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JULIA GONNELLA 

COLUMNS AND HIEROGLYPHS: MAGIC SPOLIA IN MEDIEVAL 
ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE OF NORTHERN SYRIA 

Medieval Islamic architecture in Northern Syria is 

unthinkable without the use of spolia. Despite the 

abundance of local building material?there are ample 
limestone quarries in the area and even basalt occur 

rences both northwest and south of Aleppo?numer 
ous buildings from the Zangid (1127-1183), Ayyubid 
(1171 -1260), and also the Mamluk (1260-1516) periods 

exploited older architectural elements to a great extent. 

In Northern Syria, it is extremely easy to make use of 

already existing building materials. The architectural 

heritage of this region, with its numerous ruined and 

abandoned sites from not only the early Christian but 

also the classical and ancient Near Eastern periods, is 

exceptionally rich, which must have been very con 

venient, especially for the ambitious building projects 
undertaken by the Zangid and Ayyubid rulers. During 
their reign, entire towns, castles, and city walls were 

refurbished completely or at least in great part, mosques 
were either renovated or newly constructed, and new 

building types, such as law schools (sing, madrasa), 
Sufi monasteries (sing, khdnqdh), and hospitals (sing. 
mdristdn or bimdristdn) appeared for the first time.1 
That architects regularly returned to abandoned sites 

within reach is confirmed both by literary sources and 

architectural studies: the minaret of the Great Mosque 
in Aleppo was built with stones from the former cathe 

dral nearby,2 the Great Mosque in Harran incorpo 
rated elements from the neighboring Sabaean temple 
of the moon,3 and the Great Mosque of Diyarbakir, too, 

exploited its predecessor church.4 The new fortifications 

were especially in need of good-quality stone material: 

the citadel of Aleppo boasts numerous ancient column 

shafts, mainly in the glacis but also in the citadel wall, 
as well as heavy, monolithic Jewish tombstones, which 

were skillfully recycled in various parts of the enormous 

defense system.5 
However, secondhand material was not only cheap 

and easily available?it was also often charged with 

additional meaning, and there were many instances in 

which medieval craftsmen clearly reused ancient archi 

tectural fragments on purpose. An important motive 
seems to have been the desire to refer to a specific 
event or period in the past: Zangid and Ayyubid archi 

tecture frequently contained historical allusions and 

commemorated certain ancient sites: for example, the 

Shucaybiyya madrasa was built by the Zangid ruler Nur 

al-Din (d. 1174) on the location of the first Umayyad 
mosque of Aleppo.6 The stones from a tower built by 
the Umayyad general Maslama b. 'Abd al-Malik 

(d. 738), reused in the late Ayyubid Aleppine Qinnas 
rin Gate {bob Qinnasrin), are an explicit historical refer 
ence to the famous warrior, whose siege of Constanti 

nople between 715 and 718 earned him lasting fame. It 

would have been more than appropriate to commemo 

rate him by including remnants from one of his towers 

in a gate that was to protect the city against the infi 

del foes.7 In addition, we also find a large number of 

Crusader spolia, whose political and ideological impli 
cations have recently been reexamined.8 The Crusader 

capitals, deliberately turned upside down and flank 

ing the mihrab of the Abu T-Fida? madrasa in the Nur 

al-Din mosque in Hama,9 are well-known examples of 

war trophies, as is the much more illustrious portico 
of the Crusader church of St. Jean d'Acre, splendidly 

integrated into the Cairene madrasa of Sultan al-Nasir 

Muhammad.10 There are plenty of other Crusader spo 
lia in Northern Syria, mainly columns and capitals 
reused in various mihrabs in mosques, madrasas, and 
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104 JULIA GONNELLA 

khanqahs, which remain to be studied in detail.11 So far, 
there has been no serious examination of the origins of 

all the Crusader spolia in Northern Syria. Some were 

certainly taken from the various Crusader castles: many 
columns and capitals, for example, are missing from 

the chapel of Qal'at Marqab (Margat). Apart from their 

propagandistic value, they were certainly also selected 

for their beauty and precious material?all Crusader 

columns are of extremely good-quality marble, in dif 

ferent colors and shades.12 

While the political and symbolic implications of 

reused architectural elements have increasingly raised 

the interest of Islamic art historians, this paper will 

examine another attribute of spolia: their magical qual 
ities, a highly underestimated aspect, no doubt because 

the entire subject of magic is generally relegated to the 

field of Islamic folklore and popular religion. However, 
both ethnographic and medieval literary data strongly 

suggest that talismanic and apotropaic spolia were enor 

mously important and also widespread in the Middle 

East. Reading the literary sources, one might even argue 
that the presumed magical properties of spolia repre 
sented a major reason for their usage. An entire branch 

of medieval Islamic literature is dedicated to the topic 
of such talismans (tilasmdt), a term of Greek origin that 

basically covers ancient "magic" inscriptions and fig 
ural sculptures that are meant to avert danger, ward off 

destruction, keep away evil, manipulate natural forces, 
heal the sick, or simply bring good luck.13 As we shall see 

below, special chapters were devoted to such tilasmat in 

medieval topographical works. Talismanic spolia are, in 
a way, fixed versions of portable amulets, with exactly 
the same magical potential. Like amulets, they were part 
of the vast network of magical rites and beliefs prac 
ticed and well established in the everyday life of medie 
val Middle Eastern society, despite regularly recurring 

theological reservations. 

