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M o s q u e s  i n  C a n a d a : 
F r o m  t h e  Q u r ’ a n i c  M a s j i d  t o  S h a r i f  S e n b e l ’ s 

“ C a n a d i a n  I s l a m i c  r e g i o n a l i s m ( s ) ” 1

W riting about architecture is not a habit of mine. Some years ago, though, 
I edited and co-wrote a chapter on Islam in The Religions of Canadians 
(University of Toronto Press, 2012). The chapter includes a few sentences 

on the British Columbia mosques of Sharif Senbel. Later, I developed an undergraduate 
course at York University using the book as our main text. Candace Iron was my 
teaching assistant and Malcolm Thurlby her doctoral supervisor. Candace encouraged 
me to develop my interest in Senbel’s mosques for a presentation at the annual conference 
of the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada / La Société pour l’étude de 
l’architecture au Canada. Malcolm chaired the panel and afterwards suggested I might 
help him put together panels on religious architecture at subsequent conferences. Just as 
importantly, we have come to share weekly exchanges about the successes and failures of 
our favourite English Premier League “ footie” teams. This essay is dedicated to Malcolm, 
an unusually generous colleague and a wonderfully affable friend.

1 . Senbel, Sharif and Maged Senbel, 2008, “In search of Canadian Islamic regionalism: Three mosque projects in British 
Columbia,” Unpublished paper, On Making Vancouver, Showroom Symposium 2008, Centre A, Vancouver International Centre 
for Contemporary Asian Art, June 7, 2008, p. 7.
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Introduction

Mosques are Islamic houses of worship. Muslims 
themselves prefer the term masjid, which means 
simply “place of prostration.”2 For Muslims, the 
sacred scripture of the Qur’an and certain antholo-
gies of sayings concerning the words, deeds, and 
habits of the prophet Muhammad, known col-
lectively as the Hadith, serve as ultimate arbiters 
of value, meaning, and truth. Understood as a 
perfect expression of the divine word, the Qur’an 
speaks of mosques only 28 times, perhaps most 
importantly in the ninth chapter, or sura, titled 
“The Repentance”: 

The masjid [place of prostration] of Allah 
shall be maintained only by those who believe 
in Allah and the Day of Judgment, estab-
lish regular prayers, practise regular charity 
and fear none but Allah. They, it is hoped, are 
among the rightly guided (Sūrat al-tawbah. 
[“The Repentance”], Qur’an, 9: 17-18)3

Here, sacred scripture locates the mosque 
within the eschatological framework of Islamic 
liturgy, ethics, and belief. The Hadith confirms 
this eschatological linkage. The Hadith antholo-
gies of Muhammad al-Bukhari (d.870) and Muslim 

2 . Since it is likely more familiar to most readers, I shall use “mosque” in this essay, except where quotations or named buildings use masjid.
3 . Elsewhere in the Qur’an, “mosque” is used generically to refer to any house of worship or specifically to distinguish Muslim from Jewish and Christian 
houses of worship. Flint, Chris, 2012, “Church and mosque: A comparison of a Christian view of Ekklēsia and a Muslim view of the mosque as part of 
the Ummah and an analysis of the missiological implications of these views.” St Francis Magazine, vol. 8, no. 5, p. 641.
4 . Khan, Muḥammad Muhsin (trans.), 1997 [1983], The translation of the meanings of Ṣahih al-Bukhari: Arabic-English, vol. I, 6th  ed., Lahore, Kazi 
Publications, I: 8: 450; Al-Khattab, Nasiruddin (ed.), Huda Khattab (trans.), 2007, The translation of the meanings of Sahih al-Muslim: Arabic-English, 
7 vols.,  Riyadh, Darussalam, II: 5: 533.
5 . Compare the words of Sunni Hadith scholar Sulaiman ibn Ahmad al-Tabarani (873-918): “Masjids are the houses of Allah on the earth. They shine 
up to the inhabitants of the heavens just as the stars in the sky shine down to the inhabitants of the earth,” quoted in Hussain, Musharraf, 2012, The five 
pillars of Islam: Laying the foundations of divine love and service to humanity, Markfield, UK, Kube Publishing, p. 43.
6 . Sarwar, Muhammad (trans.), 2013, Kitab al-Kafi [Book of Fundamentals], compiled by Muhammad al-Kulayni, 8 vols., The Islamic Seminary, <https://
archive.org/stream/alkafi_201601/AL-KAFI%20VOLUME%203%20%28English%29_djvu.txt>, consulted 11 February, 2018: III. 49.1
7 . Hillenbrand, Robert, 1994, Islamic architecture: Form, function and meaning, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press; Ariffin, Syed Ahmad Iskandar 
Syed, 2005, Architectural conservation in Islam: Case study of the Prophet’s Mosque, Frankfurt, Penerbit UTM.

ibn al-Hajjaj (d.875), who rank as the most reli-
able authorities for the 85% Sunni majority of 
Muslims, both attribute a particularly motivat-
ing assurance to Muhammad: “Whosoever built 
a mosque […] Allah will build for him a similar 
place in Paradise.”4 5 Muhammad al-Kulayni 
(d. 941), compiler of the earliest Hadith anthology 
deemed authoritative by the 15% Shi’a minority 
of Muslims, asserts this same conviction: “If one 
builds a Masjid, Allah builds for him a house in 
Paradise.”6 

