Document generated on 04/25/2024 4:19 a.m.

RACAR : Revue d'art canadienne
Canadian Art Review

RACAR

Revur dart canadienne | Canaddian Ars Review

Tammy Gaber, Beyond the Divide: A Century of Canadian
Mosque Design, Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 2022, 304 pp. 306 photos, 135 drawings, all
colour, $95.00 (cloth) ISBN 9780228008262

Ozayr Saloojee

Volume 47, Number 2, 2022

URL: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1094923ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7202/1094923ar

See table of contents

Publisher(s)

UAAC-AAUC (University Art Association of Canada | Association d'art des
universités du Canada)

ISSN

0315-9906 (print)

1918-4778 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this review

Saloojee, O. (2022). Review of [Tammy Gaber, Beyond the Divide: A Century of
Canadian Mosque Design, Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2022, 304 pp. 306 photos, 135 drawings, all colour, $95.00 (cloth) ISBN
9780228008262]. RACAR : Revue d'art canadienne / Canadian Art Review, 47(2),
139-141. https://doi.org/10.7202/1094923ar

Tous droits réservés © UAAC-AAUC (University Art Association of Canada |
Association d'art des universités du Canada), 2022

This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Erudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.

https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

erudit

This article is disseminated and preserved by Erudit.

Erudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec a Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.

https://www.erudit.org/en/


https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/racar/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1094923ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/1094923ar
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/racar/2022-v47-n2-racar07554/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/racar/

Tammy Gaber

Beyond the Divide: A Century of
Canadian Mosque Design
Montreal and Kingston: McGill-
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304 pp. 306 photos, 135 drawings, all
colour

$95.00 (cloth) ISBN 9780228008262

Ozayr Saloojee

As an undergraduate student in the
fall of 1994, I walked into the School
of Architecture at Carleton Univer-
sity in Ottawa, Canada, through the
loading zone doors at the back of the
school. This entry opens into tall,
double-height space, with a roof
gantry that extends perpendicular
to the long length of the hall ahead.
The garage doors were open as |
strolled into the building, accom-
panied by the loud roar of the wood
and metal workshop dust collecting
system. As | entered, to my right, the
massive doors of the Michael Coote
Gallery were propped open. A lanky
man, his long hair pulled back into
aponytail, was wearing safety glass-
esand slowly sanding smooth the
profile of what happened to be the
in-progress dome of the soon-to-be
Kingston Islamic Center. Over the
course of the next few weeks, I vis-
ited the gallery frequently, watching
the dome take shape and watching
Steve Beverley (the craftsman) work
its materials, slim trusses disap-
pearing under layers of foam and
cladding. We talked about the dome,
and how it came to be. One of the
mosque architects, Gulzar Haider,
now Dean at Lahore’s Razia Hassan
School of Architecture at Beacon-
house University in Pakistan, was
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then faculty at Carleton, teaching
classes in design studio, morphol-
ogy, and Islamic miniatures. Dr.
Haider would meet us in the gal-
lery and show us drawings of the
dome, its construction and propor-
tions, with beautiful, mathematical
sketches drawn in ink on graph
paper. He described the trusses in
the prayer-hall as a thicket of trees,
their metal spans and the future
skylights above them as canopies

of architectural leaves and light,
and the dome as a highlight over
the women'’s prayer space beneath
it. The mosque was described as an
analogue of a Kingston grain tower
and barn, with simple materials, and
an early sketch showsitin an east-
ern Ontario farm setting, the dome
rising up out of patch of wheatand
corn. The dome eventually would be
moved from its workshop space in
the school, trucked on the back of a
semi to Kingston, Ontario, where it
would be installed on the building
described in Tammy Gaber’s excel-
lentand necessary new book, Beyond
the Divide: A Century of Canadian Mosque
Design.

