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The cities of the Levant, especially the cities of Damascus and Aleppo, 
witnessed the construction of hundreds of schools from the Zengid era to the 
Mamluk era. These schools are considered stand-alone urban cultural 
monuments, so this study aims to shed light on this historical urban edifice and 
research its religious and cultural dimensions that were reflected in its various 
urban elements. Those elements are the dome, the minaret, the decorations, 
muqarnas, symbols that adorned its walls, the pulpit (Minbar), Al-Mihrab, a 
description of the school courtyards and study halls (Iwan) overlooking them, 
and other urban elements such as libraries, the kitchen, and bathrooms. Then, 
in describing these urban elements, the study adopted an analysis approach for 
each element separately in order to know the dimensions that were reflected 
in the employees working in the school and the students enrolled there. The 
most important result reached by the study points out that these urban 
elements reflected several important dimensions of the school, including 
religious dimensions that changed the function of the school as a scientific 
institution and made it a religious and scientific institution at the same time. 
Urban elements left administrative dimensions on the school’s administrative 
and organizational structure as they imposed on the school’s administrative 
officials to appoint administrative employees in addition to the teachers who 
work in these schools. The other urban elements left psychological 
consequences on the school’s staff and students enrolled there. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Research into the history of Levantine school architecture is of great importance in proving the authenticity of 
this great Islamic cultural heritage, as the cities of Levant, especially Damascus and Aleppo, witnessed the 
construction of hundreds of scientific schools that were distinguished by their beauty and the diversity of their 
urban elements. Those elements are  the dome, the minaret (Al-Mi'dhana), the pulpit (Al-minbar), the (Mihrab), 
courtyards, study halls, and others, which prompted previous historians [1] [2] [3] and contemporary researchers 
[4] [5] [6], who are interested in studying Islamic architecture, to write books and research about these schools. 
These books and research were distinguished by the fact that they focused on studying the history of schools in 
one city or one urban element, and their authors relied on the descriptive approach only. Therefore, this study’s 
importance lies in the fact that it dealt with these two cities together and studied all the urban elements of the 
schools that were built since these two cities represented a single political, economic, scientific, and social entity 
at that time. 

The study aims to research the history of urban elements such as the dome, the minaret, decorations, and 
others during the Zengid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk eras. The study compares the urban style of the elements in each 
era in order to know whether there has been a development in the urban style of each element during those eras. 
It also explains the religious dimensions of the urban elements on the school, its employees, and students, and 
how these urban elements transformed the school from a scientific institution into a religious and scientific one 
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at the same time to reach an important conclusion that religion and science cannot be separated. It also shows 
the political and administrative dimensions reflected in the external urban elements, especially the symbols or 
slogans (Al-Runuk) found on school walls. It describes them and analyzes the political dimension reflected in these 
slogans to explain the personal motivation of the owner of this symbol, which prompted him to place his symbol 
on the school wall. It explains the psychological dimensions that the urban elements left on school employees and 
students to show whether the builders of these schools were intentional or not in constructing these urban 
elements in order to take into account the psychological state of the employees and students in this school. 

 
2. METHODS 

The study relied on the descriptive and analytical approach for each of the urban elements in the Levantine 
schools in order to demonstrate the religious and cultural dimensions reflected in these elements. In addition to 
adopting the comparative approach in describing the urban style of each element, including comparing the urban 
style of the dome between the Zengid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk eras, it is essential to find out whether the 
architectural style of the dome witnessed development during these eras or remained the same without 
development. It also includes showing whether the minaret (Al-Mi'dhana) witnessed development in its urban 
style during those eras, and so on, with some of the other urban elements addressed in the study. Discussions 
about each urban element were supported by photographs that support the conclusion reached by the researcher 
after discussing and comparing the urban style of some elements. The researcher also used photographs when 
describing all the internal and external urban elements of the school to put the readers in the true picture of the 
features of each urban element. 

The researcher used urban design plans for schools in Damascus and Aleppo to include them in the body of 
the study when discussing school sites and the impact of these sites that were chosen to build schools. The 
researcher also used these plans when discussing the shapes or designs of each school building to show the 
prevailing shape or design that the Levantines were accustomed to in building their schools at that time. The 
researcher also relied on these designs to determine the locations of some of the school’s urban elements like 
classrooms, indicate their number, and determine the location of the bathrooms that were established inside the 
school. These designs were included in the text, specifically at the end of each discussion so that the researcher 
supports the opinion he reached as a result of the discussion; thus, the picture becomes clearer to the reader. 