Certain passages in the Qur’an and the 
Hadith speak reverentially about the Masjid al-
Haram in Mecca, the Masjid al-Aqsa in Jerusalem, 
and Medina’s Masjid an-Nabawi—the mosque of 
the prophet Muhammad. Robert Hillenbrand and 
Syed Ahmad Iskandar Syed Araffin frequently 
refer to the Hadith in their respective studies of the 
construction and conservation of Muhammad’s 
mosque, but neither the Qur’an nor the Hadith has 
much of a specific nature to recommend about the 
architectural details of any other Muslim house of 
worship.7 Much more frequent than in the Qur’an, 
references to mosques in the Hadith are concerned 
for the most part either with stipulating and pro-
scribing particularly rude and unruly behav-
iours in and around mosques or identifying and 
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prescribing practices appropriate to Islamic ritual 
devotions.8 It remained for later Islamic scholars 
and architects and their patrons to determine the 
location, layout, and look of classical forms of the 
mosque and to distinguish these structures from 
other kinds of Muslim building and from the 
houses of worship of other religious communi-
ties.9 The second part of this essay, “Mosques and 
their roles,” discusses the main traditions of ensu-
ing mosque architecture. The third part, “Building 
Islam and Islamic building in Canada,” traces 
Muslim migration to Canada and explores varie-
ties of mosque in Canada. Against this backdrop, 
the fourth part, “Sharif Senbel’s British Columbia 
mosques,” examines the ways in which Vancouver 
architect Sharif Senbel (born 1966) interprets the 
architectural heritage of the mosque in five British 
Columbia buildings: Port Coquitlam’s Masjid al-
Hidayah and Islamic Cultural Centre; the Surrey 
Jamea Masjid; Burnaby’s Masjid al Salaam and 
Education Centre; the Vernon Mosque and Islamic 
Centre; and the Prince George Islamic Centre. An 
afterword traces recent trends in the design and 
construction of mosques in Canada.

Mosques and their roles

As in all things, later Islamic scholars writing 
about the mosque take their cue from the Qur’an 

8 . In the first case, for example, al-Bukhari sets strict rules against spitting and urinating in and around mosques; in the second, again by way of example, 
he presses the “obligatory” and “superior” nature of various forms of congregational prayer: Khan, 1997, I. 8: 405-417; I. 10. 643-662. Similarly, al-Kulayni 
counsels against sitting in mosques after sexual relations on the one hand, and on the other, writes of the “excellence of salat [prayer] in congregation,” 
Sarwar, III. 33.2; III. 50.
9 . Karim Jiwani provides a succinct account of various kinds of Muslim religious space. Nomenclature varies by language and locale, but in addition to 
the masjid sites include the religious school (madrasa); Sufi lodges, hospices, monasteries and pilgrimage destinations (ribat, khanaqah, zawiya, tekke, 
dargah, ziyarat); Shi’a memorials of the martyred Husayn (husayniya, imambara, takiya); and the Ismaili jamatkhana, which literally means “place of 
congregation.” Jiwani, Karim, 2006, “Muslim spaces of piety and worship,” Institute of Ismaili Studies, <http://www.iis.ac.uk/muslim-spaces-piety-and-
worship>, consulted May 1, 2020. For this reference, I am indebted to Munira Jessa, Member for Communications and Publications, Calgary Westwinds 
Ismaili Jamatkhana and Community Centre.
10 . Hossain, Mohammad Zakir, 2009, “Why is interest prohibited in Islam? A statistical justification,” Humanomics, vol. 25, no. 4, p. 242-244.
11 . Rasdi, Mohamad Tajuddin Mohamad, 2014, Rethinking the mosque in the modern Muslim society, Kuala Lumpur, Institut Terjemahan & Buku 
Malaysia, p. 93.

and the Hadith. Known collectively as the ulama, 
the more important Maliki, Shafi’i, Hanafi, and 
Hanbali schools of jurisprudence elaborate on the 
role and purpose of mosques within the wider 
rubrics of Islamic theological doctrine, or fiqh, and 
Islamic canonical law, or sharia. The ulama has 
formulated a good number of theological teach-
ings and legal rulings affecting and effecting the 
underwriting, siting, construction, and govern-
ance of mosques. The shifting historical and geo-
graphical circumstances of the worldwide Muslim 
communi ty, known as the umma, continue to 
necessitate revisions and additions, especially for 
Muslims living as minorities in predominantly 
secular Europe and North America. That said, 
there is some consensus among Islamic scholars 
and jurists about certain aspects of the location, 
layout, and look of the mosque.

Although all Muslims have a sacred duty 
to build mosques, the Qur’an, Hadith, fiqh, and 
sharia prohibit them from funding such undertak-
ings using loans bearing interest.10 Instead, funds 
are raised through donations to an endowment, 
or waqf, which is administered by an appropri-
ate party or parties on behalf of the community. 
Stipulations also attach to the choice of sites for 
mosques, which should not be built upon “unclean” 
land like graveyards, cesspits, and dumpsites.11 
According to the conservative commentator Omar 
Bakri Muhammad, even “the bricks, the cement, 
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or the water used in the cement” should not con-
tain impurities.12 Nor should mosques be erected 
on land in public use, though it is permissible to 
repurpose land or buildings previously utilized as 
places of worship by members of other religious 
communities.13 Ideally, the structure as a whole 
will be oriented towards Mecca.14 At a minimum, 
however, the Hadith, fiqh, and sharia make increas-
ingly explicit a governing structural principle that 
is rooted in the second chapter of the Qur’an: the 
“ontological rule” of qibla, meaning “direction” 
or “focal point.”15 This rule requires that devotees 
direct their devotions towards Mecca, Saudi 
Arabia, specifically to the ka’ba, an imposing black 
cubic structure located in the centre of the trad-
ition’s most honoured place of worship, the Masjid 
al-Haram (fig. 1). Accordingly, one wall in every 
mosque features a concave niche or some other 
marker, known as a mihrab, indicating qibla, that 
is, the direction of the ka’ba.