Dr. Gaber, an Associate Professor
of Architecture and Director of the
McEwen School of Architecture at
Laurentian University, has compiled

in Beyond the Divide a multifaceted
and layered textin a thoughtful and
timely addition to Canadian archi-
tectural history. Her book works in
multiple ways, all interwoven into a
volume thatis at once a compelling
initial survey of Canadian mosques,
aparallel history of Muslim com-
munities across Canada, an initial
probing of questions of gender
and spatial segregation and their
architectural implications, and a
concluding index of building plans
that were the subjects of Dr. Gab-
er’s cross-country fieldwork. The
book, following a general introduc-
tion, is front-ended with six surveys
that pair major themes of the text
to aregional context. The prairies,
which begin Dr. Gaber’s study, are
linked to the formal establishment
of Islam and the Muslim commun-
ityin Canada. Quebec follows, with
an emphasis on the “potential of
converted space.” Third, the text
looks west to British Columbia and
explores “purpose-built” design,
then east to Maritime mosques
contextualized with an investiga-
tion of these sites as “hubs of com-
munity space.” The shortest chap-
ter of the text couples questions of
orienting mosques in Canada and
the extreme north, and the final
section of Beyond the Divide takes up
the prompt of the book: the knot-
ty questions of gendering mosques
in Ontario, informed, as Dr. Gaber
writes, by “years of study on the his-
tory and practice of contemporary
mosque design, always with an eye
to women’s place and space within
them” (219).

Beyond the Divide is thoughtful-
lyand necessarily constrained as a
text, while addressing an important
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lacuna in Canadian architectural his-
toryand in Canada’s built environ-
ment. The surveyed buildings and
their parallel social contexts of local
and immigrant histories, peoples,
ideas and efforts are given centre
focus, and deservedly so. We have
here, at last, a collected and more
complete image of the history of
Canada’s diverse Muslim commun-
ities, and of their attempts to build
home, hub and community, in new
geographical, climaticand social
geographies. Dr. Gaber demon-
strates how individuals and com-
munity organizations worked and
wrestled with both pragmaticand
everyday questions, in addition to
the larger religious and spiritual
concerns that underpinned their
efforts at crafting a sense a sense of
belonging in new and unfamiliar
places, while maintaining essential
connections to familiar religious
terrains and antecedents. The con-
ceptual structure of the book allows
for these questions to be explored
across the diversity of the Canadian
landscape, and in turn, as endur-
ingissues in local spaces. Beyond the
Divide allows for a fuller locality to
be foregrounded in what can often
become a more universal (and less
particular) study of Islamic spaces.
The book substantially expands
and builds on Hassan-Uddin Khan,
Kimberly Mims, and Renata Holod’s
engagement with the limited Can-
adian mosque landscape in their
text, The Mosque and the Modern World:
Architects, Patrons and Designs Since
the1950s (1997). Twenty-Five years
on, Dr. Gaber has provided the first
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attempt at an expansive and local
accounting of Canada’s Islamic com-
munity since the establishment of
the Al-Rasheed Mosque in Edmon-
ton in1938. While Dr. Gaber’s study
includes ninety of the “approximate-
ly160-180 mosques” (10), the sur-
veyed buildings in Beyond The Divide,
add, critically, the voices of Mus-
lims, worshippers and community
organizations into the conversation
around architecture. This is a great
strength of the book, and Dr. Gab-
er’s decision to prioritize this, over
the more typical and perhaps more
expected typological monograph
(common to architectural publi-
cations), celebrates both diversity
and unity, the celebrated and the
contentious.

While the voices of designers
and architects (such as Sharif Sen-
bel and Gulzar Haider) are presentin
the text, Beyond the Divide is a plural
project of community rather than
the usually valorized singular voice
of design. This raises a potential
future trajectory for this work: a
deeper dive into the design of Can-
adian mosques. The Gulzar Haider
Design Group, for example, wasa
multidisciplinary collaborative that
included young designers of Chi-
nese, Iranian, Egyptian and South
African descent. Conversations
around and for the design of some
of the mosques mentioned in Dr.
Gaber’s texts (including the Kings-
ton Islamic Center, the Edmonton
Islamic Academy, and early designs
for mosques in Vancouver) engaged
directly with questions of tradition
and modernity, with the entangle-
ments of gendered space and of cul-
tural/religious needs and percep-
tions, and ultimately, of the search

for Canadian expressions of Islamic
architectural identity.* Beyond the Div-
ideis an attempt to do this from the
ground up, as it were, rather than
the drafting board (or computer
screen) down.

