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VISITING THE HOLY

On Monday morning, March 27, 1690, the celebrated 
Damascene scholar {Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (1641–
1731) set out with a group of friends and followers 
to travel from Damascus to Jerusalem1—a leisurely 
journey to the House of Holiness (Bayt al-Maqdis), 
tracing a trail marked by saints’ tombs, Sufi contacts, 
and spring-enlivened landscapes. In a dream that 
preceded the journey, al-Nabulusi had seen himself 
riding a beautiful Arabian horse, with his feet resting 
on the palms of two vigorous and beautifully dressed 
young men. Four days later, as the convoy took off, 
two young Sufis walked undistractedly in front of al-
Nabulusi, “the walking of angels.”2 They accompanied 
the convoy all the way to Jerusalem and back. Fol-
lowing the morning prayer, the journey began with 
a visit to the prophet Yahya’s shrine in the Umayyad 
Great Mosque (fig. 1). After sixteen days of eventful 
and joyful travel Jerusalem loomed on the horizon. A 
sense of excitement besieged the group, and a shiver 
of passion ran through their souls: they had reached 
their destination and were in the proximity of the 
sacred. Before entering the city, however, they pro-
ceeded to the Jarrahiyya School to visit the tomb of 
Shaykh Husam al-Din al-Jarrahi (d. 1201).3 Waiting to 
receive the visitors was an assembly of spiritual leaders 
and dignitaries together with a crowd carrying flags 
and reciting prayers and religious invocations.4 The 
Sufis of the Adhamiyya z¸wiya soon joined in the recep-
tion, and all proceeded to al-{Amud Gate (also known 
as the Damascus Gate) (fig. 2). The visit seemed to 
have excited the city.

As al-Nabulusi entered, descended to the market-
place, and walked along the narrow streets of Jerusa-
lem, he was moved by the beauty and blessedness of 
the city. His memoirs reveal a sense of awe mixed with 
delight and elation. Along with the marching crowd 
and the chanting band, the visitors made their way to 
the Noble Sanctuary (al-Haram al-Sharif), their ultimate 

target. They entered the Haram from the Cotton Mer-
chants’ Gate (Bab al-Qattanin) (fig. 3). The moment 
of entering was memorable, as it coincided with the 
recitation of a poetic line celebrating the Prophet’s 
night journey from Mecca to Jerusalem:

You journeyed by night from a sanctuary to a sanc-
 tuary
as the full moon journeys in the thick of darkness.5

Excited by the visit of the eminent religious leader, 
a large crowd of locals followed al-Nabulusi to the 
Mamluk Sultaniyya School (also known as al-Ashrafiyya) 
where the guests were to be hosted.6 They crowded 
the adjacent spaces and surrounding terraces. As al-
Nabulusi approached the school, he was struck by the 
finely crafted stones and colorful inlays of the gate, and 
as he made his way up the circular stair of the minaret 
to the reception hall, he noted—and meticulously 
recounts in his memoirs—his visual experiences, giving 
extensive details of the school’s spatial and material 
qualities. He seems to have been profoundly impressed 
by the architecture of this Mamluk building (figs. 4, 
5). “Overall and in detail,” he writes, “it is a great 
school, of reverential status. There is no building like 
it in the world, as is confirmed by generation after 
generation. And if there is, it is certainly not in these 
praiseworthy, laudable, sacred lands.”7

From this peripheral position on the border of the 
Haram, al-Nabulusi could see glimpses of the Dome 
of the Rock, crowning the elevated open plateau. His 
textual depiction of the layout of the Sultaniyya reveals 
the Dome of the Rock as a visual reference while 
attempting to position the reader in the wider spatial-
ity of the Haram. The poetic imageries he constructs 
to illustrate his spatial experiences capture the picto-
rial relationship between the main hall of the school 
on the second floor (no longer extant) and the Dome 
of the Rock. Describing the visual experience a viewer 
would have from inside the hall, with its large windows 
overlooking the Haram, al-Nabulusi writes:
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Fig. 1. The shrine of the prophet Yahya (St. John the Baptist) in the prayer hall of the Umayyad Great Mosque of Damascus. 
(Author’s photo)

Fig. 2. The al-{Amud Gate. (Author’s photo)
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Fig. 3. The Cotton Merchants’ Gate (Bab al-Qattanin) as seen 
from the Haram. (Author’s photo)

Fig. 4. The entrance to the Sultaniyya School. (Author’s 
photo)

Within it the sacred sanctuary reveals itself
to its resident in a variety of presences.
From it the dome of God’s Rock 
looms up loftily in the likeness of full moons.
And the dome of the Aqsa also appears, yet
many other domes are there alongside the wall.8

This distant yet seemingly joyous visual contact with 
the Dome of the Rock from the remoteness of the 
Sultaniyya hall promised a euphoric encounter with 
the highly significant monument. But the visitors were 
held back by the excited crowd and the protocol of 
hospitality; they were also tired after their long journey 
and in need of some rest. Feeling tranquil and settled, 
they announced their safe arrival by reciting al-F¸ti¥a 

(the opening chapter of the Qur}an). Shortly after, the 
crowd broke up. But no sooner were the visitors left to 
rest than the call for prayer urged them to move on 

again. Although they seem to have been enjoying the 
enticing food generously donated by the chief (naqºb) 

of the city and the shaykh of the Haram, {Abd al-Latif 
Efendi (d. 1774),9 they had to leave hurriedly for the 
Mosque of the Rock (Masjid al-Sakhra), as al-Nabulusi 
refers to it, to perform the noon prayer. They prayed 
at the Dome of the Rock, the place where the Hanafis 
normally prayed, third in order after the Malikis, who 
prayed in the Maghariba Mosque, and the Shafi{is, who 
prayed in the Aqsa Mosque. The Hanbalis followed 
the Hanafis, praying in the mosque located under the 
Sultaniyya School.10 

Despite his eager and passionate encounter with 
the Sultaniyya, and contrary to what his poetic imag-
ery might have promised, al-Nabulusi’s much-antici-
pated encounter with the Dome of the Rock was 
rather curious: he did not seem to have been imme-
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diately as taken by its imposing presence and the 
beauty of its architecture as he had been by the Sul-
taniyya, nor did he seem to be in a hurry to commu-
nicate his spatial experiences. His brief and rather 
dispassionate architectural description of the monu-
ment appears after some thirty pages of commentar-
ies on the virtues, mythology, and sacred history of 
both the Haram and the Rock.11 While being preoc-
cupied with the Rock, he was somewhat ambivalent 
about the structure atop it. The presence of this widely 
celebrated Umayyad building failed to impress him as 
“one of the most remarkable architectural and artis-
tic achievements of Islam.”12 Although he did express 
some admiration for its architecture later on in the 
text, describing the building as “an epitome of beauty 
and perfection” (fº gh¸yat al-¥usn wa ’l-itq¸n), he cer-
tainly did not see in it the grandeur and uniqueness 

of the Sultaniyya, nor did he recognize the character-
istics for which it has come to be widely known and 
celebrated today.13 

He did not even recognize it as an Islamic building. 
All the elaborate ornamentation and geometric pat-
tens that cover its surfaces and, most remarkably, the 
240-meter band of Qur}anic and other Arabic inscrip-
tions were “invisible” to him; all the aesthetic quali-
ties that are widely admired today were indiscernible. 
He thought that the building had been erected by the 
Franks (al-ifranj) during their first capture of the city, 
at the end of the eleventh century. His reasoning was 
based not on form and style, of course, but on the 
way in which the building related to the sacred Rock, 
intentionally concealing its believed miraculous sus-
pension in the air. 