. 
3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

The study was divided into three main sections. The first section dealt with discussing the sites that were 
chosen to build these schools, to explain the religious and cultural dimensions that were reflected in the selection 
of those sites. The second section of the study was concerned with discussing the external urban elements of the 
Levantine school, such as the dome, the minaret (Al-Mi'dhana), and the external decorations and symbols of the 
school, and presenting the results of the discussions of these elements. These represented the reflection of several 
dimensions on the school, its employees, and the students enrolled in it. The third section of the study discussed 
the internal urban elements of the Levantine schools, which is the prayer hall (Al-Musalla) containing the mihrab 
and the minbar, as well as the internal urban elements of the school. This school courtyard includes the water 
pool (Al-awawin) overlooking it, the classrooms, the library, the kitchen, and the bathrooms. Then, the results are 
presented at the end of the discussion for each element separately as these results include the religious and 
cultural dimensions reflected in each urban element in the school. 
 

A. LOCATIONS OF LEVANTINE SCHOOLS AND THEIR RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL DIMENSIONS 
Before delving into presenting the features of the school sites that were built in the Levant during the era 

of the Zengid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk, the study explains the religious and cultural dimensions reflected in sites. 
It is necessary to learn about these three countries briefly. The first one, Zengid, is a name given to the Zengid 
state or the Zengid emirate, which is one of the Islamic emirates. Its founder was Prince Imad al-Din Zengi bin 
Aq Sanqar, who is one of the leaders of the Seljuk state subject to the Abbasid Caliphate. He began ruling his 
emirate when the Seljuk Sultan appointed him governor of Mosul and the Euphrates Peninsula (Al-Jazira) in 
the year of 521AH/1127AD. He was able to control most of the cities of the Levant, including the city of Aleppo. 
After his death in the year of 541AH/1146AD, his emirate was divided between his eldest son, Saif al-Din Ghazi 
in Mosul, and his second son named Nour al-Din Mahmoud in Aleppo, who was able to unify the Levant and 
Egypt during the reign of his minister, Salah al-din Yusuf bin Ayyub (d. 589AH/ 1193AD). When Nur al-Din 
Mahmoud died in the year of 569AH/1174AD, Salah al-din took control of the Levant and Egypt, thus ending 
the era of the Zengid emirate [7]. 

Ayyubid, the second one, is a name given to the Ayyubid state, which is one of the Islamic states that was 
established in Egypt after the fall of the Fatimid state in the year of 567 AH/1171AD. Then, its influence 
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extended to the Levant, the Hijaz, Yemen, Nubia, and some parts of the Islamic Maghreb, and its rule continued 
for 81 years until its end came at the hands of the Mamluk state in the year of 648AH/1250 AD. Sultan Salah 
al-din Yusuf bin Ayyub (d. 589AH/1193AD) is considered the founder of this state. He initially worked as a 
minister for Sultan Nur al-Din Mahmoud Zengi in Egypt, so he was able to overthrow the caliphate Fatimids 
there so that Egypt would return under the rule of the Abbasid Caliphate once again. After the death of Nur 
al-Din Mahmoud Zengi in the year of 569AH/1174AD, Salah al-din al-Ayyubi headed to the Levant and took 
control of it [8]. 

The third one is Mamluk, which is a name given to the Mamluk state or the Mamluk Sultanate. It is one of 
the Islamic states that was established in Egypt at the end of the Abbasid era, specifically after the fall of the 
Ayyubid state in the year of 648AH/1250AD. Then, its influence extended to the Levant and the Hijaz, and it 
continued to rule for more than two centuries and a half until its end came at the hands of the Ottoman Empire. 
It was defeated in the Battle of al-Raydaniya in the year of 923AH/ 1517AD. The Mamluks were originally slave 
warriors. The Abbasid caliphs bought them from Turkestan, the Caucasus. He made them their guards and 
commanders of the Muslim armies. Their influence increased over time until they dominated the caliphate 
and the decision-making center, taking advantage of the weakness of the caliphs and the decline of their 
influence until they declared their state on the date mentioned above [9]. 

