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Al- Zaitona Mosque of Tunisia:
Ten Centuries of Tunisian Art and Architecture

Abdulaziz Al-Dolatly

National Institute for Heritage, Ministry of Culture
Tunis, Tunisia

Abstract: Since it is founded as a mosque and one of the oldest universities known in the Islamic countries,
Al-Zaitona played a great role in spreading Islamic values all over Africa and Morocco.

It is evident that the existing building was built during the Abassid Period in 250 HD (864 AD), as it is shown by
the “carvings over the Mehrab and on the facade of the external praying hall. The mere mention of the Khalifa’s
name in the carvings is an indication of the importance given to the building. The mosque was first established
in the first century of Higra, when Gortaj, then the capital of Tunisia, opened by Hassa’n Ibn Al-Numan.
However, there was nothing left from the original building of the mosque.

The building of Zaitona Mosque was kept intact for the last ten centuries due to the preservations and restoration
that took place all through this period. A register of this was found carved on the gypsum board, timber and
marble.

In 1996 Tunisia has celebrated the 1300% year of establishing Al-Zaitona. I prepared an article documenting the
main architectural and artistic features of the mosque as part of many articles celebrating the occasion. I made
use of the available untouched data and even did some excavations to prepare the material for the article “Ten
centuries of Tunisian Art and Architecture”.

These excavations reveal the richness and versatility of the types, patterns, styles and technology found in this
great mosque.  The study has unveiled many unknown aspects regarding the architecture of this landmark.
These are the history of building technology and decorative techniques used and not known to us. I hope this
research will add to the Islamic Art and Architecture Library in Tunisia and the Islamic world.