Talismanic spolia are not particular to Northern 

Syria but have survived in many parts of the Mid 

dle East. Viktoria Meinecke-Berg and, more recently, 
Desiree Heiden have repeatedly demonstrated the sig 
nificance of apotropaic pharaonic spolia for medieval 

Egyptian architecture,14 and there were and still are 
numerous folk tales and popular traditions attached to 
them. Finbarr B. Flood has noted the use of talismanic 

spolia in Syria, Yemen, Iran, India, and Pakistan.15 In 

fact, the phenomenon is not restricted to the Islamic 

Middle East. Magical spolia seem to have also existed in 

the Byzantine world and in medieval Europe, although 
the subject has hardly been studied systematically in 

either area.16 Talismanic sculptures, statues, and figu 
rines were common in the classical world and, of course, 
even before then, in the ancient Middle East, although 
there are obviously no examples from those periods of 

architectural elements being reused for their presumed 

apotropaic or talismanic qualities such as are under dis 

cussion here.17 

This article will concentrate on the evidence from 

Northern Syria, an area unusually well represented in 

both the literary and ethnographic traditions. It will also 

look at archaeological evidence, which provides unique 

insights into how spolia were chosen, a process about 

which very little is otherwise known. Quite a number 

of the talismanic spolia mentioned in historical sources 

still exist today. They can be found in the context of 

religious, domestic, and fortification architecture, and 

include all sorts of building elements, such as ancient 

inscriptions, stone reliefs with figural depictions, and 

freestanding figural sculptures. As for their histori 

cal origin, there seems to have been no preference for 

any particular era: Syrian talismanic spolia might be of 

either ancient Near Eastern, classical, or even Byzantine 

origin. It will, in fact, be argued that the specific histor 

ical origin of the spolia used is actually irrelevant. 

TALISMANS, MIRACLES, AND HOLY SITES: 
THE LITERARY EVIDENCE 

Maybe more than any other area in the Middle East, 
Northern Syria is astonishingly well covered in medi 
eval historical and geographical literature. The Ayyubid 
and Mamluk chroniclers Ibn al-cAdim (d. 1262), Ibn 

Shaddad (d. 1285), Sibt b. al-cAjami (d. 1479), and Ibn 
al-Shihna (d. 1485) in particular are exceptionally rich 
and valuable sources on the region, providing us with 
detailed information on its landscape, history, building 

heritage, and, what is important for us, the use of spolia 
in medieval architecture. In a certain way, it might come 
as a surprise that architectural spolia were considered 

important enough to be mentioned in the first place. 
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MAGIC SPOLIA IN MEDIEVAL ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE OF NORTHERN SYRIA 105 

Indeed, not only are they referred to at various points 

throughout the historical accounts but entire chapters 
are even devoted to them, with titles such as "Talis 

mans, Marvels, and Places to Visit" (txlasm, kardmdt, 

mazdrdt).18 Another important source is the pilgrimage 
itinerary by cAli b. Abi Bakr al-Harawi (d. 1215), which 

lists the principal shrines of his age and also mentions 

tilasmdt}9 

The sources refer to a wide range of spolia in different 

locations. For Aleppo, for example, we find mention of a 

Greek inscription on the Ayyubid Gate of Victory (bob 

al-Nasr)20 (fig. 1), a Hieroglyphic-Luwian inscription 

(fig. 2) and a Hebrew inscription in the Mamluk mosque 
of al-Qayqan in the al-?Aqaba quarter,21 and a "black 
column" on the no longer extant al-Afris Street that 
was probably made of basalt and hence of pre-Islamic 

origin.22 We have references to serpent "talismans" in 

Mayyafariqin (Silvan),23 Diyarbakir,24 Aleppo,25 and 
Ma'arrat al-Nu'man.26 We do not know what they 
looked like. In Harran, they apparently resembled 

Fig. 1. The talisman-spo/iwra in the Gate of Victory (bdb 
al-Nasr) in Aleppo. The Greek inscription is to the right of 
the cavities, darkened by use, where the afflicted placed their 

fingers. It is turned vertically and barely recognizable. (Photo: 
Julia Gonnella) 

