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Today the muezzin no longer has to climb up here [minaret] five times a
day, and no longer exposed to the cold and the wind, to the sun or the
rain; today scientific advances have come to their aid; the substitution
of four large speakers which, operating at full volume, makes his voice
heard, in many cases over more than the town quarter or the village,
while he chants into a microphone, standing on flat ground and in a
quiet place.’

- Sabino De Sandoli, The Song of the Muezzin (1980).

The invention of the loudspeaker
makes the minaret so small.?

- Ahmed Bouanani, “Some Truths to Say Nothing” (2018).

In the early days of Islam, a debate arose among the Prophet
Muhammad and his followers on the best way to call Muslims to prayer.
While the other Abrahamic faiths had already established distinct
practices to signal prayer— for example, Christians had their bell,

and Jews, the shofar, a ram’s horn— Muslims had yet to distinguish
their customs. As an emerging faith in 6th century Arabia, Islam
acknowledged many of the monothestic beliefs and traditions observed
by both faiths, however the call to prayer was a chance for Muslims to
solidify their communal practices.

According to one narrative, one of the Prophet’s companions dreamt
that Muslims had gathered for prayer by the sound of the human voice.
Upon hearing about the dream, the Prophet is said to have then learned
the words for the adhan from the archangel Gabriel, words that have
been handed down ever since.® The first call to prayer was not sung

by the Prophet, but by Bilal Ibn Rabah, a freed slave of Abyssinian
(Ethiopian) descent and early convert to Islam.*

Though the adhan was initially sung from the roofs of mosques, the
development of the minaret— the architectural structure that amplifies
the call to prayer— came much later. As historian Johanthan M. Bloom
points out, “the idea of a minaret first arose under the Umayyad dynasty
in Syria, where Muslims first came in contact with Syrian church towers,
which they spread throughout the lands they conquered.”

Since these formative years, the recitation of the adhan and the
architectural structure of the minaret have become broad symbols

of Islamic ritual practices and Muslim communities. Though often
integrated within larger mosque complexes and structures, in places
such as Afghanistan for instance, the intricately designed 12th-century
Minaret of Jam stands alone in the stunning deep river valley of Ghur
province.®

Drawing on the history and symbolism of the minaret, artist Manar
Moursi examines the interconnected and changing Cairene landscape
in her exhibition The Loudspeaker and the Tower. Showing the
sometimes ad-hoc use of minarets, the exhibition “revolves around

a set of associated characters— residents of once agricultural lands,
mosque custodians, imams, architects, artists, and a parrot—to further
understand the radical complexities of these structures.”’

By using minarets and by extension, the construction of mosques to
tell the larger story of land development in bustling, ever-expanding
metropolis of Cairo, Moursi reveals the fissures within civil society, and
its true social costs. For example, her documentary video, Stairway

to Heaven (2019) illustrates how the growing precarity of pastoralism
and the pace of residential housing needs have not been adequately
addressed by the local government. When farmland is expropriated and
transformed into more lucrative development schemes, the only way to
have it serviced is to integrate a minaret, which transforms the building
into a mosque so that it has “the status of a place of worship and
obligates the municipality to provide essential resources, despite limited
availability.”®

Moursi’s short video, The Parrot (2019), features a carefully
choreographed performance that uses gestures, sounds and other
props which are repeated and at times, mimed between a male and
female performers. The piece points to a number of ideas and histories;
the embodied performance of the minaret, references to parrots in
the 71007 Arabian Nights, the mosque and the muezzin’s who perform
in them. Accompanying the performance is a short, poetic text titled
“Script for a Sermon”, which provides the meaning of the gestures
and movements performed. Egyptian writer Ahmed Hegazy notes
that the performance ultimately shows “a multitude of subversions;
the performance does not take place in a mosque, the usual setting
for sermons; and the performers— especially the woman, who is not
wearing a veil— are not dressed in conventional attire.”®

Though more subtle in its subversion, the sculptural piece The Tower
(2019) is a spare, fabricated metal structure that has been made into
the shape of an ad-hoc minaret. Adorned with neon lights, the sculpture
echoes the makeshift nature of contemporary minarets. A far cry from
the detailed ornamentation associated with historic minarets found
across in Muslim-majority countries in the Middle East and South Asia,
such improvised minarets reveal the chronological faultlines in Islamic
architectural history. As a product of post-Enlightenment European
project, Islamic art and architectural history has long been framed

as a formal expression of Islam. Moreover, the field has often been
conceptualized as a “tradition of the past that had ceased to be creative
with the onset of colonialism and its two concomitant phenomena,
Westernization and modernization, in the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.”'® However, The Tower poignantly speaks back to this
formulation and shows the living and malleable nature of Islamic ritual
and spatial practices— one that continues to express “the persistence
of religion in defining many aspects of life in the Islamic world, either

in competition or in harmony with modernity and other major socio-
cultural contemporary forces.”!

Indeed, the afterlife of colonialism and growing inequality spurred by
greed and corruption has had dizzying effects in countries such as
Egypt. Some of this is captured in the work, Ring-road Zoetrope Night
Drive (2019). In this work, images of minarets flicker in the zoetrope,
which are recorded and screened on a monitor. The work heightens
the fast pace of life in mega-global cities such as Cairo, where faith,
capitalism, and architecture collide at a rapid pace.

In The Loudspeaker and the Tower, Moursi compellingly weaves
together the socio-cultural complexities of present-day Cairene life
and the competing civil demands that at face value, can be seemingly
solved by the establishment of the mosque. The construction of the
minaret and the mosque- from the brickmakers to architects and the
land developers — is the guiding lens through which Moursi examines
its larger societal impact. Not simply a structure that beckons the
faithful to prayer or provides a place for people to congregate, but an
architectural apparatus that has adapted to the unruly high stakes of
land development and profitability. To this end, the words of pastoralist
Ali Abdel Ra’ouf Etman in the Stairway to Heaven echoes these
stakes when he says, “our land is very precious to us. Its value for us
cannot be measured.”'? Certainly, the value of land continues to be
immeasurable in the sustenance of life in every way. To lose sight of
this reverence, even when building a mosque, is to lose sight of our
collective humanity.

Nadia Kurd, PhD, is a curator and art historian currently living in
Amiskwaciwéskahikan (Edmonton, AB).
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