After looking at the sites of the schools that were built in the cities of the Levant, the city of Damascus for 
example, it became clear that most of them are located in the center of the city. It indicates that those people 
who built these schools were intentional in choosing their locations, and that the construction of the schools 
and the choice of their distinctive locations reflect two important things. The first thing is their support for the 
scientific movement in the Levant, and their keenness to provide the greatest service to the members of 
society, the service of education, which contributes to the development of their society. The second matter 
lies in their choice of distinctive locations for the schools and the religious and cultural dimensions that they 
reflected. Examples of these schools that were built in the center of Damascus are the Samisatiyya School, Al-
Jaqmaqiyya School, Al-Dhahiriyya Al-Jawwaniyya School, and Al-Adiliyya Al-Kubra School [1]. The locations of 
these four schools had another important advantage, built next to the largest and most famous mosque in 
Damascus known as the Umayyad Mosque [10], which is located in the middle of the old city of Damascus. 
Certainly, building any school in the center of Damascus, next to this great cultural edifice (Figure 1), has its 
religious, scientific, and psychological dimensions for the teachers and students who belong to these schools. 
They feel proud that they are one of the members of these schools located in the center of the city, and that 
it is next to the most famous religious and scientific institution in the Levant (Figure 2). It is in contrast to the 
feelings of teachers and students of other schools on the outskirts of the city. The teachers of these schools 
located near the mosque became fond of them and competed to get the chance to teach there. They were 
keen to appoint their children to work as teachers there as well [11], and one of the advantages of these 
schools’ locations is that they are close to the commercial markets spread throughout central Damascus, so it 
is easier for them to shop when needed. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Umayyad Mosque in Damascus [12] [13] 
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12. Umayyad Mosque 
14. Al-Samisatiyya School 
15. Al-Jaqmaqiyya School 
17. Al-Dhahiriyya Al-Jawaniyya School 
18. Al-'Adiliyya Al-Kubra School 

 
Figure 2. Schools’ locations next to the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus [14] 

 
B. THE EXTERNAL URBAN ELEMENTS OF LEVANTINE SCHOOLS AND THEIR RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL DIMENSIONS 

When school builders in the Levant were keen to choose distinctive sites for most of them, they supervised 
their construction with specifications that made them a unique cultural architectural masterpiece. School 
buildings were designed on geometric bases of various shapes to take advantage of every aspect. The most 
famous ones are the rectangular, semi-rectangular, and square shape. The spaces inside the school were built 
with strong materials, such as stone, marble, plaster, etc., to withstand the longest possible period of time in 
the face of natural and human challenges. Among these schools, whose building bases were in the form of a 
rectangle, semi-rectangle, or square, are the schools of the city of Aleppo (Figure 3), such as  Asadiyya Al-
Jawwaniyya school,  Al-Dhahiriyya Al-Jawwaniyya school called Ayyubid Sultaniyya, and Al-Dhahiriyya Al-
Barraniyya school. Meanwhile, the schools built in Damascus include (Figure 4) Al-Jaqmaqiyya, Al-Kamiliyya or 
Al-Tankaziyya, Al-Rukniyya Al-Barraniyya, and Al-Adliyya Al-Kubra School [15] [16] [17]. 

. 
 

 
A. Al-Asadiyya Al-Jawwaniyah School [4] 

 

  
B. Dhahiriyyat Al-Jawwaniyah 
or Sultaniyyah Ayyubid school 

[18] 

C. Al-Dhahiriyya Al-
Barraniya School [18] 

 
Figure 3. Design plans for school buildings in Aleppo 

(A) (B) (C) 
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A. Al-Jaqmaqiyya school [14] [19] 

 
B. Kamiliyya or Tanaziyya school [20] 

  
C. Al-Rukniyya Al-Barraniya school [21] D. Al-Adiliyya Al-Kubra School [22] 

 
Figure 4. Design plans for school buildings in Damascus 

(A) (B) (C) (D) 

 

The Levantine school building consisted of several external urban elements characterized by the Islamic 
style, and these urban elements reflected the religious, scientific, administrative, and aesthetic dimensions of 
those buildings and those working there. Among these elements are: 