Clearly, al-Nabulusi was interested more in the miracu -

Fig. 5. The ground floor of the Sultaniyya School. The main hall al-Nabulusi describes was on the second floor, which no 
longer exists. (Author’s photo)
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lously suspended Rock than in the building that shel-
tered it. In his memoirs he cites numerous references 
to the sacred history of the Rock, but he seems to 
base his view on a particular eyewitness account by the 
renowned Andalusian jurist Ibn al-{Arabi (d. 1148), 
who reported seeing it hovering above the surface of 
the earth.14 For al-Nabulusi the miraculous suspen-
sion is a conspicuous testimony to the Prophet’s mir-
acle of ascension (believed according to some tradi-
tions to have taken place from the top of the Rock), 
which never should have been concealed by this dubi-
ous “circular building.” Citing the Sºra of the seven-
teenth-century Cairene scholar {Ali al-Halabi (d. 1634), 
al-Nabulusi writes:

In his Sºra, Shaykh {Ali al-Halabi mentioned that Ibn 
al-{Arabi, in his commentary on Malik’s Muwa««¸}, said, 
“The Rock of Bayt al-Maqdis is one of God’s wonders. 
It is a dishevelled Rock located in the middle of al-Mas-
jid al-Aqsa, separated as it is from the earth in every 
direction. Nothing is holding it save Him Who holds 
up heaven to prevent it from collapsing upon the earth 
except by His permission. On the top in the southern 
direction there is the foot[print] of the Prophet, may 
God’s prayer and salutation be upon him, and in the 
other direction there are the finger[print]s of the angels 
who held up the Rock when it leaned. Underneath, there 
is a cave that is separated in every direction, so that it 
remains suspended between heaven and earth. Before 
its reverential presence I (i.e., Ibn al-{Arabi) refrained 
from going underneath, fearing that it would fall on me 
because of my sins. After a period of time, however, I 
went underneath and saw the most wondrous scene: you 
walk along its sides in every direction and see it discon-
nected from the earth. Nothing, not even a part, of the 
earth is connected to it, and the disconnection is greater 
in some parts than in others.” I (i.e., al-Nabulusi) say: 
It seems, and God knows best, that this building, which 
now stands around the Rock, was built by the Franks 
(al-ifranj) when they captured Bayt al-Maqdis, in order 
to remove this great wonder whereby the significance 
of Islam is clearly manifested. In his history, al-Hanbali 
says, “It is commonly known among the people that the 
Rock is hanging between heaven and earth. It is said 
that it remained like that until a pregnant woman went 
underneath it, and as she stood up in the middle she 
was overcome by fear and lost her baby. This circular 
building was consequently built around the Rock in order 
to conceal its wonder from the public eyes. And it was 
mentioned earlier in the biography of Ibn al-{Arabi that 
he reached the East in the year 485 (1092), and it seems 
that his visit [to Bayt al-Maqdis] was at that time. Accord-
ingly, the circular building that stands around the Rock 

was built after that date, and God knows best.” As the 
first capture of Bayt al-Maqdis by the Franks was in the 
year 492 (1099), seven years after Ibn al-{Arabi’s visit, it 
is possible that they were the ones who built this building 
around the Rock and concealed this conspicuous wonder 
that testifies to the distinction of Islam and the dazzling 
power of God most high. Especially since what was widely 
known among people had reached them—that when our 
Prophet Muhammad, may God’s prayer and salutation 
be upon him, ascended to heaven from the Rock on the 
night of ascension, the Rock ascended behind him, but 
it was held back by the angels so it remained hanging  
between heaven and earth.15

Ibn al-{Arabi’s eyewitness statement, which al-Nabulusi 
cites from al-Halabi’s Sºra, appears in Ibn al-{Arabi’s 
major book of Hadith, al-Qabas fº shar¥ Muwa««¸} 

Ibn Anas.16 It is a marginal reference that appears 
towards the end of the fourth volume in the context 
of his commentary on the Qur}anic verse: “We sent 
down water from heaven in due measure and lodged 
it into the earth” (24:18). In his brief commentary, 
Ibn al-{Arabi refers to four different interpretations 
of the verse, the fourth of which mentions the Rock, 
prompting him to recount his fearful encounter with its 
miraculous hovering during his long visit to Jerusalem 
at the age of seventeen.17 Considering the marginality 
of the statement and the immaturity of Ibn al-{Arabi 
at the time of his experience, it is rather curious to 
see its wide circulation. Before al-Nabulusi and al-
Halabi, Ibn Surur al-Maqdisi (d. 1363) cited it in his 
widely read fa¤¸}il text, Muthºr al-ghar¸m, which al-
Hanbali (d. 1522) quoted in his famous history, al-Uns 

al-jalºl.18 Al-Maqdisi’s and al-Hanbali’s citations are 
closer to the wording of the original text than that 
of al-Nabulusi; however, all these citations change an 
intriguing sentence that describes the Rock as not only 
hovering but also restlessly moving in the middle of 
the Haram. Ibn al-{Arabi writes:

It is said that all the waters of the earth are [stored] in a 
pocket under the Rock of Bayt al-Maqdis, which is one of 
God’s wonders on His earth. It is a Rock in the middle of 
al-Masjid al-Aqsa moving as one in a state of restlessness, 
detached in every direction.19 Nothing is holding it save 
Him Who holds up heaven to prevent it from collapsing 
upon the earth except by His permission. On the top in 
the direction of the hollow side there is the foot[print] 
of the Prophet when he mounted al-Buraq. It leaned in 
that direction in reverence to him. In the other direction, 
there is the trace of the angels’ fingers that held up the 
Rock when it leaned. Underneath the Rock there is a 
cave, wherefrom it is detached in every direction. Above 
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reference to the sixteenth-century jurist Shihab al-Din 
b. Hajar al-Haytami (d. 1565), who seems to share al-
Nabulusi’s rational sentiment.23 Al-Haytami was once 
asked to give a legal opinion based on the Shari{a to 
settle a dispute between two men debating the reality 
of the Rock’s suspension: one was confirming it, the 
other negating it, and both had sworn three times to 
divorce their wives if proven wrong. Deciding who was 
to be divorced must have put al-Haytami, as an emi-
nent cleric, in a difficult position. If he were to rule 
in favor of the suspension he would belie his senses, 
and if he were to rule in favor of his senses he would 
belie his belief in the miracle of ascension. Making a 
subtle distinction between the Rock’s being connected 
to the structure of the building and supported by it, 
al-Haytami aptly replied:

Fig. 6. The layout of the Haram as depicted in al-Husayni’s 
Shawq-n¸ma. It shows the hovering Rock in the middle of a 
domed building as well as a set of imaginary structures known 
from eschatological literature. (From Rachel Milstein, “Kit¸b 

Shawq-n¸ma—an Illustrated Tour,” JSAI 25 [2001]: 336)

the cave there is a door that is usually open for people 
to enter for prayers, seclusion, and supplication. For a 
while I was overwhelmed by the reverential presence of 
the Rock and hesitated to go beneath it, fearing that 
it would fall on me because of my sins. Then I saw the 
unjust and obvious wrongdoers entering and coming 
out safely. So I decided to enter, but then I said, they 
might have been given more time but I might not have. 
So I held back for a while longer. Then I felt obliged to 
enter, so I entered and saw the most wondrous scene: 
you walk along its sides in every direction and you see 
that it is disconnected from the earth, no part of the 
earth is attached to it, and in some directions it is more 
detached than in others.20 

RATIONALIZING THE HOLY

It is difficult to explain Ibn al-{Arabi’s spatial experi-
ence in modern rational terms, and, let alone the 
seriousness with which his account was taken up and 
circulated by eminent premodern Muslim scholars, it 
is equally hard to understand how so notable a cleric 
could have ignored such a spectacular and imposing 
building as the Dome of the Rock. By the time of al-
Nabulusi’s visit, the history of this spectacular monu-
ment was well recorded, and the Rock, often referred 
to as God’s Rock, was known to have occupied the 
center of the domed building for nearly one thou-
sand years. The story of the miraculous suspension 
was also in circulation in the popular texts of fa¤¸}il. 
Around the middle of the sixteenth century, Sayyid 
{Ali al-Husayni, a Persian guide and scribe working in 
Mecca, reported in his illustrated travelogue Shawq-

n¸ma that he had seen the suspended Rock in a domed 
building. He even provided a graphic depiction of 
his visual experience (fig. 6).21 Reconciling the state 
of suspension with the building and its structure did 
not seem to have been an issue for al-Husayni and his 
lay audience. A similar visual depiction can be traced 
in an earlier Ottoman manuscript (fig. 7). Rational-
izing the notion of suspension with the encompassing 
building, however, must have been a concern for some 
scholars, as indicated by the deletion of Ibn al-{Arabi’s 
reference to the Rock’s restless motion and later by al-
Nabulusi’s radical interpretation. Although al-Hanbali 
reported Ibn al-{Arabi’s statement without comment 
of his own, he did not ignore al-Maqdisi’s remark on 
it as being “very strange.”22 

In elaborating his view of the architectural conceal-
ment of the Rock, al-Nabulusi makes an interesting 
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are too complicated to be settled by a legal verdict. 
Al-Nabulusi’s citing of the case, however, draws our 
attention to the rational tendencies among certain 
clerics to resolve the paradox of suspension. 

As for the Ottomans, the account of the seventeenth-
century traveler Evliya Çelebi shows the currency and 
consistency of the idea of the Rock’s suspension, while 
the several restoration projects they undertook in Jeru-
salem indicates their awareness of the religious signif-
icance of both the city and the Haram.25 Al-Nabu-
lusi would have seen the Dome of the Rock as it was 
restored (or appropriated) by Sultan Süleyman in the 
sixteenth century. In fact, al-Nabulusi refers to Süley-
man’s rebuilding of the city’s massive wall, whereas 
al-Husayni refers to his refurbishment of the Dome 
of the Rock. In 1720–21, about thirty years after al-
Nabulusi’s visit and a decade before his death, Sul-
tan Ahmed III undertook a major restoration of the 
Dome of the Rock and some other buildings in Jeru-
salem, showing no slippage in the collective Muslim 
memory with regard to the meanings and religious sig-
nificance of the Haram complex. In the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, through the agency of mod-
ern art history writings, the identity of the Dome of 
the Rock has crystallized to become the expression par 
excellence of the Muslims’ aspirations, at the dawn 
of their imperial expansion, for a unique artistic and 
architectural identity. Today no serious study of the 
formative period of Islamic art and architecture can 
overlook the Dome of the Rock. Its rich religious his-
tory as well as its political significance, especially in 
the last fifty years, has inscribed this building in the 
consciousness of contemporary Muslims in a way that 
makes al-Nabu lusi’s comments not just illegitimate and 
invalid but also outrageous and contemptible. 

Against such historical continuity and wide recogni-
tion, al-Nabulusi’s commentary appears bizarre, for it 
seems to naively contradict the commonly known his-
tory of the building. It is quite puzzling that whereas 
al-Nabulusi’s historical references to other buildings 
and structures, inside and outside the Haram, fall more 
or less squarely within the recognized Islamic map, 
the most celebrated of all buildings is completely off 
that map. How is such a thing possible at this rather 
late period? And how can we make sense of al-Nabu-
lusi’s selective historical amnesia? Before addressing 
these questions, however, it is important to shed some 
light on the seemingly eccentric and provocative fig-
ure of al-Nabulisi himself.

Fig. 7. An Ottoman depiction of the layout of the Haram and 
the suspended Rock. Hacc Vekâletnâmesi, dated 951 (1544–45), 
Topkapı Saray Library. (From S. Auld and R. Hillenbrand, 
Ottoman Jerusalem: The Living City, 1517–1917, [Jerusalem: 
Altajir World of Islam Trust, 2000], vol. 1, 11)

If by “raised in the air” the first person meant that it was 
disconnected from the structure that was constructed 
underneath it, then he perjured himself because he lied. 
But if he only presumed that it was likely to be so and 
swore with this in mind, then he did not commit perjury. 
As for the other, he did not perjure himself because the 
connection with the building is evident. If both concurred 
on the connection with the building, however, and one 
swore that it was supported by it (not just touching it) 
he would not perjure himself, because the support is 
doubtful; it may or may not be so, and in such cases 
neither can be accused of perjury.24 

Al-Haytami’s shrewd yet indecisive ruling, allowing 
both men the possibility of being right, could not have 
settled the debate on this sensitive issue. The reality of 
suspension and the contentious relationship between 
the Rock and the spectacular building that shelters it 
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 AL-NABULUSI