. 2. The Hieroglyphic-Luwian inscription-spoZ/?m in the Mamluk mosque of al-Qayqan in Aleppo. (Photo: Julia Gonnella) 
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106 JULIA GONNELLA 

jinns with two heads,27 and thus remind us of the many 

dragon effigies known from various city gates.28 
These spolia were valued primarily for their heal 

ing qualities, which are surprisingly specific: each one 

is depicted as curing a particular malady. Consider, 
for example, the Hieroglyphic-Luwian inscription 
described as a "black stone with figures"?which is still 

in situ and well known among Near Eastern archaeolo 

gists: it is an imperial foundation inscription for a tem 

ple dating back to the early thirteenth century B.C.29 

According to medieval historians, it was apparently 
very efficient at fixing dislocated jaws, which could be 

remedied by coming to the mosque on three successive 

mornings before sunrise. The Hebrew inscription in the 

al-Qayqan mosque, an epitaph, was said to cure back 

pains. The Greek inscription on the Gate of Victory,30 

again fragments of an epitaph, is still visited today by 
those suffering from hand and fingernail problems: the 

afflicted person is meant to stick his or her fingers into 

little cavities, now darkened after years of frequent usage 

(fig. I).31 The black basalt column on Afris Street has 

unfortunately disappeared. It was described as having 
been particularly good at curing prostate problems.32 
The serpent tilasmat were effective against snakebites, 
and there were also numerous scorpion talismans 

against scorpion bites.33 Rather curious is a charm, not 

further specified, in the Hayyat mosque in Aleppo. It 
was meant to cure wild animals (sing, wahsh) stricken 

with a colic.34 Throughout the Islamic Middle East, wild 

animals are generally considered unclean and are thus 
avoided.35 Local inhabitants perhaps hoped that the 

tilasm would help them to ward off epidemics. The Hay 
yat mosque was originally a synagogue and the charm 
was possibly associated with the Hebrew inscription still 
in situ?6 

Of course, it was not the intention of medieval chron 
iclers to provide the reader with a topographical map of 

the major centers for various cures. Spolia were part of 
a whole range of extraordinary, supernatural phenom 
ena?and there were other "non-architectural" oddities 

described alongside, such as the rather awkward report 
of a gentleman who threw a pottery shard into a pool 
in a place called al-Khannaqiyya outside Aleppo that 

was apparently grabbed by a strange hand appearing 
out of nowhere from behind a door under the water.37 

There were also descriptions of unusual lights flaring up 
at certain locations, such as the one over a village near 

Rawandan.38 Very much like the mirabilia in medie 

val Europe, such remarkable phenomena were highly 

regarded in many parts of the Middle East and in fact 

belong to the "marvels" (aja'ib) that were collected more 

systematically by Arab geographers from around the 

twelfth century onwards, eventually forming a literary 
genre of their own, the AjaHb al-makhluqdt (Marvels of 

Creation) by the famous cosmographer and geographer 

Zakariyya3 b. Muhammad al-Qazwini (d. 1283) being 
the most illustrious oeuvre of this kind.39 These marvel 

stories described curiosities to a certain extent, but were 

concerned above all with miracles, wonders, and signs 
of supernatural power. These signs could be positive, as 

described above, but also negative. With respect to the 

spolia, they might very well be regarded as unpropitious 
omens of impending disasters. Such was the case with 

the basalt lion?quite certainly of ancient Near Eastern 

origin?that appeared in the course of restorations in 

the Great Mosque of Aleppo, making people feel very 

uneasy about continuing work there.40 Another basalt 

lion was discovered when the Ayyubid palace on the cit 

adel of Aleppo was being built: it was taken as an omen 

portending the destruction of the fortification walls.41 

Stories like these certainly were recurrent topoi, but as 

we shall later see, there were also some documented, 
"real" discoveries, such as the citadel lion, which almost 

certainly belonged to a predecessor site and was possi 

bly even identical with one of the two spolia lions that 
were integrated into the fountain house near the palace 

(fig. 3).42 
It is noteworthy that of all the spolia, literary sources 

seem to pay particular attention to ancient inscriptions: 
among those mentioned are a reused Hebrew inscrip 
tion in the town of Qinnasrin, and Greek inscriptions 
in Tarsus, Adana, and Nasibin, as well as Damascus.43 

Rather odd is the reference to a "three-thousand-year 
old" Greek inscription on an antique marble altar, 

apparently bearing the Roman emperor Diocletian's 
name. It was brought from Apamea to the Hallawiyya 
madrasa in Aleppo by Nur al-Din and became the object 
of much admiration.44 