 
B. 1. THE DOME 

Domes are considered the most important urban elements in Islam [23] [24] [25]. They were used in various 
eras of the Islamic State [26], from the Umayyad to the Mamluk era [27], and Muslims became creative in 
building them by using many types of building materials, such as stone and wood and covering them with 
plaster, or lead, and others. The style or shape of domes also developed throughout the Islamic eras. Domes 
appeared large and small, smooth and polygonal, and long-necked or short-necked, and they were decorated 
with ornaments and stalactites. They were built on mosques and over graves. When Muslims buried people in 
the schools they had built, they also built domes over their graves in those schools [28]. This reflected the 
religious dimension in the school so that, in its external appearance, it began to appear as a religious and 
scientific institution since the dome is considered a symbol of Islamic religious architecture. Another dimension 
that was reflected in the school was the urban aesthetic dimension. Its building and its external appearance, 
with the dome above it, became more beautiful if we compared it to another building that did not have a dome 
built over it. 

Examples of schools over which domes were built in the Levant are the schools of Damascus (Figure 5). In 
the Al-Nuriyya School [1] [29] [30], two conical domes were built in the style of the Seljuk dome, which is 
distinguished by its length and the large number of stalactites (Muqarnas) that decorated the perimeter of the 
dome. We notice that each dome was built in a neck, short, and polygonal shape and contained several 
windows. Regarding Al-Farrukhshahiyya School [31] [32], it had two domes built on it, but the architectural 
style was different from the architectural style of al-Nuriyya School’s dome. We notice that the first dome was 
smooth, and the second one was grooved in shape, with vertical ribs. Each dome was built on a long neck 
consisting of two ribbed layers, containing a group of windows so that sunlight can pass through them. The 
architectural style of the two domes of al-Farrukhshahiyya school is considered a stage of transition from the 
Seljuk urban style to the Ayyubid urban style because the city of Damascus, when it was ruled by the Zengids, 
was built in Seljuk urban style that prevailed in building domes. Still, when Damascus was subjected to the rule 
of the Ayyubids, the Ayyubid urban style was applied for the domes. It was also applied to the rest of the cities 
of the Levant ruled by the Ayyubids at that time. Therefore, it became clear to us that the political and 
administrative dimension of these domes was reflected in al-Farrukhshahiyya school. Anyone who knows the 
types of domes and the types of urban style when looking at this school will know that it was built in the Al-
Ayyubid era after observing the style of the domes that were built above them. 
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For the Al-Rukniyya school [1], it was also built with two domes on top of it; each of them grooved, with 
vertical sides. One of them was built on a short ribbed neck, different from the neck of the Farrokhshahiyya 
school’s dome. 

 
 

   
A. Al-Nouriyya School B.Al-Farrokhshahiyya School C.  Al-Rukniyya school 

 
Figure 5. Building domes over Damascene schools 

 (A) (B) (C) 

 
B. 2. THE MINARET (AL-MI'DHANA) 

The minaret (Al-Mi'dhana) is considered one of the religious urban elements that are usually built over 
mosques [33] [34] [35], but Muslims built it over educational schools as well. This added another religious 
dimension to the school, so its external appearance began to suggest that it was a religious and scientific 
institution at the same time. In addition, the minaret added an administrative dimension to the school as a 
Mu'azzin [36] was appointed in the school alongside the teachers. He would announce the time for prayers 
when the time came, so he would climb to the top of the minaret built in the school and raise the Al-adhan (a 
call to do prayer) in a loud voice, aiming to be heard by the people or Muslims so that they would come to pray 
[37] [38] [39]. 

Among the Levantine schools on which Al-Mi'dhana were built are the schools of Damascus (Figure 6), such 
as Al-shamiyya Al-Baraniyya school and Al-Mardaniyya school [2], and they are among the schools that were 
built in the Ayyubid era. Their geometric urban style was built in a square shape, except the Siba’iyya school 
[1], which appears in Figure 6. It was built in Damascus during the Mamluk era, and we noticed that its 
geometric shape was polygonal and was decorated with Islamic inscriptions and decorations, contrasted to the 
minarets of Al-shamiyya al-Barraniyya and al-Maridaniya schools, which were distinguished by their simplicity. 
Moreover, their wall appears smooth and devoid of decorations. This represents a shift in the style of Islamic 
architecture of the minaret from the Ayyubid style to the Mamluk style. This also has political and 
administrative dimensions for the school. Anyone who knows the types of minarets and their urban style when 
looking at the Saibai school will know that it was built in the Mamluk era after noticing the style of the minaret 
that was built above it. 