As the introductory notes to his journey illustrate, al-
Nabulusi was by no means an ordinary person who 
happened to give a passing, ignorant comment on a 
significant building, but indeed one with eminence, 
fame, and authority. His biographical accounts show 
that he was the leading religious and literary figure 
of Syria in his time, commanding an exceptional 
spiritual, intellectual, and scholarly presence.26 Of all 
those about whom he writes, the eighteenth-century 
biographer al-Muradi considers al-Nabulusi to be the 
greatest in knowledge, sanctity, asceticism, renown, and 
understanding, and he counts himself privileged to 
include in his book the biography of such an eminent 
and unique im¸m.27 Al-Nabulusi was born in Damascus 
on March 17, 1641 and was brought up in a family 
steeped in religious learning. His father, Isma{il, was 
an eminent jurist and poet, teaching in various Dama-
scene schools and writing many books and commen-
taries, the most famous of which was the unfinished 
twelve-volume al-I¥k¸m. He died young at the age of 
forty-five, when {Abd al-Ghani was only twelve. But the 
bright young boy grew up to surpass not only his father 
but also all of his ancestors in knowledge, fame, and 
literary output. He began teaching at the Umayyad 
Great Mosque of Damascus at the age of twenty, having 
learned the Qur}an by heart at the age of five. At the 
age of twenty-five he composed al-Badº{iyya, a remark-
able poem in praise of the Prophet that caused a 
number of eminent Damascene scholars to doubt its 
authorship. Al-Nabulusi had to vindicate himself by 
writing, within three weeks, another work in the form 
of a commentary.28 Through his large and diverse 
literary output, al-Nabulusi established his authority 
among his contemporaries as a poet, a theologian, a 
traveler, a Hadith scholar, and, above all, a Sufi master 
who was, as the Egyptian historian al-Jabarti puts it, 
“in possession of mysteries and illuminations.”29 

Al-Nabulusi’s interest in Sufism developed at a young 
age, when he showed extraordinary spiritual aptitude. 
He joined the Qadiri and Naqshbandi orders and stud-
ied the works of many great Sufi masters, such as Ibn 
Sab{in, al-Jili, Ibn al-Farid, and al-Tilimsani. He was par-
ticularly influenced, however, by the great Andalusian 
Sufi master Ibn {Arabi, on whose works he wrote some 
illuminating commentaries. According to al-Ghazzi, al-
Nabulusi’s main biographer, his influence extended to 
a wide circle of followers and disciples that included 
such eminent figures as al-Muhibbi, al-Dakdakji, and 

al-Siddiqi.30 His residence in Damascus was developed 
into a center for religious learning and, under the 
patronage of his posterity, has continued to function 
as such until the present day (figs. 8, 9). 

Al-Nabulusi was a prolific author, with over 300 
titles to his credit. His rich legacy matches those of 
the most eminent figures of Islam, such as Ibn Tulun, 
Ibn {Arabi and al-Suyuti.31 Al-Nabulusi categorizes his 
own work according to its subject matter into seven 
disciplines: mystical knowledge, prophetic sayings, the-
ology, divine law, Qur}an chanting, literature, and his-
tory. He considers himself a historian, and his writings 
reveal a thorough familiarity with premodern Islamic 
chronicles. He also shows familiarity with an extensive 
list of literary works, with subjects ranging from pro-
phetic sayings, theology, and jurisprudence to poetry, 
dream interpretation, and animals. 

Al-Nabulusi’s authority and broad circle of connec-
tion and influence can be sensed from the itinerary of 
his stay in Jerusalem and his interactions with govern-
ment officials, religious authorities, and leading schol-
ars. This raises the question of how widely shared his 
views were at that time, making his observations all 
the more challenging. He reports a visit, two days after 
his arrival, to {Abd al-Rahim Efendi’s place, where a 
large number of students are gathered, and where he 
discusses with the host the Rock and its miraculous 
suspension.32 No discussion of the identity or origin 
of the Dome of the Rock is mentioned, indicating that 
al-Nabulusi’s views were not contentious. 

Further on in the memoirs, al-Nabulusi makes yet 
another puzzling comment, indicating that he was 
aware of the original construction of the building 
at the time of the Umayyads. He refers to Ýay¸t al-

¥ayaw¸n al-kubr¸, by the fourteenth-century Cairene 
scholar Kamal al-Din al-Damiri (d. 1405), who—in 
the chapter on geese—gives an extended biographical 
history of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs to prove, 
as he puts it, a “strange” coincidence that every sixth 
caliph was forcibly removed (makhl¢{). In al-Walid’s 
biography, al-Damiri doubts Ibn {Asakir’s proposition 
that the Dome of the Rock was built by him, confirm-
ing its attribution to his father, {Abd al-Malik.33 The 
inclusion of this reference, from a book on animals, is 
curious considering that al-Hanbali, whom al-Nabulusi 
quotes throughout the memoirs, presents a detailed 
account of the building and its Umayyad history.34 It 
further complicates the challenge, by making it diffi-
cult to dismiss al-Nabulusi on the basis of ignorance 
while raising questions about his selective readings of 
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al-Hanbali and other sources. Why did he ignore the 
historical references to the Umayyads? How is it pos-
sible for such an erudite scholar to change the his-
torical settings without concern for the facts? Was he 
politically motivated or simply projecting a common 
view? Political motivation seems a remote possibility: 
being a Damascene Sunni with Jerusalemite ancestry, 
he had every reason to celebrate the achievements of 
the Umayyads in this building, just as he did in the 
Sultaniyya; and being a Hanafi, he might be expected 
to feel privileged for having this spectacular building 
designated to his school.

Before moving to al-Salihiyya at the foothill of Qasi-
yun, al-Nabulusi resided for sixty-six years in Suq al-
{Anbariyyin, near the Umayyad Great Mosque of Damas-
cus, where he grew up, played, studied, and later taught. 
The mosque was effectively his home, and it is from 
there that his journeys always commenced. Consider-
ing the stylistic similarity of the mosaic revetments of 
the Umayyad mosque and the Dome of the Rock, one 
may wonder whether his views were influenced by the 

perceived Christian-Byzantine character of the early 
Umayyad style, especially when one remembers the 
criticism of the Umayyad renovation of the Prophet’s 
Mosque in Medina for making it look like a Christian 
church. This is a difficult point to ponder, however, 
since al-Nabulusi is not explicit on the rationale of 
his aesthetic preferences, nor does he reflect on the 
architectural character of the Umayyad mosque. His 
argument in al-Ýa¤ra al-unsiyya is clearly not based 
on style, form, and aesthetics, nor is he dismissive, 
as we will see, of the aesthetic and architectural mer-
its of the Dome of the Rock, nor are his preferences 
framed in terms of the Mamluk versus the Umayyad 
style. In fact, al-Nabulusi’s spatio-architectural expe-
rience and appreciation do not lend themselves eas-
ily to analyses driven by such modern concerns. His 
views seem to have been constructed within the then-
prevailing fa¤¸}il sentiment and aesthetics, in which 
form and style play a marginal role. So how can we 
make sense of his views and experience?

