earth walls for the internal
membrane and the compartmental-
isation of the modules. The exterior
facade, on the other hand, is entirely
built with brick masonry, which is used
to unify the arch’s two rings and the
pilasters. As for the barrel vaults that
cover each module, they were built by
means of a first vault that worked as a
lost formwork and on which a second
structural vault was built.

Such a mosque could not be de-
void of a large minaret, although its
scale did not compete with that of the
Kutubiyya. In the Qasba Mosque, the
tower is located outside the northwest
corner of the building and consists of
two volumes. Its main characteristics
are the use of brick for its construc-
tion and the design of the facades with
sebka (decorative motif of interlacing
vegetal and architectural elements in
form of rhombus) squares whose pat-
tern varies from one side to the other.
In this case, the glazed tilework is quite
more remarkable than in the Kutubi-
yya minaret.

After a long period of decline since
the Almohad collapse, Marrakesh was
settled by the Sa‘'dians in the 16th cen-
tury, when Sultan ‘Abd Allah al-Galib
(1557-74) undertook an urban reform
of the city that also affected the Qasba.
Regarding the Mosque of al-Mansr,
its reform was of particular signifi-
cance after an incident involving a
gunpowder explosion during his reign,
which apparently affected the trans-
verse aisle next to the qibla, causing
serious damage to the domes. Further-
more, this sector of the Qasba became
particularly important for the Sa'dians,
as the dynasty’s funerary complex was
erected behind the gibla wall.

Evidence of this intervention in-
cludes several elements located in the
cross aisle next to the qibla wall, the
redecoration of some spaces, and fi-
nally, the consolidation of its plan with
a large, roughly square central court-
yard around which four other minor
courtyards are placed adjacent to it. Of

these, the two most northerly ones may
have been created at that time to en-
hance the symmetry of the plan. This
operation involved the elimination of a
large part of the aisles, which may have
already been ruined, and reduced con-
siderably the roofed area.

The 16th-century intervention is
evident in the transverse aisle next to
the qibla, where two of the muqarnas
domes (the central and eastern ones)
may have been remade according to
Sadian typology. Nevertheless, the
written sources only mention the ren-
ovation of a single dome, so it cannot
be ruled out the possibility that one of
them is later to “Abd Allah al-Galib or
even corresponds to the Alawid period.

Regarding the ornamentation, the
Sa'dian project envisaged a comprehen-
sive redecoration of the entire mosque,
which, however, does not seem to
have been completed. Along the cross
aisle and the two western aisles there
is the usual repertoire of false arches,
geometric friezes, ataurique borders,
rosettes and epigraphic bands. How-
ever, among all the Sa'dian decorative
work, the intervention on the mihrab
facade and niche is noteworthy, where
the craftsmen took advantage of the
pre-existing Almohad composition
but added a repertoire that followed
the patterns of the Sa'dian mihrabs of
Marrakesh.

The refurbishment was also quite
certainly extended to the roofs and
ceilings of the mosque. Among the di-
verse set of wooden ceilings; the design
of those located in the northern aisle,
the western lateral aisle and the trans-
verse aisle between the minor court-
yards is indeed similar to the wood-
en frameworks located in the Sadian
mosques of al-Muwassin, Bab Dukkala
and Sidi Abu al-*Abbas mosques (Al-
mela, 2021: 77, 114 and 200).

Later on, the mosque underwent
further alterations during the Alaouite
period and especially during the reign
of Sultan Muhammad III (1757-1790).
The wooden dome in the central aisle
most certainly dates from this period.

5. Conclusions

As a final conclusion, we can point
out that configurational analysis
represents an alternative methodology
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for the archaeological study of historic
buildings, being part of the archaeology
of architecture and constituting a
non-destructive tool. As such, it is a
solution for the study of buildings,
in our case the Maghrebi mosques,
allowing to further our knowledge of
them when it is impossible to carry
out archaeological interventions,
and especially when there is a lack of
coordination between documentary
research and  conservation, or
restoration works. As a provisional
resource, its results may in the future
be cross-checked or confirmed by more
definitive archaeological approaches.

Regarding the Qasba Mosque in
Marrakesh, it has been possible to con-
firm that the Almohad building under-
went several transformations through-
out its history. The most relevant result
of its configurational analysis is the
identification of its foundational typol-
ogy, which is radically different from
the present-day building. Its design
could be recognised as an intermediate
link between the typologies of the Ku-
tubiyya and the Great Mosque of Ra-
bat. The inaugural phase responds to
a building with eleven aisles; with the
usual T and E-shapes integrated; pre-
sided over by a developed longitudi-
nal axis; with an oblong-shaped major
courtyard in the northern sector; and
two minor courtyards inserted within
the large prayer hall. In addition, the
three qubba-s located next to the gi-
bla wall may have been covered with
mugqarnas vaults, surviving today the
one located at the western end.

The subsequent decay and suc-
cessive interventions are difficult to
distinguish without an exhaustive ar-
chaeological study, although it is worth
noting the 16th-century alteration un-
der the Sadian dynasty. Evidence of
this can be detected in several points
such as the cross aisle next to the gibla
wall, the redecoration of some spaces,
the consolidation of its ground plan
provided with a roughly square central
courtyard, and the four minor court-
yards placed adjacent to the major one.
This last operation involved the elimi-
nation of a large part of the aisles and
a considerable reduction in the roofed
surface area.
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