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Why the Dome of the Rock belongs to us all

Is a new Palestinian intifada on the way?

Opinion

A
fter a tense couple of 
weeks, the centrist 
Jerusalem Post 
wearily turned to 
understatement to 
describe the com-

plex known to Jews as Temple 
Mount and to Muslims as Haram 
al-Sharif. It is, the Post declared, 
“the most sensitive piece of real 
estate on the planet.”
Quite.

It is certainly one of, if not the 
most contentious. More often 
than not, the focus is on the 
mosque, which has existed as a 
house of prayer, albeit originally 
a small one, from shortly after 
Prophet Mohammad’s death. For 
some Palestinians and Muslims, 
there is a deep and abiding 
fear that Israel will reclaim the 
complex one day as the site of the 
Temple of Solomon and Herod. 
Jewish tradition states that it is 
at Temple Mount that a third and 
final temple will be built.

The complex, however, is 
important for reasons other than 
the tangled conflict between two 
religions over land, legitimate 
claim and lawful possession. The 
complex contains the very first 
monument of the Muslim faith, 
one that changed the very nature 
of art, perception and architecture 
for the whole world.

The Dome of the Rock, which 

was built within 90 years of 
when, Islam teaches, the divine 
revelations were delivered to 
Prophet Mohammad by the 
archangel Gabriel, literally 
and figuratively created a new 
grammar of aesthetics. It started 
a new style, a visual culture that 
was different from Christian 
decorative expression in its 
elevation of writing to one of the 
highest forms of art.

And it laid the foundation for 
the unique character — aniconism, 
austerity and symmetry — of 
Islamic art and architecture. 
Overall, experts said, this helped 
define a philosophy of the new 
faith and to the development of 
perspective art, which used the 
geometry of light.

The Dome of the Rock was, 
along with a change in coinage, 
the first concrete sign that 
a significant transition had 
occurred in the Nile-to-Oxus 
region. It was not just the 
changeover from Byzantine rulers 
to Muslim ones. It was that of 
mindset, the sense that a whole 
new way of seeing had been 
found.

Consider this: The Dome of the 
Rock was completed in 691 by 
Caliph Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan 
of Islam’s first ruling dynasty, 
the Umayyads. Before the turn 
of the eighth century, he became 

the first Muslim caliph to replace 
the traditional ruler’s portrait on 
gold and silver coins with Arabic 
inscriptions invoking the name 
of God. The word of God had 
become a decorative tool and the 
coins inscribed with “ruler of the 
orthodox” and “representative 
of Allah” stressed the piety 
and humility of Muslim rulers 
compared to those of pre-Islamic 
empires.

It was in the dome, an ambitious 
project meant to symbolically 
appropriate the territory taken 
by Islam, that the new artistic 
language had really been 
formulated, however. Script ran 
240 metres around the inner 
arcade. Human figures were not to 
be seen in the mosaic. The writing 
included early datable Quranic 
quotations, the profession of faith 
and an exhortation for People of 
the Book to tell the truth about 
God.

Experts, not least Hans 
Belting, professor of art history 
at the Academy for Design in 
Karlsruhe, Germany, said this 
was enormously significant. “The 
monumental textual inscription in 
the Dome’s magnificent interior… 
proclaims an agenda: The absence 
of representational images has 
become a programme,” he said.

Until then, the adornment 
of Islam’s religious spaces had 

largely adhered to Mediterranean 
tradition, with a profusion of 
images. As the first shrine of the 
world’s youngest faith, the dome’s 
use of script as decoration would 
affect the way Muslims dealt 
with spaces that had religious 
significance.

Aniconism, however, was 
not a licence for iconoclasm 
and certainly not the barbaric 
paroxysms of violence displayed 
in recent years by the Taliban, 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and other 
perverted practitioners. The late 
Richard Ettinghausen and Oleg 
Grabar, both acclaimed Islamic 
art historians, have stressed this 
point. “It is incorrect,” they say 
of the dome’s decoration “to talk 
of a Muslim iconoclasm (even if 
destruction of images did occur 
later) but one should call the 
Muslim attitude aniconic.”