Fig. 8. The complex of Shaykh {Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi in the suburb of al-Salihiyya at the foot of Mount Qasiyun, Damascus. 
The complex also houses his tomb. (Author’s photo)
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APPROACHES

There are different ways of dealing with al-Nabulusi’s 
views and experience. From a conventional art-his-
torical perspective, armed with irrefutable textual 
and archeological evidence, we can easily dismiss his 
views on the basis of historical inaccuracy, or disre-
gard them because of their apparent idiosyncratic and 
mystical nature, or legitimately ignore them on the 
grounds of their eccentricity or marginality. We can 
also acknowledge them and attempt to, as it were, 
explain them away or iron out the historical irregularity 
they present, by locating them in their socio-cultural 
context and construing them as a peculiar moment in 

an otherwise consistent history of the monument. In 
doing so, we would be viewing al-Nabulusi’s experience 
from the detached standpoint of the well-established 
“official history” of the monument, which tends to 
be uninterested in any effective engagement with the 
bizarreness of such projection. The story would end 
there, and al-Nabulusi’s views and experience would 
be effectively marginalized.35

From a psychoanalytical viewpoint, however, Ibn 
al-{Arabi’s eyewitness account presents an interest-
ing case. A second approach can thus focus on the 
notion of “witnessing,” since al-Nabulusi’s rationaliza-
tion hinges on Ibn al-{Arabi’s reported personal expe-
rience. Marking a borderline between the psyche and 
the external world, the notion of witnessing lends itself 
to both psychoanalysis and historical interpretation. 
In al-Qabas, the text in which he reports his witness-
ing the suspended Rock, Ibn al-{Arabi defines visual 
perception as “a meaning that God creates in the eye 
according to what the viewer wants to see from visible 
things.”36 This non-Cartesian view shows how the soul 
was seen to be capable of effectively shaping exter-
nal reality according to its inner desires. In the inter-
twined space of history and psychoanalysis, al-Nabu-
lusi’s narrative presents a potent case that enables us 
to explore the tension that characterizes our coming 
to terms with the un-familiar, the im-possible—that is, 
the tension between recognizing the familiar that con-
firms and stabilizes what we already know (the realm 
of history) and confronting the un-familiar, the im-pos-
sible that challenges and destabilizes what we already 
know (the realm of psychoanalysis).37 This approach 
would draw on insights from the fields of psychoanal-
ysis, theories of perception and recognition, and the-
ories of vision and visuality.

From the perspective of phenomenology and herme-
neutical philosophy, al-Nabulusi’s experience reveals 
an exciting case, highlighting a significant moment 
of crisis in our understanding. Through his experi-
ence we are confronted with views that challenge the 
assumptions and norms of what we know. From this 
perspective, we will be invited to take on the chal-
lenge this case presents by momentarily suspending 
our disbelief and engaging in a genuine dialogue with 
it, thus allowing it to question our normative views 
that first project it as a bizarre case. The aim of such 
a dialogue will not be to negotiate historical facts, of 
course, but rather to come to terms with the bizarre-
ness of the experience, to search for a vantage point 
that allows us to appreciate its legitimacy and valid-

Fig. 9. The room of Shaykh {Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi on the 
second floor, above the iwan. (Author’s photo)
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ity. In The Hermeneutics of Sacred Architecture, the histo-
rian of religion Lindsay Jones has articulated a meth-
odological framework for this approach, illustrating 
the ways in which hermeneutical philosophy enables 
us to understand architecture through events and 
experiences rather than objective readings—that is, 
through the occasionality rather than the history of 
architecture.38 This approach tends to restore a sense 
of legitimacy to various moments of reception that 
are often marginalized and ignored in the search for 
“the” meaning of an artifact at the historical moment 
of conception. The following analyses are constructed 
within Jones’s theoretical framework. 

ORIGIN AND HISTORY

In the modern discourse on Islamic architecture, 
the Dome of the Rock is probably the single most 
researched and written-about building. For most his-
torians of Islamic art and architecture, from Ferguson 
to Grabar, the Dome of the Rock has represented 
a curious moment in an emerging civilization. It is 
Grabar who can be said to have firmly established the 
official narrative of the building over his long, prolific, 
and authoritative career.39 According to this narrative, 
the Dome of the Rock, built by the Umayyad {Abd al-
Malik b. Marwan in 691–92, marks a decisively signifi-
cant moment in the history of Islamic architecture: 
the moment of emergence. Understanding both its 
intended meaning(s) and the socio-political context 
of its production has, therefore, been associated with 
a two-part archeology of origin, one concerned with 
its architectural style, the other with the architectural 
category it has come to signify.40 Preoccupation with 
the notion of “origin” derives from the sense of chrono-
logical linearity that underpins historical interpreta-
tions. This imposes a temporal order on a world seen 
as extending from definable points of departure to 
the present, thus privileging almost by default those 
moments of beginning. In this perspective, the mean-
ing and identity of an artifact are aspects that are 
constructed at the moment of genesis. Accordingly, 
in understanding the purpose and the meaning of the 
Dome of the Rock, the official narrative lays much 
emphasis on the original intent as deciphered through 
two interrelated elements: the design and spectacu-
lar visual qualities of the building and the Qur}anic 
inscriptions that cover its internal surfaces. According 
to Grabar, the building was meant to present to the 
Byzantine Christians, in terms both religious and aes-

thetic, a political “statement” of Islamic triumph. The 
Qur}anic verses clearly declare the Islamic view of the 
nature of Christ, while the “embarrassing beauty of its 
features,” as Grabar puts it, are meant to counter the 
aesthetic allurement of churches in Jerusalem.41 The 
building itself is essentially functionless. There are 
many variations on the theme of purpose, of course, 
but the historical point of departure it marks and the 
ethno-religious association it defines are consistent and 
stable. There are also many variations on the theme of 
original intent, yet again most of these do not deviate 
from or question the foundational, non-negotiable, 
historical facts concerning its point of departure and 
ethno-religious association. The official narrative and its 
variations also intersect at another foundational point: 
the anthropological view that considers the conception 
and production of architecture to be primarily an act 
of revealing and making a presence. Credible, productive, 
and convincing though it may be, the official narrative 
is unable to account for or accommodate al-Nabulusi’s 
views and experience within its normative perspective. 
For al-Nabulusi appears not only indifferent to the 
aesthetics and religious statement that the building 
presents but also untroubled by the radical changes 
he makes to the historical settings. On the conceptual 
level, he presents yet another challenge by projecting 
the conception and production of architecture as an 
act of concealing and negating a presence. 