 

   

A. Al-Shamiyya  Al-
Barraniyya school 

B. Al-Mardaniyya 
School 

C. Al-Siba'yya School 

 
Figure 6. Building minaret (Al-Mi'dhana) on Damascene schools 

(A) (B) (C) 
 
B. 3. EXTERNAL DECORATIONS AND SYMBOLS OF SCHOOLS 

The external walls of the Aleppo and Damascene schools were distinguished by Islamic decorations [40] 
[41] [42] [43], written inscriptions, and symbols (Al-Rinuk) [44] [45] [46] placed inside the wall, which added a 
unique architectural beauty [47] [48]. For example, the decorations and writings with which they decorated 
the main entrance of the school [49] or the corners of the building (Figure 7), such as the Kamiliyya Al-Adimiyya 
School (Al-Taranta'iyya) [50], which was built in Aleppo at the end of the Ayyubid rule [51]. We can notice the 
decorations and stalactites (Muqarnasat) [52] [53] that were made above the main entrance of the school, in 
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addition to drawing a square-shaped decoration above the entrance door. The same also applies for Al-
Shathabkliyya Mamluk school in Damascus [54], which was done at the top of its main entrance stalactites and 
an inscription made directly above its door. Its wall was built with colored stone, which is white, black, and 
yellow, and is called Madamik. This method of construction distinguished the Mamluk era and was known as 
the Ablaqi style, meaning colored [55], so it increased the aesthetics of the school seen from the outside. 

Besides the Al-Jaqmaqiyya Mamluk school in Damascus [1], we note the presence of decorations 
(Muqarnasat) in the corner of its outer wall, with Quranic verses inscribed on top of the decorations. The wall 
of the school was built in the Mamluk urban style, which is the planned (Ablaqi) style, and this is considered a 
qualitative turning point in the urban style. The Ayyubid style, which was characterized by its simplicity, and 
the Mamluk urban style, which was characterized by beautiful inscriptions and decorations, reflect the political 
and administrative dimension of the school. If a person looks at the school’s outer wall, he/she will know that 
this school was built in the Mamluk era after observing the Mamluk style of the school. 

 

   
A. Al-Kamiliya Al-Adimiyya School in 

Aleppo 
B. Al-Shathabklia School in Damascus 

C. Al-Jaqmaqiya School in Damascus 

 
Figure 7. Decorations and inscriptions on the external walls of Levantine schools (A) (B) (C) 

 
Among the decorations that distinguished the Levantine schools, especially during the Mamluk era, were 

the symbols or emblems called Al-Rinuk [56] as they were installed inside the external wall of the school (Figure 
8). The examples are the symbol (Al-rink) found on the wall of the Shathabkliyya school and the Siba’iyya School 
in Damascus. We notice that the shape of the symbol is circular, resembling a blooming flower or the sun, and 
a colorful Islamic decoration is engraved inside it. 

When Prince Sayf al-Din Jaqmaq, the deputy of the Mamluk Sultan [1], built Al-Jaqmaqiyya School in 
Damascus, he placed his emblem, which represents his status as a prince, on the outer wall of his school. This 
had clear political and administrative dimensions that were reflected in the school, meaning that this school 
was built during his reign when he was the governor of Damascus. Most of the Mamluk sultans and princes 
had their own symbols or emblems (Rinuk) that they placed on the walls of buildings during their reign to 
commemorate them [47]. We note that the emblem of Prince Jaqmaq also symbolizes the shape of a blooming 
flower or the sun. The most important part of this emblem is its symbol, which is a circle in the center of the 
flower, and this circle is divided into three sections. The first section contains the symbol of Al-dawat [47], 
meaning the inkwell and the pens with which he writes [57], and it expresses the job of Prince Jaqmaq when 
he was working, taking the position of Dawadar for the Mamluk Sultan. He carries the inkwell, pens, and the 
rest of the Sultan’s writing tools [56]. As for the second and third parts of the slogan (Rink) of Prince Jaqmaq, 
the image of four cups is engraved, which symbolizes the function of water-bearer [47] [58]. These symbols 
(Rinuk) reflect the administrative dimension of the school in which they were placed. When a person with 
experience in symbols looks at them, he/she will know that the builder of this school was doing the job 
represented by this symbol. 
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A. The rink of Al-Shathabklia School B. The rink of Al-Sibaiyya School 