Mosques play a central role in all aspects of 
Muslim life. As Oleg Grabar has noted, therefore, 
they are generally sited in locations “convenient 
to the living areas of a community.”16 Understood 
in functional terms, mosques blend and blur two 
principal roles: on the one hand, they provide “a 
stage for salat,” in the manner of Mecca’s Masjid 
al-Haram; on the other hand, they serve not just 

12 . Muhammad, Omar Bakri, 1996, “The role of the mosque,” <http://www.izharudeen.com/uploads/4/1/2/2/4122615/role_of_mosque_www.izharudeen.
com.pdf>, consulted February 19, 2018, p. 16.
13 . Ibid.
14 . Dickie, James [Zaki, Yaqub], 1978, “Allah and eternity: Mosques, madrasas and tombs,” in George Michell (ed.), Architecture of the Islamic world: 
Its history and social meaning, London, Thames & Hudson, p. 35.
15 . Qur’an 2: 143; Kahera, Akel Ismail, Latif Abdulmalik and Craig Anz, 2009, Design criteria for mosques and Islamic centers: Art, architecture and 
worship, Oxford, Architectural Press, p. vii.
16 . Grabar, Oleg. 1994, “The mosque in Islamic society today,” in Martin J. Frishman and Hasan-Uddin Khan (eds.), The mosque: History, architectural 
development and regional diversity, London, Thames & Hudson, p. 243.
17 . Flint, p. 663.
18 . Flint draws here upon the work of Harold W. Turner, who “sees in each mosque an interplay between two underlying models: a ‘sacral’ or ‘temple’ 
paradigm” and “a ‘non-sacral’ or ‘meeting-house’ paradigm,” predicated respectively upon “the ‘house of God’ in Mecca, and the ‘house of Muhammad’ 
in Medina,” Flint, p. 645-646, citing Turner, Harold W., 1981, “The history of Islam’s mosques: A critical analysis,” Scottish Journal of Religious Studies, 
vol. 2.
19 . Lambourn, Elizabeth A., 2010, “A self-conscious art? Seeing micro-architecture in Sultanate South Asia,” in Gülru Necipoglu and Karen A. Leal 
(eds.), Muqarnas, volume XXVII: An annual on the visual culture of the Islamic world, Leiden, E. J. Brill, p. 148.
20 . Quoted in Hussain, 2012, p. 43.

as centres of worship, but also as social, political, 
legislative, and cultural gathering places for the 
Muslim community, in the manner of Medina’s 
Masjid an-Nabawi in Muhammad’s day.17, 18 The 
mosque’s role as a house of worship takes prece-
dence, however. Indeed, some medieval South 
Asian architects considered that the mosque served 
not only as refuge for the pious devotee, but even 
as “the abode or dwelling-place of Allah.”19 The 
tenth-century Sunni Hadith scholar Sulaiman 
ibn Ahmad al-Tabarani (873-918) put it this way: 
“Masjids are the houses of Allah on the earth. They 
shine up to the inhabitants of the heavens just as 
the stars in the sky shine down to the inhabitants 
of the earth.”20

Muslim devotions revolve around five 
daily prayers, which together constitute salat, 
the second of the Arkan al-Islam, or Five Pillars 
of Islam, specified in the Qur’an as active obliga-
tions incumbent upon all Muslims. Though an 
individual might perform salat anywhere, the 
mosque should include a prayer hall, or musallah, 
large enough to accommodate every member of the 
local congregation and wide enough for devotees 
to pray in lines facing the qibla wall. The prayer 
hall is also used for the annual festivals of Eid al-
Fitr and Eid al-Adha, and more importantly, for 
Friday midday services, which sharia requires 
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all Muslim men to attend. At these services, the 
leader of devotions, or imam, delivers a sermon 
on some issue of current social or political import 
to the community.21 Usually, a raised platform, or 
minbar, is located on the qibla wall to the right of 
the mihrab. In addition, ulama, fiqh, and sharia 
require that mosques include facilities for the ritual 
ablutions, or wudu, which Muslims undertake in 
preparation for prayer. This emphasis upon wor-
ship also leads to certain stipulations about the 
decoration of mosques. Designers eschew images 

21 . Asghar Fathi has noted that “the history of the various Islamic lands reveals […] the dominant role of the Islamic pulpit in the development of  
socio-political issues,” Fathi, Asghar, 1981, “The Islamic pulpit as a medium of political communication,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 
vol. 20, p. 163.
22 . Asfour, Omar S., 2016, “Bridging the gap between the past and the present: A reconsideration of mosque architectural elements,” Journal of Islamic 
Architecture, vol. 4, no. 2, p. 80.