Al-Nabulusi’s reasoning might have been quite sim-
ple. He might have thought that the Umayyads did 
construct a building, which had perished by the time 
of Ibn al-{Arabi’s visit and the subsequent invasion by 
the Franks. In fact, reflecting on why the Muslims did 
not demolish the building after recapturing the city, 
he explains, “…they thought that was how the situa-
tion originally was, so they kept the building in place 
and did not change it.”42 But this raises many ques-
tions regarding his understanding of the relationship 
between the perished Umayyad building and the sus-
pended Rock, and how the Umayyads might have 
thought of and dealt with the notion of concealment. 
Whatever his personal reasoning, al-Nabulusi’s ability 
to change the historical settings of the Dome of the 
Rock (wittingly or unwittingly) by changing the point 
of departure and ethno-religious association from the 
Arab-Muslims, seen as legitimate conquerors (f¸ti¥ºn), 
to the European-Christians, seen as illegitimate invad-
ers, raises questions concerning modern historiogra-
phy. The most important perhaps are those about the 
notions of “beginning” and “origin.” No doubt these 
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notions have always enjoyed a special appeal among 
chroniclers and historians, but in modern institution-
alized practices such preoccupation has led, more by 
default than by convention or collective desire, to 
establishing a particular hierarchy of significance. Pre-
occupation with the “original” and “true” meaning of 
a building or work of art tends to inscribe an implicit 
hierarchy of significance on its hermeneutics. In this 
hierarchy the meaning of an artifact refers primarily 
to the historical moment of conception, rather than 
to any other moments in the history of its reception. 
The primacy of the original intention confers special 
privileges on the moment of conception, making it 
somewhat superior to the meanings that unfold dur-
ing subsequent moments of experience. Since the 
original intent predicts rather than depicts an actual 
experience, since it founds rather than describes a 
building, it entertains the special privileges of imme-
diacy, first-ness and truthfulness. It tends to privilege 
the ideal over the mundane, the intelligible over the 
sensible, being over becoming, and conception over 
experience. 

The official narrative of the Dome of the Rock strives 
to capture the most significant moment in its history: 
the moment of conception. Elusive though it may be, 
the capturing of the moment of origin seems neces-
sary to understand how the emerging Muslim civili-
zation employed architecture for its religio-political 
purposes to assert its presence in the newly acquired 
territories. The meaning of the building might have 
been perceived to be inherently unstable; however, 
the sense of primacy that was given to the original 
meaning and traced through the notion of intent 
has effectively marginalized other meanings. It is the 
“original,” the “true,” that seems to matter most and 
to confer a sense of legitimacy and consistency on 
its history. All subsequent meanings have to be mea-
sured against the original; they are legitimized only 
by their proximity to it. This is a perfectly legitimate 
approach, of course, the scope of which has enabled 
historians to trace some fascinating associations with 
ideas and meanings that extend from the pre-Islamic 
era to the present.43 But the non-negotiable historic-
ity of the building, together with the cultural way of 
seeing architecture—as essentially an act of expression 
and assertion—remains irreconcilable with al-Nabulu-
si’s conceptions that are, in a sense, ahistorical and 
acultural.44 It is this irreconcilable difference that alien-
ates and marginalizes his views and experience.

To grant al-Nabulusi’s views and experience a sense 

of legitimacy and validity requires some difficult con-
ceptual and methodological rethinking of why the 
notion of origin should entertain special privileges, 
and to what extent the sense of primacy it entertains 
is itself a construct of modern historiography. Jones 
has already provided some valuable insights into these 
issues from the viewpoint of hermeneutical philoso-
phy presented through the writings of Heidegger and 
Gadamer.45 From this perspective, the question of ori-
gin and linearity of history relate, in some ways, to the 
question of detachment and objectivity in modern his-
toriography. One of the main concerns of hermeneuti-
cal philosophers has been the Cartesian subject-object 
binary that views the processes of understanding as 
an autonomous subject, confronting and coming to 
terms with the outside world seen as a set of autono-
mous objects. According to their critique, this model 
is flawed; implicated are conventional art-historical 
approaches that view the task of historians as primar-
ily concerned with uncovering objective facts and pro-
jecting certainties outside their personal prejudices 
and subjective interpretations, in order to reach a 
“certitude of vision” based on objective, disinterested 
analyses arrived at through pure acts of thought and 
self-conscious reflection.46 Outmoded though it may 
be, the Cartesian model and its positivistic proposi-
tions have continued, as Jones observes, “to exercise 
inordinate control both over the ways in which schol-
ars imagine that various individuals and communities 
apprehended their respective built environment and 
over the way that scholars imagine their own interpre-
tive engagements of specific architectures.”47 

Al-Nabulusi’s experience highlights the relevance of 
this critique to the official narrative of the Dome of the 
Rock, while reminding us of some interesting historical 
events that seem to support the hermeneutists’ views. 
First is the conscious attempt by the Abbasid Caliph al-
Ma}mun to change the point of origin of this building 
by ascribing it to himself.48 Second is the Franks’ choice 
to ignore—or their inability, just like al-Nabulusi’s, 
to recognize—the evidence of its Islamic origin, and 
their genuine belief that this indeed was the Temple 
of the Lord (Templum Domini) that had always existed 
on the site. Interestingly, the Christian Crusaders, 
who occupied the site for nearly a century, reclaimed 
the building. They covered the Rock with marble, 
placed an altar in the center, raised a large golden 
cross on the dome, clad the interior with frescos, and 
called upon the Pope to consecrate it.49 According 
to Boas: “It was officially consecrated on the third 
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day after Easter 1141 by the papal legate, Albric, 
cardinal of Ostia, aided by the Patriarch, Aimery of 
Limoges, and some of the bishops.”50 Such events 
prompt us to ask: what drives us today to privilege 
those moments of origin when trying to understand 
the meanings of a monument? What motivates our 
tacit desire to lay hold of the true, once-and-for-all 
significance of any work of art and architecture? How 
relevant to the locals are these authoritative, academic 
interpretations constructed by objective, disinterested 
interpreters through pure acts of thought and self-
conscious reflections, and how expressive of their 
modes of engagement and understanding? Assuming 
that we are able to convincingly negotiate these difficult 
methodological and conceptual hurdles, then the 
question concerning the significance of al-Nabulusi’s 
radical view comes to the fore.