  
C. The symbol or emblem (rink) of Prince Jaqmaq on the wall of Al-Jaqmaqiyya School in Damascus [14] 

 
Figure 8. Symbols (Rinuk) placed inside the outer wall of Damascene schools during the Mamluk era 

(A) (B) (C) 

 
C. THE INTERNAL URBAN ELEMENTS OF LEVANTINE SCHOOLS AND THEIR RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL DIMENSIONS 

Levantine schools contained several internal urban elements that had religious, scientific, psychological, 
economic, and other dimensions. Among these elements are: 

 
C.1. PRAYER HALL (Al-MUSALLA) 

It is one of the most important religious urban elements that school owners in the Levant were keen on, 
trying to make this urban element an essential part of the design of their schools. The prayer hall contained a 
minbar, the mihrab, and a beautiful school corridor [59]. The architects at that time excelled in drawing 
beautiful Islamic decorations on the wall of the prayer hall and the mihrab, which added architectural touches. 
One of the dimensions, which Al-Musalla reflects on the school as a scientific institution, is a religious 
dimension as teaching students is not limited to science only. Still, the school builders and teachers were keen 
to instill the religious values and noble morals that Islam commands in the souls of the students and to teach 
them prayer etiquette and adherence to it at its specified times. The construction of the Al-musalla also had 
administrative dimensions for the school since the administrative official responsible for the school must 
appoint an Imam for prayer and a preacher, in addition to appointing a servant called Al-qayym whose job is 
to clean the prayer hall (Al-musalla) permanently [1]. We notice in Figure 9 that the large prayer hall in the 
Siba’iyya School in Damascus contains the mihrab and the Manbar, and the mihrab was decorated with Islamic 
decorations that increased its beauty. We can also notice a picture of the mihrab of the Dhahiriyya al-
Jawwaniyyah (Sultaniyya) school in Aleppo in Figure 9 and how it was decorated with extremely magnificent 
decorations, in addition to a picture of Al-minbar of the Al-Shamiyya Al-Barraniyya School in Damascus [2]. 

The Musalla also reflected the scientific dimension of the school as we notice in Figure 2 that the 
Jaqmaqiyya school had a prayer hall built in it despite its location next to the Umayyad Mosque (Figure 2, 15. 
Al-Jaqmaqiyya School), and this has a very important scientific dimension, referring to the owner of the 
Jaqmaqiyya school when he built prayer hall. He wanted the students to devote themselves solely to learning 
and did not go out of school, to the Umayyad Mosque, to pray when the time came, but rather pray inside the 
school. 

 

  
A. The prayer hall (musalla) of Al-Siba’yya School in Damascus B. The pulpit (minbar) and mihrab in the prayer hall of Al-Siba’yya 

School in Damascus 
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C. The mihrab of Al-Dhahiriyya Al-Jawaniyya School in Aleppo D. The pulpit (minbar) of Al-Shamiyya Al-Baraniyya School in 

Damascus 
 

Figure 9. The prayer hall, pulpit (minbar), and mihrab in schools in Damascus and Aleppo (A) (B) (C) (D) 

 

C. 2. SCHOOLYARD 
The courtyard is one of the most important urban elements in Levantine schools, and it is an essential 

element in the design of the school. The idea of establishing the courtyard in schools is borrowed from the 
courtyards found in mosques built in all Islamic countries [60]. It is called the school courtyard (Al-Sahan), and 
a small water pool with different beautiful designs called Al-Fisqiyya or Al-Bahra is built in the middle of this 
courtyard. We notice, in Figure 10, the courtyard of Al-Kamiliyya School in Aleppo [3], and a water pool whose 
shape was designed with octagons, as well as the courtyard of the Al-dhahiriyya School in Aleppo, is located in 
the middle of it  [3]. We can also see the water pool in it, which is rectangular, in addition to the courtyard of 
Al-Maridaniyya School in Damascus [2], which contains a square-shaped water pool, and the courtyard of the 
Al-Sayba’iyya School in Damascus [1], which has a rectangular water pool in the middle [61].AEJ 