Itis of course, impossible to dis-
entangle the spiritual from the spa-
tial in this context. Mosques, as cata-
lysts for worship and connection to
the divine, are instruments of com-
munity, of faith, and togetherness.
Etymologically the words in Arabic
for mosque, for congregation, for
assembly and collectivity are tied
together and share similar roots
structures. Mosques are, ultimate-
ly, spaces that are intended to facili-
tate ‘ubudiyyah (which very loosely
translates as “acts of worship”), but
this is a worship that is informed
and guided by loving devotion and
loving submission. And this ‘ubudiy-
yah s spiritually centred in the heart,
where one (potentially) sees the Div-
ine. But this is nota review from the
perspective of religious studies, but
centred rather in the discipline of
architecture. The discussion of gen-
dered space in Dr. Gaber’s book is
particularly powerful as seen in the
index of architectural plans that con-
clude Beyond the Divide. Here, one can
see quite clearly the implications of
the gendered assignments of space
across these drawings. The discus-
sion of seeing in Beyond the Divide is
rendered through three categor-
ies—no view, partial view, and full-
view—of how the space for women
in the mosque connects to the ful-
ler optical experience of worship,
through views of the mihrab and
the mimbar, and of the more total
expanse of the prayer hall. Helpful as
aspatial prompt, I would offer that
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the potential of “view” and “view-
ing” (perhaps even inspired by the
same etymological entanglements
described above) could serveas a
useful conceptual premise, particu-
larly in extending the conclusion of
Dr. Gaber’s text. Perhaps a result of
the necessary constraints of the text,
Beyond the Divide ends a little abrupt-
ly, but this is acknowledged by Dr.
Gaber when she writes “there are
varying cultural trends in the Islamic
world regarding women’s spaces in
mosques, and a study of this needs
separate research” (218). Perhaps
thatadditional study will help addi-
tionally nuance Dr. Gaber’s already
excellent work. What might it ultim-
ately mean to view in part, in full,
ornotatall, in the context of both
the physical and the spiritual space
of the mosque itself? What does it
mean to view (or not) ina Canada
still wrestling with the fraught, tra-
gic (and ongoing) issue of settler col-
onialism, orin the face of increasing
Islamophobia? How does archi-
tecture begin to wrestle with other
existing divides?

1 drive to Toronto often, and as is
our usual habit, we’ll stop just past
Kingston (exit 613, to be precise) at
the Kingston Islamic Center. This
place conjures up all sorts of mean-
ings, memories and histories. I'll see
its familiar dome above the trees,
amosque-barn amidst the slow
urbanization of its surroundings and
am always struck by how local the
project aimed to be—in its design,
its building, and its realization. This
locality is a core—and a gift—of
Dr. Gaber’s expansive text, particu-
larlywhen she enables the reader
to see the fullness and the local-
ness of these places across Canada’s
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Islamic landscapes of place. Dr. Gab-
er’s books is an attempt, through
architecture, to help make a place, a
home, an orientation, and to over-
come—or at least to try to—some
divides.

Ozayr Saloojee is an Associate Professor in the
Azrieli School of Architecture and Urbanism at
Carleton University.
—ozayrsaloojee@cunet.carleton.ca

1. Full disclosure: The author of this review
was both a student of Dr. Gulzar Haider, as well
asamember of GHDG (Gulzar Haider Design
Group), from 1994—2005. GHDG’s core designers
included Raymond Chow (now an architect and
principal at gh3 in Toronto), Marjan Ghannad
(anarchitectand professor/coordinator of the
Architectural Technology program at Algonquin
College in Ottawa), and Muhammad Moussa, an
architect in the United States.
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