One might be tempted to interpret this preoccupa 
tion with ancient inscriptions as a manifestation of a 
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Fig. 3. Two reused basalt lions in the fountain house near the 

palace on the citadel of Aleppo (detail of photo by Gertrude 
Bell in Ernst Herzfeld, Inscriptions et monuments d'Alep, 
2 vols., Materiaux pour un Corpus inscriptionum Arabicarum, 

Deuxieme partie, Syrie du Nord (Cairo, 1954-56), vol. 1, 
pt. 3, pi. IVe). Both lions no longer exist. 

fascination with history?the study of the past being, 
after all, an important research category of medieval 
Islamic scientific literature. This concern for the past 
also included an interest in ancient sites, and we know 

of several rulers who eagerly investigated archaeolog 
ical remains, such as the Ayyubid sultan Salah al-Din 

(d. 1193), who went to see the pyramids in Cairo and 

also paid a visit to Alexandria, the ancient Hellenistic 
venue of learning and science.45 

But did one really hope to extract historical informa 
tion from the ancient inscriptions? Instead, the fasci 
nation with inscriptions seems to have been connected 

with the magical mysteries they supposedly revealed. 

The emir Sayf al-Din cAli b. Qilij, for example, had 
someone translate a Greek epitaph that came from a 

cemetery famous for its unusual light phenomena. The 

text, read by one of Aleppo's Greek scholars, turned 

out to be a religious note proclaiming that this light 
was a present from God.46 The emir was certainly not 

interested in this inscription for its historical value but 

rather because he hoped to make use of its talismanic 

properties. The beautiful, "three-thousand-year-old" 
altar, with its white, translucent marble patina, which 
was brought to the Hallawiyya madrasa in Aleppo, was 

also not appreciated for its historical significance alone. 

It was reused for serving pastries to the jurists residing 
in the madrasa. Significantly, the service took place on 

a specific night, the blessed Laylat al-Qadr, the twenty 
seventh night of Ramadan, a particularly propitious date 

in the Muslim calendar. The altar was evidently con 

sidered to be auspicious 
47 Above all, the ancient inscrip 

tions were obviously cherished because of their close 

association with magical formulas and invocations, as 

one also finds them on portable amulets and handwrit 

ten charms, which often made use of pseudo-alphabets 
and Kabbalistic letters?seemingly "foreign" scripts. 
Letters (huruf), like numbers, were generally believed to 

possess occult properties, and particular religious spe 
cialists were cherished for their apparent knowledge of 

such secrets and for their presumed expertise in accord 

ingly influencing the supernatural spheres.48 Magicians 
also employed foreign scripts to keep their knowledge 
of the occult secret; they likewise made use of special 

magical ink.49 

THRESHOLDS AND COLUMNS: 
THE ETHNOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE 

In examining the use of spolia, it certainly is of value 

to study more closely what are often labelled as the 

"popular," local traditions of Islam. Especially in the 

ethnographic accounts of the veneration of saints, one 

finds plenty of practices and beliefs directly relevant to 
our subject. Particularly rich are the fascinating reports 
of the widely travelled Bavarian ethnographers Rudolf 

Kriss and Hubert Kriss-Heinrich, who in the late 1950s 

assembled numerous oral traditions on popular pil 

grimages, saints' tombs, and amulets in the Balkans, 

Greece, Syria, Turkey, Palestine, Egypt, and Ethiopia.50 
A great number of the holy places they encountered 

have since disappeared. Others continue to exist and 
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108 JULIA GONNELLA 

Fig. 4. Detail of the Ayyubid iron doors with horseshoe deco 
ration from the main entrance gate of the Aleppo citadel. 

(Photo: Klaus-Peter Kohlmeyer) 

are still today potent sites of visitation, at least for parts 
of the present populations of these regions. 

Many of the so-called folklore customs and beliefs 

described are of great antiquity. Such is the case with the 

particular significance of doors, thresholds, and gate 
ways, which represent dangerous, permeable openings 
into safe, domestic spaces and thus need additional 

magical protection through charms, shrines, or talis 
manic statues. Assyrians and Hittites used "guardian" 

figures, both full statues of lions, sphinxes, and griffin 
demons and little terracotta figurines that were buried 

under thresholds, to prevent evil from entering.51 Ste 

lae with moon and bull aspects secured entrance gates 
in ancient Israel.52 In Greece, talismanic statues pro 
tected cities and citadels.53 