 

  
A. Al-Kamiliyya School in Aleppo B. Al-Dhahiriyya School in Aleppo 

  

C. Al-Maridaniyya School in Damascus D. Al-Siba'yya School in Damascus 

Figure 10. Water pool in the courtyards of Levantine schools 
(A) (B) (C) (D) 

 
Then, rooms are built overlooking the school courtyard consisting of only three walls, not four, called Iwan 

[62] [63] [64], and we notice a picture of the Iwan in the Siba’iyya school and the Mardaniyya school in 
Damascus in Figure 11, which overlooks the school courtyard. These Iwans were used as teaching halls [1]. 
Here lies its importance when it is used as a teaching hall as the psychological impact of the courtyard, the 
water pool [65], and the Iwan is reflected on the psychology of the students as they sit in the Iwan overlooking 
the school courtyard and as they breathe in the fresh air and sunlight fills the study space. It makes them feel 
comfortable, calm, and free from any disturbance or pressure of studying, and it alleviates the pain of being 
away from their families if they are residing inside the school during the study period. From the virtual image 
in Figure 12, we can feel the positive psychological impact reflected on the students as they sit in front of the 
teacher in the Iwan overlooking the school courtyard [60] [66]. 
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A. Al-Siba'yya School in 

Damascus 
B. Al-Mardaniyya School in 

Damascus 
 

Figure 11. Al-Iwan in Damascus schools (A) (B) 
 

 

Figure 12. A virtual picture of students sitting in the Iwan 
of the Levantine schools, overlooking the courtyard 

There are some small schools in the Levant whose courtyards are closed as a roof is built over their 
courtyard. The roof wall at the top contains many windows so that air and sunlight can pass through them, and 
the importance of this roof is to protect students, who are sitting in the school courtyard, from rain if the sky 
is rainy or to protect them from dust if the weather was dusty. An example of this is the roof of the courtyard 
of the Jaqmaqiyya school in Damascus, which appears in Figure 13. We also notice the construction of several 
windows at the top of the roof wall [66] [67]. 

 

 
Figure 13. The roof of the courtyard of the Al-Jaqmaqiyya School in 

Damascus, which contains several windows at the top 

C. 3. CLASSROOM 
The designs of Levantine schools were not limited to building Iwans with three walls as study halls. Rather, 

regularly closed study halls were also built with four walls, not three. Levantine schools were of two types: 
large schools that contained a large number of classrooms and small schools that contained a small number of 
classrooms, such as two classrooms or one classroom. Examples of large schools include Al-Kamiliyya Al-
Adimiyya School (Al-Taranta'yya), which contains forty classrooms in a row. Its upper floor and its lower floor 
are shown in Figure 14. Meanwhile, we notice in Figure 15 that Al-Shathabkliyya School in Damascus contained 
two classrooms [68], and Al-Farrukhshahiyya School in Damascus contained only one classroom [31]. 
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Figure 14. Classrooms in the upper and lower 
floors of the Taranta'yya School in Aleppo 

 

 

 

A. Two classrooms at Al-Shathabkliyya School [69] B. One classroom at Al-Farrokhshahiyya School [70] 
 

Figure 15. Classrooms in Damascus schools (A) (B) 
 
The large number of classrooms in Al-Taranta'yya School in Aleppo reflects an important scientific 

dimension to scientific life in the Levant. Those dimensions are that Levantine society loved science, Levantine 
families were keen to put their children in these schools, and the number of students was large. Thus, it was 
necessary to provide a large number of classrooms in schools to receive these students. Historical sources 
indicate that Damascus contained hundreds of schools during the Zengid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk eras, and this 
is a clear evidence that Damascene society, in particular, and Levantine society in general, had a high demand 
for seeking knowledge. It prompted some members of Damascene society to build a large number of schools, 
in order to serve this community and achieve its desire to develop scientifically. It then led to the advancement 
of the scientific movement in Damascus at that time, and the emergence of many famous Damascene scientific 
families, which also contributed to support scientific life in Levant [71]. 