of human and animal life, which the Hadith and 
the ulama consider distractions from the build-
ing’s primary devotional purpose. Instead, orna-
mentation takes various forms of Qur’anic epig-
raphy, calligraphy, and geometrical patterning, 
most notably tessellation. Many mosques feature 
arabesque botanical motifs, as well, symbolizing 
the fecundity of paradise. In all these matters, 
though, designers are to resist indulging in any 
overly ostentatious embellishment that might 
divert attention from worship.22

~ �Fig. 1. The ka’ba at the centre of the Masjid al-Haram, Mecca, Saudi Arabia. PHOTO: AL JAZEERA ENGLISH, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS (CC 

BY-SA 2.0)
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But such general consensus on the theo-
logical and liturgical principles informing design 
does not mean that ulama, fiqh, and sharia have 

23 . Hillenbrand, p. 31.
24 . Martin Frishman and Hasan-Uddin Khan argue that Chinese mosques with separate pavilions nestled within walled gardens constitute a fifth 
distinct style. Frishman, Martin and Hasan-Uddin Khan (eds.), 1994, The mosque: History, architectural development & regional diversity, London, 
Thames & Hudson, p. 18.

been concerned with regulating every particu-
lar of mosque architecture; on the contrary, they 
allow for a good deal of inventive leeway in the 
planning, construction methods, and choice of 
materials, especially in practical matters involving 
access, light, capacity, and protection from inclem-
ent weather. Relatively free to express themselves 
imaginatively, Islamic architects and their patrons 
have historically taken advantage of local and 
regional variations in creative and cultural con-
ditions to explore what Hillenbrand calls a “well-
nigh endless variety of forms and uses” among 
Muslim places of worship.23 That said, scholars 
generally speak of four classical Islamic architec-
tural styles, each expressive of the elevated aspira-
tions of successive regional empires: the Arab 
hypostyle; the Safavid, which features the Persian 
vaulted hall, or iwan; the Ottoman, with its great 
central dome; and the Mughal, which draws sever-
ally upon Turkish, Persian, and Hindu influences.24

More specifically, from the eighth to the 
sixteenth centuries, mosques of the Umayyad and 
Abbasid caliphates adapted the basic floorplan of 
the typical Arab house, with rows of columns defin-
ing long rooms arranged symmetrically around a 
central courtyard. Other common features of this 
hypostylic design include rounded arches, a mina-
ret from which devotees are summoned to prayer, 
and a domed roof over the main prayer hall, dis-
tinguishing it from other interior spaces. The late-
ninth-century Great Mosque of Kairouan, Tunisia, 
represents the evolution of this Arab architecture 
(figs. 2 and 3). Second, from the eleventh to the 
eighteenth centuries, successive Seljuq and Safavid 
builders developed the pre-Islamic Persian iwan 
as a key organizing principle of mosque architec-
ture. Remodelled several times, the Great Mosque, 

~ �Fig. 2. Great Mosque, Kairouan, Tunisia. PHOTO: MAREK 

SZAREJKO, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS (CC BY-SA 2.0)

~ �Fig. 3. Hypostylic prayer hall of the Great Mosque, 
Kairouan, Tunisia. PHOTO: DENNIS JARVIS, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS 

(CC BY-SA 2.0)
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Isfahan, Iran, typifies this design (fig. 4). As in the 
earlier Arab plan, columned cloisters enclose an 
open courtyard, but a vaulted hall stands at the 
centre of each wall, opening on to the courtyard 
in a lofty pointed arch. Minarets flank the iwan 
which leads from the courtyard into the prayer hall 
opposite the main entrance. 

By contrast, Turkish Ottoman architects took 
their cue from the Byzantine Eastern Orthodox 
Christian basilica of Hagia Sophia, which was 
repurposed as the mosque Aya Sofya after the 
conquest of Constantinople by Mehmed II (1432-
1481) in 1453. From the fifteenth to the nineteenth 
centuries, a vast central dome set off by tall, slen-
der minarets became the predominant feature of 
Ottoman mosques like the Selimiye, in Edirne, 
Turkey (fig. 5). The work of celebrated architect, 
Mimar Sinan (1490-1588), this design ensured an 
unimpeded view of the miqrab from any point 
inside the building (fig. 6). Fourth, from the six-
teenth to the eighteenth centuries, successive 
Mughal emperors in South Asia oversaw the con-
struction of mosques that blended Hindu features 
like the domed pavilion, or chatri, pools and water-
ways, the use of white marble and inlays of precious 
gemstones with such Turkish and Persian elements 
as slender minarets, the vaulted iwan, cloistered 
courtyards, geometrical gardens, and elaborate 
tessellated interior ornamentation. Completed in 
1673, the Badshahi mosque, in Lahore, Pakistan, 
epitomizes this design (fig. 7).