Islamic folklore tradition as well has several potent 

magical rites to secure endangered architectural aper 

tures, such as the hanging of special herbs, mounted 

animals such as crocodiles, or other charms above the 

doorway, and even today numerous houses are safe 

guarded by amulets and other protective measures, both 
in the countryside and in urban settings.54 Such protec 
tive measures were by no means taken only in the con 

text of vernacular architecture, as is perfectly illustrated 

by the formidable design of the three heavy Ayyubid 
iron gates of the mighty Aleppo citadel, with its regular 
layout of horse shoes, an impressive example of a visu 

ally satisfying, apotropaic decoration making use of an 

old amulet type still common in Syria and Turkey today 
(fig. 4).55 Ethnographic reports from nineteenth-cen 

tury Cairo relate that it was still common to guard the 
entrance to one's residence with hieroglyphic inscrip 
tions. They also mention herbal and handwritten amu 

lets as well as talismanic spolia.56 City gateways were and 
still are often protected by shrines and talismans?the 

city wall shielding the inhabitants from both natural and 

supernatural hostile incursions. There are numerous 

ancient traditions and miracles associated with gates. 
For example, Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich recorded that 
at Zuwayla Gate (bab Zuwayla) in Cairo people used 
to stick nails in the doors, place teeth in the joints, and 
bind threads around the nails, all to find relief from 
headaches and toothaches (fig. 5).57 In Syria, many of 
these ancient beliefs and traditions are still very much 

alive.58 At Aleppo's western gate, the Gate of Antakya 
(bab Antakya), one can still admire the large iron can 
non ball of Shaykh Macruf, who is said to have fended 
off the Crusaders.59 At the Gate of Victory to the north, 
both the shrine of al-Khidr and the aforementioned fin 

gernail talisman, the ancient Greek inscription (fig. 1), 
are regularly visited for their healing qualities, as is the 

maqam (shrine) of the "flying" Shaykh al-Tayyar at the 
southeastern Gate of Qinnasrin, which was recently 
renovated by private initiative. Even Aleppo's citadel 
boasts a potent gateway saint, again al-Khidr, in its 

heavily fortified entrance complex, which is still visited 
on a regular basis.60 

The magical qualities of the gateways might have 
also played a role in how doors themselves came to be 

regarded as a worthy trophy: there is a long record of 
doors having been translocated as booty, not only in 
Islamic but also in Byzantine and medieval European 
contexts.61 The robbing of doors certainly represents 
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Fig. 5. People visiting the Zuwayla Gate (bdb Zuwayla) in 
Cairo. (Photo: Rudolph Kriss and Hubert Kriss-Heinrich, 

Volksglaube im Bereich des Islam, 2 vols. (Wiesbaden, 1960 

62), 1: pi. 18) 

one of the most sophisticated ways to symbolically dis 

play victory, leaving behind the defeated enemy, frail 

and unprotected not only physically but also visually. 
One prominent example is the odyssey of the famous 

Byzantine iron doors of?Ammuriyya, which were car 

ried off to Samarra by the 'Abbasid caliph al-Mu'tasim 

(r. 833-42) after he captured the Byzantine stronghold 
in 838. They were then brought via al-Raqqa to Aleppo, 

where the Ayyubid sultan al-Nasir Yusuf II (r. 1236-60) 

integrated them into the newly restored Qinnasrin 
Gate.62 This conscious statement against his Christian 

enemies was further reinforced by his decision to com 

plement the doors with the aforementioned remains 

from the Umayyad tower built by Maslama b. cAbd al 

Malik, who was remembered not only for his famous 

siege of Constantinople but also for defeating the Byz 
antine army near 'Ammuriyya.63 These doors were thus 

Fig. 6. Stone columns and piers at the popular shrine of Sah 
wat al-Khadr in the Hawran region of Syria. (Photo: Kriss 
and Kriss-Heinrich, Volksglaube, 1: pi. 104) 

certainly charged with a strong political significance, but 
one might well assume that they were also believed to 

have numinous powers. 

Apart from thresholds, gateways, and doors, ethno 

graphic data further reveal the significance of stones 

and columns, which play a key role on saintly premises 

(fig. 6).64 The attribution of magical qualities to natural 

stones, stone blocks, and columns is again a well-known 

pre-Islamic phenomenon: they were often believed to 

be inherently numinous or animated. Stone sanctuaries 

(Gr. baityloi) were built by the Phoenicians, the Greeks, 
and the Israelites, as well as the ancient Arabs. They 
served as either abodes or aniconic images of a deity, 
and were even sometimes considered divine them 

selves.65 In his book on the religion of the early pagan 
Arabs, the Muslim historian Ibn al-Kalbi (d. ca. 819) 
describes some of the rites that surrounded such sanc 

tuaries: visitors circumambulated the sites, sacrificed 

animals, and smeared their blood over the stones.66 The 

Greeks also had "sacred" columns, which were said to 

have "fallen from the sky" (diopetes, lit. "fallen from 

Zeus"), a possible indication of their meteoritic origin.67 
In Northern Syria, one encounters columns ancient 

and new, some cut from rock and others fashioned from 

spolia, as well as pillars and piers. In both literary and 

oral traditions, there were plenty of columns and pil 
lars boasting specific healing abilities. The remains of a 

column shaft in a cemetery near Jerusalem, for exam 

ple, were believed among the locals to cure headaches 
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Fig. 7. Column with strings in the Petrus grotto of 'Akura. (Photo: Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich, Volksglaube, 1: pi. 142) 