The size of these classrooms determined the capacity of students. In Al-Khatuniya School in Damascus, the 
number of students sitting in its classroom (Al-Iwan) was only ten students [1], there were only twenty students 
in one classroom in Al-Omariyya Al-Shaikhiyya School in Damascus [1], and the same number of students were 
also found in the classroom of the Tarkhaniyya School and Al-Asrouniyya School in Damascus [1]. Therefore, 
we notice that the supervisors of these schools have usually set the number of students at twenty students. 
This has an important scientific dimension, which is that they were intentional about making the number of 
students small in order to maintain the quality and integrity of the educational process during the lesson. The 
smaller the number of students in the classroom, the more teaching them has become easier for the teacher. 
This way, the students can have high concentration during the lesson. 

C. 4. OTHER INTERNAL URBAN ELEMENTS 
The Levantine schools contained other internal urban elements that made them a fully-fledged scientific 

institution capable of receiving students and providing them with the best scientific services. One of these 
elements is the library since Levantine schools have libraries that contained the scientific curricula that they 
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taught or other scientific sources. A special employee was appointed in this library to supervise students who 
wanted to borrow the scientific resources they needed. This employee was called the library keeper [1], and 
among the Damascene schools that contained a library are Al-Tajiyya, Al-Dhahiriyya Al-Jawwaniyya, and Al-
Dhia'yya Al-Jawwaniyya schools. 

Levantine schools also included other internal urban elements, aiming to meet the daily needs of the 
students who live in these schools. The kitchen, where food is cooked for them, is one of these urban elements. 
An example of school that contain a kitchen is Al-Omariyya School in Damascus, in addition to building 
bathrooms and toilets in this school where the students live [2]. We can see the location of the bathrooms and 
toilets in the design of the building of  Al-Siba'yya School in Damascus in Figure 16, as well as in the Al-Asadiyya 
Al-Jawwaniyya School in Aleppo. 

 
 

 

 

A. Al-Siba'yya School in Damascus [72] B. Al-Asadiyya Al-Jawaniyya School in Aleppo [4] 
 

Figure 16. Bathrooms and toilets in Levantine schools 
 (A) (B) 

 
4. CONCLUSION  

At the end of this descriptive and analytical tour of the external and internal urban elements of schools in the 
Levant during the rule of Zengid state up to the Mamluk state, the study reached the following results: 

The external architectural elements of the Levantine schools, such as domes and minarets, witnessed a 
remarkable development in their urban style, which was characterized by simplicity in the Zengid and Ayyubid 
eras. In contrast, the urban style in the Mamluk era was characterized by development. Features of luxury and 
extravagance appeared in it, so the external appearance of the school became more beautiful due to the 
development of architectural styles. It also appeared more Islamic after it was decorated with distinctive Islamic 
decorations and stalactites  (muqarnas). 

The urban elements of the Levantine schools were divided into several types; each type reflecting a special 
dimension. The religious urban elements such as domes, minarets, Islamic decorations, and prayer halls (Musalla) 
that contain pulpit (Manabir) and Maharib added a religious dimension to the school. Hence, the school appeared 
with these elements as if it were a religious and scientific institution at the same time. As a result, it is not possible 
to separate religion and science. Regarding the scientific urban elements, such as Al-Awawin, classrooms, and 
libraries, they enhanced the scientific dimension of the school. The service urban elements, such as the kitchen, 
bathrooms, and restrooms, reflected the personal dimension of the school owner, who was keen to provide these 
elements in the school to make it a scientific institution with integrated infrastructure. As for the courtyards and 
halls (Al-Awawin) overlooking it, they took into account the psychological state of the students. 

The urban elements, such as domes, minarets, and emblems (Al-Rinuk), reflected the political and 
administrative dimension of the school. After its architectural style changed from the Zengid urban style to the 
Ayyubid urban style or the Mamluk urban style, the school became known for its external appearance in the era 
in which it was built. Also, when you see the symbols (Al-Rinuk) on its walls, you will recognize the personality of 
the king or prince who built this school as shown in Table 1 and Table 2. 
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