Broadly speaking, then, traditional architec-
tural elements of the mosque include the prayer 
hall; mihrab and minbar; facilities for ablutions; 
domes and minarets; arched windows and door-
ways; calligraphic, epigraphic, geometrical, and 
arabesque decoration; and courtyards, pools, and 
gardens. At the same time, the practical require-
ments of what Omar S. Asfour calls “community 

25 . Asfour, p. 80

welfare” may lead to the addition of meeting 
rooms, offices, a library, and classrooms for reli-
gious instruction.25 In recent decades, however, 
increased exposure to modernizing, modern-
ist, and postmodernist western architecture has 

~ ��Fig. 4. Great Mosque, Isfahan, Iran. PHOTO: HAMIDESPANANI, 

WIKIMEDIA COMMONS (CC BY-SA 4.0)

~ ��Fig. 5. Selimiye Mosque, Edirne, Turkey. PHOTO: TEVFIK 

TEKER, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS (CC BY 3.0)
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presented designers of mosques with several 
challenges. In traditional Muslim societies, the 
urge to innovate may have to accommodate the 

26 . Though the foundation stone was laid in 2011, the Great Mosque of Algiers remains under construction. Since 2014, weakness in the global price of 
oil has compromised funding. The mosque is now slated for completion in 2020.
27 . Leone, Massimo, 2012, “Hearing and belonging – On sounds, faiths, and laws,” in Vijay K. Bhatia, Christoph A. Hafner, Lindsay Miller, and Anne 
Wagner (eds.), Transparency, power, and control: Perspectives on legal communication, Farnham, England; Burlington, VT, Ashgate, p. 193.

international languages of modernist and post-
modernist design to local and regional aesthetic 
expectations. Conversely, such accommodation 
will likely wish to avoid the slavish subjection 
of modernizing, modernist, and postmodernist 
innovation to the dictates of Islamic convention. In 
these respects, some contemporary buildings quite 
unapologetically reimagine traditional Islamic fea-
tures in western terms on a grand scale. Designed 
for the government of Algeria by the German firm 
KSP Juergen Engel Architekten, the monumental 
minaret, columned courtyards, domed prayer-hall, 
and geometric ornamentation of the Great Mosque 
of Algiers exemplify this phenomenon (fig. 8).26

Such challenges, however, may redouble for 
architects working with Muslim communities in 
Europe and North America, for whom the nos-
talgic attractions of the architectural legacies of 
“back then” and “over there” frequently suggest 
existential safeguards against the social and cul-
tural insecurities of here and now in a new land. 
Muslims in diaspora may find, for instance, that 
a minaret not used to perform the call to prayer, 
known as the adhan, nonetheless offers assur-
ance of a mosque’s identity as a place of worship 
in an otherwise unfamiliar topography, even 
though non-Muslims may resent it as “a clearly 
visible architectural sign of the growing control 
that Islamic minorities might exert on the public 
space.”27 In addition, as globalizing Islam encoun-
ters the secular mores of western society and cul-
ture, discussions about the design of mosques have 
had to take into account a wider range of social 
and political issues, most notably environmental 
concerns and the role and status of women within 
the Muslim community. On the one hand, for 
example, modernizers might celebrate the 1972 

~ �Fig. 6. Unimpeded view of the miqrab in the prayer hall 
beneath the dome, Selimiye Mosque, Edirne, Turkey. 
PHOTO: MERVE ÖNER, WITPRESS.COM 

~ �Fig. 7. Badshahi Mosque, Lahore, Pakistan.  
PHOTO: MUHAMMAD ASHA PHOTOGRAPHY
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completion of perhaps “the first women’s mosque 
in the world” in Gabileh, Somalia, or the role of 
Zeynep Fadillioglu (1955-) as interior designer 
of the Sakirin mosque, Istanbul, Turkey, which 
opened in 2009 (fig. 9); on the other hand, tradi-
tionalists will continue to insist on separate prayer 
facilities for women, to restrict the size of such 
facilities, and even to question the need for them 
at all, although neither the Qur’an nor the Hadith 
advocates any of these positions.28

Building Islam and Islamic 
Building in Canada

The first census of the young dominion of Canada 
was administered in 1871 under section 8 of the 

28 . Samatar, Abdi Ishmail, 2005, “Social transformation and Islamic reinterpretation in Northern Somalia: The Women’s Mosque in Gabiley,” in Ghazi-
Walid Falah and Caroline Rose Nagel, (eds.), Geographies of Muslim women: Gender, religion, and space, New York, Guilford, p. 227; Turan, İlkyaz 
Ariz, 2014, “Creating new from the old: Comparison between modern and Ottoman architectural designs in Turkish mosques and dwellings,” Folklor 
/ Edebiyat Uluslararası Kıbrıs Üniversitesi Akademik Dergisi, vol. 79, p. 209; Holod, Renata and Hasan-Uddin Khan, 1997, The contemporary mosque: 
Architects, clients and designs since the 1950s, New York, Rizzoli, p. 223.

Constitution Act of 1867. A question about religious 
affiliation returned 13 Muslims. According to the 
census of 1931, there were still only 645 Muslims 
in Canada. But the adoption of multiculturalism 
as federal policy in 1971, the Immigration Act of 
1976, and the Canadian Multiculturalism Act of 
1988 facilitated migration to Canada from regions 
outside Europe, whereas Europeans had hitherto 
constituted most of the country’s new arrivals. 
In this regard, a majority of Canada’s Muslims 
trace their roots to South Asia and the Middle 
East, while others have migrated from various 
parts of Africa, China, Europe, South-East Asia, 
Australasia, the Caribbean, and the South Pacific, 
making Canada’s Muslim diaspora one of the most 
diverse in the world. In the closing decades of the 
twentieth century, the community experienced 