THE POLITICS AND POETICS OF 
CONCEALMENT

Al-Nabulusi had no doubts about the Franks’ inten-
tions in building the Dome of the Rock: it was to 
humiliate the Muslims and their sacred Rock. Nor 
was he unsure about the politics of concealment: they 
wanted to remove an eloquent sign that bears wit-
ness to the truthfulness, superiority, and presence of 
Islam.51 But at the same time he was able to appreci-
ate the beauty—and even the necessity—of their act. 
Disclosing his passion for the building while speaking 
of the Rock, al-Nabulusi writes:

How beautiful was its frequented mosque 
wherein I attended the five daily prayers.
My eyes were dazzled by the subtlety of its pleasure
and my heart to its doors used to race.
One feels the reverence of the prophets and saints in
 it
and whoever reaches it loses his way out.52

For al-Nabulusi the Franks wanted to conceal, but 
what they built to conceal with was still meaningful 
and unpretentiously beautiful. They might have used 
architecture in an insidious way as an offensive tool, 
but what they produced had its own legitimacy and 
poetics that were appreciable outside the politics of 
the situation. Al-Nabulusi seems to have been able to 
appreciate the beauty of the building through both 
the sensuous and the spiritual qualities of architecture, 
without concern about the identity or intentions of 
the maker. In his experience, the Dome of the Rock 

could be “the epitome of beauty and perfection” with-
out this being seen as an expression of the Franks’ 
collective subjectivity. The significance of al-Nabulusi’s 
views and experience lies in his ability to construct an 
interpretative space on the border of conflict between 
the politics and the poetics of concealment, a space 
that enables him to appreciate the beauty and sig-
nificance of the Franks’ act outside their perceived 
political intentions. 

Building to conceal rather than to reveal imposes 
new demands on our understanding of architecture, 
beginning with the need to dissociate the act of mak-
ing from the intention. While the intention relates 
to the politics of concealment as seen in the explicit 
meanings of the Franks’ act, the act itself relates to 
the poetics of concealment as seen in the implicit sig-
nificance or true meaning that lies beyond any indi-
vidual or collective will. In this respect, al-Nabulusi’s 
interpretive scope and tactics differ from those of the 
official narrative, wherein the politics and the poetics 
of production are often conflated in the service of the 
main purpose. This subtle differentiation identifies a 
domain of experience that is absent in the official nar-
rative and its variations, which are conditioned by the 
modern “cultural” way of seeing that ties the makers’ 
identity to their artifacts.53 Al-Nabulusi’s experience 
draws our attention to a mode of aesthetic appreci-
ation in premodern Islam, when the notion of “cul-
ture” was not yet available as a theoretical tool with 
which to reason about identity and difference. It is 
this absence, I would argue, that allows the poetics 
of concealment not to be obliterated by or conflated 
with the politics of concealment. Once it comes into 
being, the building assumes a sense of autonomy, and 
its being there has both poetics and usefulness of its 
own. Al-Nabulusi might have lamented the fact that 
the Crusaders had covered the Rock, but he still could 
see the building as a meaningful and useful element 
in the Haram ensemble. In this case, the poetics of 
concealment seems to override even the politics of 
concealment in order to restore a sense of normality 
and inevitability in this sacred context.

Al-Nabulusi’s poetics of concealment and aesthetics 
of closure stand in stark contrast to the official narra-
tive’s poetics of revealment and aesthetics of disclosure. 
As passionately argued by Grabar in The Shape of the 

Holy, the main reason for constructing this spectacular 
building was the triumphant Muslims’ desire to con-
sciously disclose their difference and announce their 
dominant presence. This act of disclosure resulted in 
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a “visually arresting” architecture, a compelling aes-
thetic presence, an eloquent architectural statement 
the alluring poetics of which lie in “the almost embar-
rassing beauty of its features.”54 Grabar’s projections 
hinge on a statement by the late-tenth-century geog-
rapher al-Muqaddasi, which suggests an awareness 
of the visual role architecture plays in the politics of 
seeing.55 Plausible though it may be, Grabar’s inter-
pretations tend to be anchored in modern rational-
ity and a concomitant sense of visuality. Not so long 
ago, as we have seen, al-Nabulusi’s “rationality” (or 
“irrationality”) and sense of visuality framed the pol-
itics of seeing completely differently by inflicting a 
significant inversion on both the visual function and 
the purpose of architecture. What discloses difference 
and marks a presence in that particular context is a 
significant element of the landscape, the Rock, and 
not architecture. The revealing of “the distinction of 
Islam” or the announcement of the Islamic difference 
seems, in this particular context, to be the prerogative 
of divinity and not humanity. It lies in the divine act 
of suspending, and not in the human act of building, 
the prime visual function of which becomes one of 
concealing an identity and negating a presence. Thus 
the political message of the building becomes one of 
suppression rather than of expression, of visual dis-
guise rather than of emphasis, and of an allurement 
of distraction rather than attraction. Architecture, 
as a human intervention, seems too contingent and 
ephemeral to mark a presence, especially on this holy 
site, but through the opacity of its materiality it has 
the power to conceal.

“In the final analysis,” al-Nabulusi further explains, 
“it was God most high Who concealed the miracle of 
the Rock by the building that surrounds it, an act of 
wisdom on His part, although its reality can never be 
concealed from those who have insights and are in 
possession of pure hearts and clean consciences.”56 
Here al-Nabulusi makes an interesting turn: he pres-
ents the Franks simply as agents of the divine will and 
facilitators of the divine wisdom, thereby shifting the 
point of departure outside history altogether. With this 
tactful move, the Franks are deprived of their owner-
ship of the building, while the building is effectively 
freed from the burden of historicity. For al-Nabulusi, 
and probably for a wider community that shared his 
view, the “circular” Dome of the Rock was a beautiful, 
well-crafted shell that God caused to exist through the 
agency of the Franks in order to shield the Rock from 
the eyes of its enviers. Al-Nabulusi writes: 

O God’s Rock, O noble one,
who is raised in the air to a lofty position.
You concealed yourself with a building as an attire,
fearing the eyes of the enviers.57    

In this sense, the building itself becomes an integral 
part of the mystery and sacred history of the Rock, 
in contrast to the current conceptions that construct 
the narratives of the Rock as a part of the history 
of the building. It was the Rock that acquired the 
building—tasattarat bi ’l-bin¸}, “concealed itself by the 
building,” as al-Nabulusi puts it—and not the building 
that acquired the Rock. The passivity of architecture in 
al-Nabulusi’s interpretation introduces different theo-
retical parameters that tend to displace architecture 
from the central role it currently plays in understand-
ing the complex history of the monument. At this 
point, it no longer matters what the original intent 
was, or who the author was, for the Rock seems to have 
its own ulterior motives that are independent of the 
consciousness of human agents. This inversion gives 
primacy to the sacred and its hierophantic acts and 
objects over human intentionality and architectural 
intervention. Al-Nabulusi writes:

O God’s Rock, the highly revered, 
whose love the heart of your passionate lover never
 gives up.
A spirit taking form in the depths of my thoughts,
a light being embodied in what is visible to my eyes. 
A mole on the cheek of the sublime mosque,
a point from which all lines are determined.58

THE SPATIALITY OF SUSPENSION

According to a popular, though less credible, version of 
the official narrative, the Dome of the Rock was built 
to commemorate the Prophet’s miracle of ascension. 
At first glance the proposition might make sense, but 
upon investigation one finds that it lacks adequate 
textual support.59 Al-Nabulusi obviously does not see 
architecture playing a commemorative role in this 
context, and in his complex, multilayered poetics of 
concealment the theory of commemoration indeed loses 
its theoretical foundation. The proposition is difficult 
to reconcile with his reasoning, for Muslims could not 
be seen from his perspective to be commemorating 
by concealing the very sign of the event they were 
supposed to be disclosing. But with yet another radical 
interpretation, al-Nabulusi offers a new way to view the 
association of the building with the Prophet’s miracle 
of ascension (al-isr¸} wa ’l-mi{r¸j). 



samer akkach124

TRUTH AND VEIL

The act of concealment thus viewed imposes new dia-
lectics on the relationship between the Rock and its 
necessary architectural “veil.” And with al-Nabulusi’s 
dehistoricizing of architecture, rich poetics can unfold 
within the multifaceted Sufi metaphor of truth and 
veil. Truth, in mystical terms, can only be revealed 
through a multiplicity of veils and concealments that 
filter its otherwise dazzling presence. Likewise, the 
ultimate reality that the Rock represents can only be 
seen through the necessary act of architectural veiling. 
Here al-Nabulusi invites us to go beyond the material-
ity of both the Rock and architecture, to strive for an 
understanding of the higher realities they have come 
to signify. He writes: 

Whoever sees a Rock, his heart has hardened,
because to the rock-ness he has not ceased to be
 attached.62

He elaborates,

Its dense materiality appears to the eyes because
it has become known among the people as the Rock.
But for the knowers it looms in subtlety,
like the subtlety of the One Who was at the very
 beginning.63

Al-Nabulusi’s poetics of concealment are clearly not 
confined to explaining the complicated relationship 
between the Rock and the building, but extend to a 
wide range of metaphorical imageries that are conjured 
up with reference to both the architectural and the 
wider geographic contexts and framed within the dia-
lectics of truth and veil. The spatial resonance between 
the two sanctuaries in Mecca and Jerusalem and the 
geographic correspondence between Jerusalem and the 
Hijaz, for example, inspire some of al-Nabulusi’s poeti-
cal reflections.64 Speaking of the Rock, he writes: 

It is the Ka{ba of the spirits, around which 
our secrets walked before the pilgrimage to the Ka{ba.
Like the soul in the body of being, whose spirit
is in the folds of the Ka{ba that is in Mecca.65

The ultimate challenge of al-Nabulusi’s poetics of 
concealment, however, seems to lie in one’s ability 
to see beyond the materiality of both the Rock and its 
beautiful architectural veil, to comprehend the endur-
ing secrets that lie deep beneath the transience and 
ephemerality of both architecture and history.

Commenting on the Qur}anic verse that describes 
the events of the night journey—“Glory be to Him Who 
carried His servant by night from the Holy Mosque 
to the Farther Mosque, whose surroundings We have 
blessed, so that We would show him some of Our 
wonders.”(17:1)—al-Nabulusi explains that the ascen-
sion occurred from Jerusalem (the Farther Mosque) 
rather than Mecca (the Holy Mosque) for a specific 
reason. For it would have been easier and less tiring 
for the Prophet to have ascended directly from Mecca 
rather than journeying all the way to Jerusalem to do 
so. God wanted to show him the suspended Rock, al-
Nabulusi says, as the verse confirms: “so that We would 
show him some of Our wonders.” God wanted to reas-
sure Muhammad that He could hold him up in the 
air just as He could the massive Rock. He also wanted 
to familiarize him with an unusual spatiality—the spa-
tiality of suspension—in preparation for what he was 
about to experience during the events of the heavenly 
journey. Hanging in the air without visible supports, 
the Rock shows how things could defy natural tenden-
cies while being “held up by divine power” (mams¢k bi 

’l-qudra). The Rock shares with the inhabited heavenly 
terrains the unfamiliar spatiality of suspension: both 
are held up by divine power without visible support. 
So that the Prophet would not be bewildered upon his 
ascension and his experience of the wondrous spati-
ality of the heavens, he was first shown the Rock and 
made to experience the spatiality of suspension. Al-
Nabulusi explains that Muhammad “ascended from 
a place held up by divine power (i.e., the Rock) to a 
place held up by divine power (i.e., the heavens), so 
he was not bewildered in his ascension.”60 This being 
so, the spatial resonance between the heavenly world 
and the Rock meant that both should also share in 
the sense of concealment: both are known to be sus-
pended, but their suspension remains invisible. So, al-
Nabulusi concludes, the concealment of the Rock by 
architecture now is due to the absence of what neces-
sitates otherwise, that is, the revealment of its suspen-
sion to human vision.61 Put differently, the current 
state of concealment imposes no finality on the situ-
ation, as future events may bring about circumstances 
that necessitate revealment and, consequently, new 
interpretations. 



the poetics of concealment: al-nabulusi’s encounter with the dome of the rock 125

The truth has appeared through her concealments,
with an intimacy after long estrangement.
And she smiled in the face of her passionate lover, 
who was enraptured with the intensity of her reveal-

ment.
Concealed, yet not concealed, revealed, yet not 

re vealed,
a concealment inherent in her revealment.
A veiling without veiling, and an unveiling without 

unveiling, 
of her among those preoccupied with her engage-

ments.
Whoever says: who is she? I say: who is she? just like 

him, 
a saying that makes me realize the imminence of her 

announcement.
With her the One with the veils glitters with beauty,
in transcendence residing in her lofty palaces.
She restricts her beauties for the eyes of her passionate 

lovers,
so her spectator always longs for her own spectacle.66 
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a longer poem.

واستأنست من بعد طول احلقيقة من خالل ستورها      بدت 
نفورها

ثغورها بياض  الذي   قد هام منها في  وتبسمت في وجه عاشقها 
وقام خفاؤها بظهورها وما   ظهرت  وقد ظهرت  وماخفيت  خفيت 
كتم والكتم وإفشاء وال         إفشاء فيها عند أهل أمورها

بورد صدورها يحققني  قال من هي قلت من هي مثله قوالً  من 
وتنزهت في عاليات قصورها الستور مالحة       ذات  وبها زهت 
إلى منظورها ناظرها  فاشتاق  قصرت محاسنها على عشاقها    
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