Fig. 8. Piers with strings in the church of Mar Yuhanna in Jubayl. (Photo: Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich, Volksglaube, 1: pi. 141) 
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Fig. 9. "Fake" column shafts at the Gate of Victory (bdb 
al-Nasr) in Aleppo. (Photo: Julia Gonnella) 

when circumambulated seven times,68 and the "sweat 

ing" column in the Hagia Sophia?also known among 
Muslims as the "column of al-Khidr"?was, and by 
some still is, said to be rather efficacious against eye 

problems and infertility: the afflicted are supposed to 

stick their thumbs in a small cavity of the shaft.69 Ibn 

Shaddad mentions a beneficent pillar that was visited 

by both Muslims and Jews, illustrating perfectly that 

such beliefs were not confined to one religious com 

munity alone.70 People came, and still come today, to 

bind strings around particular columns as a way to con 

firm personal vows (fig. 7)71?again a practice known 

among not only Muslims but also local Christians?as 

is likewise made clear by reports from the chapel of St. 

Ananias in Damascus and the church of Mar Yuhanna 

in Jubayl, in present day Lebanon (fig. 8).72 In the latter 

case, Kriss and Kriss-Heinrich were told that the strings 

had been wrapped around the piers after a major chol 

era outbreak. There were also, and still are, miracles 

associated with columns: a column in a local maqdm 
near Skopje in the Balkans, for example, is said to have 

arrived there by flying through the air from Khorasan.73 

These magical qualities might indeed account for 

the very common practice of reusing column shafts in 

architecture. Fortifications in particular make signifi 
cant use of column shafts in various parts of their defen 

sive systems. In most cases, they are vertically set into 

the wall constructions as header ties, leaving the round 

section of the columns visible on the outside wall.74 

While it is commonly argued that column shafts were 

mainly employed for stability reasons?the columns are 

meant to hold the walls together to protect foundations 

against sapping75?Michael Greenalgh has recently 

pointed out that the layout of the shafts within the forti 

fication walls was very often too regular and overly dec 

orative.76 Indeed, many of the shafts are fixed on a very 

high level and are thus hardly functional for defensive 

purposes. Recent architectural studies on the citadel of 

Aleppo and the city walls have further revealed not only 
the existence of large numbers of reused column shafts 

but also "fake" columns, that is, roundels cut into the 

masonry as a way to mimic the originals (fig. 9). Instead, 
there seems to be a magical raison d'etre behind their 

frequent usage. This is certainly strongly suggested by 
the wall decoration of the small Mamluk mosque of al 

Qayqan in Aleppo, where column shafts are conspicu 

ously displayed on both facade sides, together with the 

aforementioned talismanic Hebrew and Hittite inscrip 
tions and other non-epigraphic spolia (fig. 10).77 In this 

case, concern for stability most definitely could not have 

been a factor in their inclusion. 

It certainly is surprising how many of the smaller, 
local shaykhs' tombs are furnished with columns. In 

most cases, these columns originated from more ancient 

constructions nearby and sometimes even directly 
from predecessor buildings. Muslim shaykhs' tombs 
were often built on more ancient holy sites, Christian 

churches and/or pagan temples. The reemployment 
of older building material created a visual continuity 
of sacred space?both in Northern Syria and in other 

places as well. In some cases, shaykhs' tombs not only 
made use of single spolium but were even integrated 
into the ruins of the predecessor building, as with the 
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Fig. 11. The shrine of "Nabi Huri" in Cyrrhus. (Photo: Klaus-Peter Kohlmeyer) 
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Fig. 12. The "antique" entablature of the Shu'aybiyya madrasa in Aleppo. (Photo: Julia Gonnella) 

local maqdm within the Roman temple ruins on Bara 

kat mountain, near the famous Byzantine monastery of 

St. Simeon, or the maqdm of Uriya b. Hannan ("Nabi 

Huri") on the antique site of Cyrrhus near the Turkish 
border?until today one of the most important shrines 

for local Kurds?in a nearly intact Roman tomb (fig. 
II).78 This manner of using predecessor buildings is in 
no way confined to so-called vernacular architecture: 

the Hallawiyya madrasa in Aleppo preserves part of the 
ancient cathedral, and the cella of the Baal temple in 

Palmyra was first turned into a church and then into a 

mosque in the twelfth century, without many changes to 

the place.79 Of course, ancient inscriptions, spolia, and 

archaeological ruins emphasize the antiquity of a reli 

gious site. They imply that the site has always been wor 

shipped, evoking a sort of timelessness, as do indeed the 

Muslim saints themselves, whose historical personality 
has in general long been forgotten and who are simply 
remembered for having lived "a long time ago" (ram 

zaman). In anthropological terminology, one would 

say that both saints and shrines were removed from the 

"natural circle of life," and instead belong to a "sacred," 

permanent time. 