~ �Fig. 9. Sakirin Mosque, Istanbul, Turkey. PHOTO: WILLIAM 

NEUHEISEL, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS (CC BY-SA 2.0)
~ �Fig. 8. Great Mosque, Algiers, Algeria. PHOTO: KSP JÜRGEN 
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near exponential growth.29 This rate of growth 
has not slowed. In 2011, the National Household 
Survey recorded 1,053,945 Muslims in Canada, that 
is, about 3.2% of the general population, making 
them the second largest religious grouping after 
Christians.30 Although the majority continue to 
make their homes in major urban centres, notably 
Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, Ottawa, Calgary, 
and Edmonton, Canada’s Muslims are dispersing 

29 . In addition to immigration, several factors account for this growth: a higher-than-average birthrate; reversion of lapsed Muslims to the faith; and 
conversions to Islam, which are estimated at 3,000 annually. Flight from conflict and persecution has also played a significant role, most notably Arab-
Israeli wars (1948, 1967, 1973); civil wars in Lebanon (1975-89), Somalia (1991-present) and Syria (2010-present); the regimes of Ayatollah Khomeini 
(1900-89) in Iran, Saddam Hussein (1937-2006) in Iraq, and the Taliban in Afghanistan (1996-2001); the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan (1979-89); 
the Iran-Iraq War (1980-88); the Bosnian War (1992-95); and the various actions of predominantly western powers in Afghanistan (2001-the present) 
and Iraq (1990-the present).
30 . While Sunni Muslims make up about 85% and Shia about 15% of the community worldwide, the greater history of persecution of the latter has 
resulted in Canada’s Shia comprising closer to 20%, although this figure does not distinguish smaller Muslim denominations that identify themselves 
as other than Sunni.
31 . More particularly, according to the National Household Survey of 2011, almost half of Canada’s Muslims reside in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA); 
Statistics Canada; Toronto Islam 2018. Numbering nearly 500,000, or about 7.7% of the GTA’s population, this community continues to grow apace, 
patronizing, owning, and operating well over 100 mosques, Islamic centres, Muslim schools, and halal businesses; Statistics Canada; Toronto Islam 
2018. Statistics Canada, 2011. National Household Survey: Data tables: <http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/dp-pd/dt-td/Rp-eng.cfm?LANG=
E&APATH=3&DETAIL=0&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&GC=0&GID=0&GK=0&GRP=0&PID=105399&PRID=0&PTYPE=105277&S=0&SHOWALL
=0&SUB=0&Temporal=2013&THEME=95&VID=0>, consulted 6 August, 2018.

ever more widely throughout the country as this 
century unfolds.31

Before World War II, Muslim structures 
in Canada were few and far between. Erected in 
1935 over the double gates of a Syrian Muslim 
burial-ground on Pictou Road, Bible Hill, three 
miles from Truro, Nova Scotia, the white phras-
ing “Moslem [sic]  Cemetery,” welded to a 
wrought-iron lattice, survives as the earliest built 
expression of Islam in Canada (fig. 10). Of more 
import, later in the 1930s, women from the grow-
ing Lebanese and Syrian Muslim community 
in Edmonton, Alberta, approached Mayor John 
Wesley Fry (1876-1946) for land on which to erect 

~ �Fig. 10. Muslim cemetery, Truro, Nova Scotia, 1952 
[1935]. NOVA SCOTIA ARCHIVES 

~ �Fig. 11. Al-Rashid Mosque, c.1940, Edmonton, Alberta. 
CITY OF EDMONTON ARCHIVES A98-55, PUBLIC DOMAIN.
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a mosque.32 Jewish, Christian, and Muslim con-
gregations from across the prairies donated money 
for the project. Contracted for the job, Ukrainian-
Canadian Michael Drewoth (1913-2011) drew upon 
familiar aspects of the Eastern Orthodox Christian 
churches that dot Alberta’s rural landscape to con-
jure intimations of Levantine Islamic architecture. 
The original building featured high arched win-
dows, as well as a helmet-dome cupola and, flank-
ing the façade, minarets capped by onion-domes 
with crescent moons (fig. 11).33 Inside, Drewoth’s 
simple blueprint for the main floor provided one 
large rectangular room for prayers and two smaller 
rooms for ablutions. Interior elements of the main 
area included a mihrab, a minbar, traditional rugs, 
and electric lamps with glass shades in a middle-
eastern style. Intended for social events, a full base-
ment was insulated against the Canadian winter.34 
Late in 1938, Abdullah Yusuf Ali (1872-1953), a 
celebrated Anglo-Indian translator of the Qur’an, 
dedicated Al-Rashid as Canada’s first purpose-
built Muslim house of worship.

After World War II, the increasing visibility 
of Islamic architecture upon the Canadian land-
scape reflects the improving circumstances of the 
Muslim community. In the decades immediately 
following the war, various socio-economic con-
straints obliged migrants to worship in the vir-
tual anonymity of their own homes. As numbers 
grew and conditions of comparative disadvantage 
changed to conditions of rising economic, social, 
and cultural security, succeeding generations 
accumulated the wherewithal to finance dedicated 
houses of worship. Lacking resources to purchase 
land and to retain established professionals to 

