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Without a Drawing, but not
Without History

How can we design a musalla, when the historical
record lacks drawings of its past manifestations?

One might think to look toward other religious
structures’ records such as the survey drawing by K.A.C.
Creswell of al-Azhar Mosgue which played a critical role in
defining disciplinary knowledge of Islamic architecture. His-
torically and through their inclusion in architectural survey
books, planimetric drawings contributed to the formation
of a fixed classificatory system of Islamic spaces of wor-
ship. The musalla, a transitory space for prostration, was
absent from this strictly scripted visual history. This repre-
sentational lacuna is an affordance that allows us to specu-
late on the spatial, material, and programmatic possibilities
that open up when this space of worship is freed from the
pictorial weight of the canon, and consequently, begins to
guestion the established typological history of the mosque.
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Since the late nineteenth century, the production
of planimetric drawings in survey books of Islamic archi-
tecture history has followed scientific methods of repre-
sentation, which evolved to facilitate the increasingly ac-
curate capture of the plans of complex historical buildings.
Through these techniques, the multiple layers of buildings’
expansions, accretions, and renovations over time were de-
picted for study. Planimetric drawings were instrumental in
the comparative analysis of diverse buildings and, thus, in
the typological classification of mosques from across the
vast geography of the Islamic world.

Reproduced in The Muslim Architecture of Egypt
(1952-1959), Creswell’s canonical survey drawing of the al-
Azhar Mosque epitomizes this representational method and
the disciplinary knowledge it produced (Figure 1). The large
70 x 85 cm elaborate folio drawing is scaled at 1:.300 and
uses color-coded poché walls to delimit the building’s vari-
ous periods of construction from 1130 to 1894. Centerlines
cross over the mosque’s form seeking to identify compo-
sitional symmetry and alignments between its entrances
and other parts. Thoroughly measured dimensions further
enforce arguments about underlying geometric composi-
tions, proportions, and rhythms. In addition, a north sign in-
dicates orientation toward Makkah.

Creswell’s painstakingly accurate depiction of the
edifice both captured the state in which he found it and
opened an inquiry into the reconstruction of its historical
past. Through his exhaustive identification of construction
periods and meticulous dimensions, Creswell graphically
argued that he had uncovered traces of the building’s sup-
posed origin, hypothesizing that it must have been a rectan-
gle. Like his scholarly contemporaries, Creswell believed the
mosqgues he studied had “true” original forms that reflected
clear typological models.

Creswell also omitted al-Azhar’s urban context
from his drawing, unmooring the mosque from its ground
to be read as an autonomous object. A subsequent ideal-
ized drawing titled “Proposed reconstruction of original
mosqgue” emphasized this interpretation and allowed the
building to be analyzed against the plans of other mosques
(Figure 2). Paradoxically, the precision of the survey draw-
ing facilitated the eventual abstraction of the mosque. As it
was reproduced and disseminated through twentieth-cen-
tury history books, these drawings were progressively sim-
plified into diagrams, reducing histories of dynamic building
practices into fixed forms.

The survey drawing excels in the static representa-
tion of knowledge, fixing dimensions, periods of construc-
tion, and uses. The overly simplified drawing of al-Azhar re-
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verted its manifold eras, directionalities, and programs into
a clearly oriented, single-use, Fatimid-era building. In con-
trast to the fixity of the mosque survey drawing, the mus-
alla, a malleable religious space — that continues to escape
such rigid metrics — offers a critical lens through which to
reexamine mosques represented in survey books. Histor-
ically through its temporal spatial practices, the musalla
has no graphic presence in survey books. As such, it has no
pre-determined geometric composition, no strict alignment
of parts that create a unified whole, and no poché walls to
define space or reveal origins. While it is oriented toward
Makkah, its temporary general directionality (jika) is permis-
sive and approximate. When it physically shapes a space for
prostration, it leaves no identifiable traces to map, analyze,
or classify after it is gone. The musalla, thus, exists outside
of typology.

If the survey drawing claims to capture the multi-
ple temporalities of historical structures only to erase them,
the musalla’s lack of systematic representation leaves us
only with its temporalities. The musalla’s resistance to be-
ing captured by the survey calls for the development of
alternate forms of historical knowledge for Islamic spac-
es of worship — including the Friday mosque — and of new
practices through which to represent them. The cumulative
spatial practices embodied by the musalla — both persistent
and reimagined — and the community benefits they provide
to worshipers offer a rich source on which to build this ex-
panded knowledge. Freed from the fixity of the survey and
the compositional typological diagram, Islamic spaces of
worship can be recomposed in relationship with their so-
cial milieus, and urban and environmental contexts. By un-
derstanding these connections anew, the mosque can be
disentangled from the functionalist typological tradition
disseminated through the planimetric drawing. Renewed
programmatic flexibility and spatial layering will unlock
these buildings to a diverse array of users, allowing them
to respond to a variety of needs. As we move away from a
focus on the purity of the drawing, we can finally stop look-
ing for the “origin” of the mosque’s typology. Instead, we
can start to mine its entangled, aggregated architectural
histories, learning from its more permissive, if fragmented,
pasts, and opening previously foreclosed futures.

A mosque without its survey drawing, iS not a
mosque without history. On the contrary, it is a mosgue that
seeks to uncover histories obscured by the survey drawing.
That history is waiting to be rewritten and undrawn, begin-
ning with musalla design explorations.

Written on January 23, 2025
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Figure 1. K. A. C. Creswell, Mosque of al-Azhar: Showing
the various periods, from Muslim Architecture of

Egypt, Source: Creswell (1952). Avery Classics, Avery
Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University

<«Image: Moath Alofi, The Last Tashahud, 2017

Mosgus o ai-Azan: Propamed tecon

ginal motque,  Seale 11400,

Figure 2. K. A. C. Creswell, Mosque of al-Azhar: Proposed
reconstruction of original mosque, from Muslim
Architecture of Egypt, Source: Creswell (1952). Avery
Classics, Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library,
Columbia University
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