RECUTTING SPOLIA: 
THE "CLASSICAL REVIVAL" 

It would be incredibly fascinating to look at so-called 

classical revival architecture from a "magical" perspec 
tive. This architectural phenomenon, which was rather 

unusual for Islamic art, appeared in Northern Syria in 

the eleventh and twelfth centuries. It makes deliberate 
use of antique forms, including pilasters, pediments, 
and cornices with different types of moldings.80 In 

fact, these occurrences of classicisms are restricted to 

single architectural details such as friezes or capitals, 
rather than to entire buildings. In a way, one could 

say, therefore, that we are dealing here with architec 

tural elements made to look like spolia. A well-known 

example is the ornate entablature of the Shu'aybiyya 
madrasa in Aleppo, built in 1150 by Nur al-Din, which 
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Jean Sauvaget mistook for recut antique material (fig. 
12).81 The phenomenon of fabricating stones alVantica, 

i.e., of fabricating one's own spolia, is, of course, also 

known from other parts of the world, such as medieval 

Europe, where one deliberately tried either to finish off 

a decorative arrangement with already existing antique 
elements or to produce new, prominent, antique-look 

ing eye-catchers for selected parts of the buildings.82 

Terry Allen has argued that these classicizing motifs 

in Northern Syria were employed in places that had 

appropriate?albeit rather general?"antique" 
asso 

ciations and where there were already antique mon 

uments or remains.83 The Shucaybiyya madrasa, for 

example, commemorated the first mosque in Aleppo 
and was built near a now-lost Greek arch that might 
have served as a model, and both the minaret of Aleppo 
and the mosque of Harran have associations with the 

prophet Ibrahim.84 Allen has also pointed out that these 

classical motifs seem to have appeared mainly on reli 

gious and not on secular buildings,85 although this is a 

rather speculative observation, considering how little 

secular architecture has survived from this period. 
It is extremely tempting to theorize that these classi 

cal motifs, the so-called pseudo-spo/fa, were also meant 

to evoke magical associations. If this was the case, they 
would have enhanced the sanctity of the respective 

building, not unlike the fake saint's tomb of the Aleppo 
suq, which was specifically installed during the pilgrim 
age period in order to attract additional customers.86 A 

magical association would certainly require us to revise 
the traditional interpretation of the "classical revival." 

The appearance of classical motifs on religious build 

ings, for example, would then have to be seen as yet 
another way of emphasizing the antiquity of the sacred 
site rather than the antiquity of the site having been the 
source of inspiration for this exquisite workmanship, as 

has previously been argued. It would also explain the 

different antique styles used within the framework of 

"classical revival" architecture that have always puzzled 
art historians, making it difficult to interpret this phe 
nomenon as a conscious attempt to recreate a specific 
historical period. Spolia were used to make buildings 
look "ancient" in a very general sense rather than to 

evoke a specifically "Byzantine," "Umayyad," "early 
medieval," or even "classical Roman" past. Of course, 

these preceding remarks remain highly theoretical and 

should be studied further. 

CHOOSING SPOLIA: 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

I would like to conclude with archaeological evidence 

that not only testifies to the significant magical role of 

spolia per se, but also provides us with a rare insight into 

the process of choosing spolia. Between 1996 and 2006, 

Syrian-German excavations at the citadel of Aleppo 

yielded an important Bronze and Iron Age temple dedi 

cated to the storm god, one of the major cultic places in 

the entire Middle East.87 The temple was decorated not 

only with various sets of spectacular reliefs depicting 
the storm god himself and his entourage, but also with 
an exceptional portrait of King Taita, a potent but yet 
little-known ruler of the eleventh century B.C. These 

reliefs were added to the temple at various stages and 
are currently dated between 1400 and 900 B.C. 

Before the excavations started, a series of single 
ancient sculptures and reliefs dispersed on the citadel 

and in the local museum were already important har 

bingers of the future discovery.88 Of those, a group of 

five limestone and basalt blocks is particularly striking. 
One of these blocks is reused as a spolium next to the 
entrance gate of the upper Ayyubid mosque (fig. 13). 
The others are presently exhibited as isolated pieces 
in front of the citadel museum. They, too, had appar 

ently been integrated into the same mosque, but were 

extracted once the mosque was dismantled for restora 
tion during the period of the French Mandate. These 

blocks, which are around 85 to 95 centimeters tall and 
1.5 meters wide, all show a grid- or knot-like pattern 
in two registers. They date to the period of the Hittite 