32 . See Al Rashid: A century of achievement, 2016, “History,” <http://alrashidmosque.ca/history/>, consulted February 17, 2017. For a documentary video 
of the mosque’s history, see Al-Rashid: Celebrating the past, 2013, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KFS4Z9VqzBE>, consulted February 18, 2017.
33 . “The community hired a Ukrainian-Canadian builder, Mike Drewoth; his blueprint for the mosque included one main room, lofty arched windows, 
two small rooms intended for ablutions, and an insulated basement for social gatherings. On the outside, two hexagonal minarets would be topped with 
an onion-shaped silver dome and a crescent moon.” In Flanagan, Shaylene and Carolee Pollock, 2017, “Little mosque in the park,” Edmonton City as 
museum project, <http://citymuseumedmonton.ca/2016/09/27/little-mosque-in-the-park/>, consulted February 18, 2017.
34 . Flanagan and Pollock, 2017.

design and construct new buildings, a number 
of Muslim groups have adapted existing struc-
tures for use as mosques. In some cases, a build-
ing previously occupied by members of another 
religious tradition has served this purpose. In 
1969, for example, the Islamic Society of Toronto 
transformed a former Presbyterian church in 
Roncesvalles Village into the Jami Mosque, the 
city’s first Muslim house of worship (fig.  12). 
Minor but important exterior changes were made: 
Christian symbols, for example, yielded to geo-
metric decoration and Qur’anic epigraphy. Built 
in 1910 in the Gothic Revival style, the church 
features pointed-arch windows, which happily 
echo Arab design, though stained glass depicting 
human and animal life was replaced, in accor-
dance with Muslim proscriptions. Inside, however, 

~ �Fig. 12. Jami Mosque, Toronto, Ontario.  
PHOTO: JAMI MOSQUE TORONTO, HTTPS://JAMIMOSQUE.COM/GALLERY/
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wholesale alterations were necessary: an arched 
doorway in the long, east wall serves as the mihrab; 
pews aligned east to west were removed and carpets 
laid from south to north so that devotees might pray 
towards Mecca; and a balcony has become separate 
prayer space for women, the railing topped by a lat-
ticed screen. In other cases, a Muslim congregation 
has adapted residential, retail, or industrial prem-
ises, often a logistically simpler, if aesthetically less 
appealing move. From 1992 to 2015, for instance, a 
repurposed commercial building served as the Old 
Downtown Mosque of the Muslim Association of 
Hamilton (fig. 13). Lacking any exterior indication 
of its ritual purpose, the building’s signage and 
green paint were the only visible hints of its Islamic 
identity, though inside the mosque itself, fittings and 

35 . Typologies of contemporary mosque architecture are legion. Some years ago, Hasan-Uddin Khan identified “vernacular,” “historicist,” “contem-
porary classic” and “modern” styles; Khan, Hasan-Uddin, 1991, “The architecture of the mosque, an overview and design directions,” in Hayat Salam 
(ed.), Expressions of Islam in buildings, Geneva, Aga Khan Trust for Culture, p. 124. Using different criteria, Vincent F. Biondi III writes of “three types: 
international-inclusive, international-exclusive, and regional-exclusive.” Biondi III, Vincent F., 2006, “The architecture of mosques in the US and 
Britain,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, vol. 26, no. 3, p. 400. More recently, Akel Ismail Kahera has distinguished between “hybridity, simulacra, 
and contextualism,” while Yasser Megahed talks of “the historicist, the vernacular, the regionalist, and the modern.” Kahera, Akel Ismail, 2015, “American 
mosque architecture,” in Jane I. Smith and Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of American Islam, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
p. 404; Megahed, Yasser, 2018, “Common architectural approaches to mosque architecture (1) The historicist culture of practice,” Abdullatif Al Fozan 
Award for Mosque Architecture, <http://alfozanaward.org/common-architectural-approaches-to-mosque-architecture-1-the-historicist-culture-of-
practice/>, consulted August 15, 2019.

furnishings were stripped to accommodate facilities 
for men’s and women’s ablutions, areas for segre-
gated prayers, and a mihrab and carpeting angled 
to direct devotions towards Mecca.

At the same time, the later years of the twen-
tieth century and the earlier decades of this century 
have witnessed growing numbers of Muslim congre-
gations in Canada develop the resources to under-
take new construction. Usually, a local community 
will form an Islamic association with a mandate to 
establish and oversee a charitable trust, or waqf. 
Voluntary donations from individuals, families, and 
businesses build up this endowment. Fundraising 
need not be limited to the local community. Linked 
with organizations in countries of origin and else-
where in worldwide diasporic networks, groups 
within Canada’s ethnically diverse Muslim popu-
lation may also receive support from sources outside 
Canada, including overseas private donors, religious 
institutions abroad, international organizations like 
the Agha Khan Foundation, and even national gov-
ernments, most notably Saudi Arabia. In turn, theo-
logical distinctions, ethnic diversity, and disparities 
in funding opportunities are reflected in differences 
in the architectural style and ambition of purpose-
built mosques across Canada. For these and other 
reasons, any attempt to bring typological neatness 
to the design and construction of Muslim houses 
of worship in Canada remains elusive.35 That said, 
Zamila R. Karimi has noted more generally that 
mosques “today represent many different styles and 
forms, from historic to vernacular to modern and 

~ �Fig. 13. Old Downtown Mosque, Hamilton, Ontario.  
PHOTO: NHL4HAMILTON, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS, PUBLIC DOMAIN
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postmodern.”36 Adopting and extending Karimi’s 
vocabulary, we do not need to look very far to appre-
ciate the ways in which Canada’s religious landscape 
benefits from the rich variety of original buildings 
commissioned by Muslim communities.