This would have a revolutionary 
effect on perspective and the use 
of light in art and architecture 
around the world. In some ways 
then, the Dome of the Rock may 
be even more unique than al-Aqsa 
Mosque. It is the heritage of all of 
humanity, not just Muslims.
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T
he UN Security Council 
convened in an 
emergency session to 
address the violence 
that flared up once 
again in the Holy Land 

as Israelis and Palestinians 
exchanged bullets, tear gas and 
knife stabbings and hurled rocks 
and accusations at each other.

At least seven people were 
killed and dozens injured. The 
Palestinian Authority said Israeli 
security forces arrested more 
than 900 protesters. Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas 
said the Palestinian Authority 
suspended all communication 
and cooperation with Israel. The 
violence spread to neighbouring 
Jordan when an attacker struck at 
the Israeli Embassy in Amman.

Sadly, it’s a safe bet that any 
resolution adopted by the United 
Nations regarding ending the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict will 
amount to the equivalent of 
applying Band-Aids to a patient 
requiring major surgery.

The reality is that there is no 
alternative to reaching a lasting 
solution to the problem — the 
creation of a Palestinian state that 
can coexist peacefully alongside 
the state of Israel. Given the 
political realities in the region, that 
would require nothing short of a 
miracle.

If those attempting to bring 
peace to the troubled Middle East 
bothered to consult history books, 
they would quickly learn that, 
short of settling the 7-decade-
old dispute in Palestine once 
and for all, periodic violence will 
inevitably continue to haunt the 
region.

Applying interim and temporary 
ceasefires and short-term peace 
accords only serves to fuel the 
animosity and general frustration 
that each actor in this never-
ending drama collects and 
ultimately harbours for the other 
side. When that pent-up energy is 
released, it does so with renewed 
vigour, climbing to worsening 
levels of violence.

As for UN resolutions, suffice 
to look at previous ones passed 
by the Security Council, such 
as Resolution 242, adopted 
unanimously on November 22, 
1967, after the June 1967 Six-
Day War. Long considered a 
cornerstone for future negotiations 
on the Israeli-Palestinian problem, 
it has yet to be implemented.

The recent violence erupted 
after Israeli security installed 
metal detectors at the entrance to 
the Dome of the Rock, considered 
Islam’s third holiest site after 
Mecca and Medina. Muslims 
believe the Prophet Mohammad 
ascended to heaven on his winged 
horse, Buraq, from the site 
where al-Aqsa Mosque sits today. 
Palestinians see this latest Israeli 
move as an attempt to control 
access to the holy site.

There is a very good reason 
why the United Nations did not 
waste time in calling for the 
Security Council meeting, hoping 
to suppress the violence before it 

expanded. Similarly, Washington 
was quick to dispatch an envoy 
to the region hoping to quell the 
unrest.

Indeed, the United States and 
Russia saw the clear danger from 
an escalation of violence between 
Palestinians and Israelis. With 
large areas of the Middle East in 
turmoil as the Islamic State’s so-
called caliphate is pushed out of 
Iraq and Syria, the last thing the 
region or the major powers want is 
a new active front.

But, if miracles are no longer 
common occurrence in the Holy 
Land, changes in attitude and 
political stances do happen. 

Indeed, after saying that the 
metal detectors at the Dome of 
the Rock would remain in place, 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu agreed, even if 
reluctantly, to remove them. As 
pressure mounted, the Israel 
security cabinet agreed to replace 
them with other systems.

Netanyahu’s decision to remove 
the metal detectors and back down 
in the face of Palestinian demands 
is itself a major change in Israel's 
policy, but is unlikely to be the last 
word regarding this issue.
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Flying off the handle. A Palestinian uses a slingshot against Israeli soldiers during clashes in the 
West Bank city of Bethlehem, on July 21.                                                                                                                                                                         (AP)