Empire (fourteenth-thirteenth century B.C.) and are 

meant to depict "false windows" with carved window 

grilles resembling lattice woodwork screens (mashra 

biyyas), as corroborated by miniature house models in 

clay.89 

The excavations revealed that these blocks belonged 
to the original decoration of the former temple when, in 

2003 and 2004, the practically intact interior of the east 
ern and southern walls of the temple was exposed, yield 
ing nine further mashrabiyya blocks still in situ (fig. 14). 
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Fig. 13. A "false window" reused in the upper mosque of the 

Aleppo citadel. (Photo: Julia Gonnella) 

From this it was clear that the other five blocks origi 
nated from the western wall, which had been completely 

destroyed in the Ayyubid period during the construc 

tion of a series of storage rooms. These storage rooms 

still exist to the east of the lower mosque and now?after 

clearing?expose the foundation of the temple wall. 

When the Ayyubid workmen had this wall demolished, 

they evidently removed the decorated stone blocks from 

their original location and incorporated them into the 

upper mosque, which was completely rebuilt under the 

Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Zahir (r. 1186-1216) after 

it burned in a fire in 1212.90 

The knot-like patterns of the so-called false windows 

probably induced the Ayyubid architects and work 
men to reuse the Hittite stone blocks as talismanic spo 
lia near the mosque entrance. The motif fits very well 

with Ayyubid apotropaic decoration. Knots are known 

for their magical associations: it is an ancient Arab cus 

tom to spit on knots, for example, and knotted threads 
are thrown upon saints' tombs.91 Knot motifs are com 

mon not only on Ayyubid pottery and metalwork92 but 

also in Ayyubid architecture, the most famous example 

being the two intertwined dragons sitting over the main 

entrance of the Aleppo citadel. The choice to integrate 
a "false window" next to the mosque entrance, there 

fore, seems plausible within both the Ayyubid magical 
and aesthetic contexts. 

Lion figures were also obviously reused on the cita 

del, as seen in the aforementioned photograph by Ger 

trude Bell (fig. 3).93 It shows two basalt lion sculptures 

flanking the entrance of a building, which can proba 

bly be identified as the fountain house next to the Ay 

yubid palace. Unfortunately, it is impossible to date 

this building activity precisely and the lions have since 

Fig. 14. The reliefs of the eastern wall of the temple of the storm god in Aleppo. (Photo: Kay Kohlmeyer) 
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disappeared, too. However, the two Ayyubid three 

quarter profile lions (the "laughing" lion and the "weep 

ing" lion) on both sides of the third gateway in the large 
entrance complex are clearly conscious reminders of the 

important pre-Islamic tradition associated with this site. 

Not all reliefs from the ancient temple were equally 

appreciated by the Ayyubids. The famous one previ 

ously discovered by the French archaeologist Georges 
Ploix de Rotrou in 1929, with two winged genii and a 

sun and moon motif, was reused as an ordinary corner 

stone in a medieval foundation, hiding the figural deco 

ration.94 In the course of repair work by the Aga Khan 

Trust for Culture (AKTC) in 2004, the remains of a mas 

sive, ancient Middle Eastern sculpture were discovered 
as a foundation stone of the second gate in the large 

Ayyubid entrance complex.95 The sculpture, represent 

ing either a sphinx or a griffon, had been turned upside 
down and cut into shape. Its head was missing, mak 

ing it difficult to identify the creature with certainty. In 

both cases, the buried sculpture demonstrates that the 

Ayyubids were seriously concerned about displaying it 

in public, despite the fact that griffons and sphinxes do 

regularly appear in medieval decorative Islamic art and 

neither has explicitly negative associations.96 
For the final set of reliefs, we do not have any actual 

remains, although one might assume that they also 

ended up as foundation material in medieval build 

ings. The original temple decoration discovered in the 

excavations shows not only "false windows" but also 

alternating "bullmen" with lifted arms. These ancient 

mythical creatures evidently produced strong feelings 
of anxiety, certainly for their hoofs alone, which made 
them appear to be jinns. Until today, none of the bull 

men, which must have embellished the western wall of 
the temple, has been recovered. The excavations on the 

citadel, however, demonstrate very well that medieval 
architectural spolia were chosen with the greatest care 

and attention. 

Museum fur Islamische Kunst 

Berlin, Germany 

NOTES 

Author's note: This article is dedicated to the memory of Viktor 

ia Meinecke-Berg, who was one of the first to deal with spolia 

in the context of Islamic architecture. An earlier version of this 

paper was given at the conference on "Byzantine Spolia in Isla 

mic Monuments," held between October 31 and November 3, 

2003 at the Skulpturensammlung und Museum fur Byzantinische 
Kunst (SPK) in Berlin. I would like to thank Neslihan Asutay 
Effenberger and Arne Effenberger for having organized this very 
inspiring event. 
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