In the first instance, Karimi’s “historic” 
approximates what Hasan-Uddin Khan has 
described as an “historicism” which recapitulates 
“historically important models.”37 Often nostalgic 
in sensibility, such a tendency need not be limited 
to a single architectural tradition; as Khan notes 
elsewhere, it may include “a mixture of styles” in 
a pan-Islamic urge to rehearse a global architec-
tural lexicon.38 Either way, the result is a “broadly 
inoffensive” architecture which, in Christopher 
Hawthorne’s words, “draws from a short menu of 
required items: ceremonial entry portal, minaret 
and domed prayer hall featuring traditional ver-
sions of the mihrab […] and minbar.”39 Examples 
abound in Canada, but the Masjid Al-Farooq, in 
Mississauga, Ontario, and the Masjid-e-Usman, 
in Pickering, Ontario, offer contrasting but com-
plementary instances. Built in 1987, the Masjid 
Al-Farooq embodies a restrained, conceptual blend 
of traditional Islamic references. Unadorned inside 
except for patterned carpeting, the mosque’s prayer 
hall, niched mihrab, faux dome, squared minaret, 
arched entrance, and major fenestration invoke, 
but do not casually mimic, Turkish, Persian, and 
Mughal precedents (fig. 14).40 In comparison, the 
Masjid-e-Usman, which opened in 2008, more 
overtly emulates Islamic architectural conventions. 
Although the building’s balanced proportions and 

36 . Karimi, Zamila R., “Spaces of worship in Islam in the West,” Interiors, vol. 1, no. 3, p. 268.
37 . Khan, Hasan-Uddin, 2008, “Contemporary mosque architecture,” ISIM [International Institute for the Study of Islam in the Modern World] Review, 
vol. 21, p. 52.
38 . Khan, 1991, p. 124.
39 . Hawthorne, Christopher, 2007, “Mosque makeover,” Los Angeles Times, December 29, <https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2007-dec-29-et-
mosques29-story.html>, consulted August 15, 2019.
40 . Interestingly, plans to expand Masjid Al-Farooq in the same style include two new minarets at the building’s west end, a large exterior dome over a 
new prayer hall, and a second dome over the existing prayer hall, which will become a new entrance hall. Masjid Al-Farooq, 2019, “Construction: Phase 2 
overview,” <http://www.masjidfarooq.com/index.php/construction-update>, consulted August 22, 2019.

uniform layout also resist ostentation, its rounded 
minarets and the large dome over the prayer hall 
obviously reiterate Turkish influences, while the 

~ �Fig. 14. Masjid Al-Farooq, Mississauga, Ontario.  
PHOTO: MASJID AL-FAROOQ, HTTPS://WWW.MASJIDFAROOQ.COM/

ABOUT-US-3/ 

~ �Fig. 15. Masjid-e-Usman, Pickering, Ontario. GOOGLE MAPS
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high, pointed arches of the main side windows 
and entrance portico are distinctly indebted to 
the vaulted iwan prominently featured in Seljuq, 
Safavid, and Mughal houses of worship (fig. 15). 

41 . Everline, Theresa, 2004, “Made in America: An MIT scholar’s study of the architecture of American mosques reveals a Muslim community in search 
of itself,” The Boston Globe, August 15, <http://archive.boston.com/news/globe/ideas/articles/2004/08/15/made_in_america?pg=full>, consulted August 
18, 2019.
42 . Similarly, Biondi III has noted that the historicist approach in part reflects the wishes of Muslim minorities in predominantly secular western societies 
that the design of mosques communicates a theological stance which is “inclusive to all Muslims and not exclusive of non-believers,” Biondi, p. 407.
43 . Serageldin, Ismail, 1996, “A critical methodology for discussing the contemporary mosque,” in Ismail Serageldin and James Steele (eds.), Architecture 
of the contemporary mosque, London, Academy Group, p. 16-17.
44 . Definitions of the vernacular in mosque design vary. Sounding more like Khan’s “historicism,” for instance, Asfour’s “vernacularism” involves 
“preserving historical styles in terms of main characteristics and details […] where architectural mosque elements are almost copied from the historical 
typological forms without significant changes.” Asfour, p. 81-82.
45 . Rollason, Kevin, 2016, “First mosque in Manitoba celebrates 40th anniversary, changes name,” Winnipeg Free Press, September 25, <https://www.
winnipegfreepress.com/arts-and-life/life/faith/first-mosque-in-winnipeg-celebrates-40th-anniversary-changes-name-394748811.html>, consulted 29 
April 29, 2020.
46 . Ibid.

The more elaborate interior of the prayer hall 
includes patterned carpeting, a large chandelier, 
wood paneling, and geometric decoration around 
the arch framing the mihrab. Whatever their dif-
ferences, however, Omar Khalidi surmises that the 
“abstracted, pan-Islamic architectural vocabulary” 
of such historicist designs “seems to fulfill a com-
munity’s need to hold onto some sense of cultural 
identity while responding to new internal and 
external pressures.”41, 42

Use of a vernacular idiom, on the other hand, 
usually departs quite clearly from received Islamic 
architectural conventions. Ismail Serageldin iden-
tifies this approach with “the use of a traditional 
indigenous architectural language, with building 
work undertaken by the local mason rather than an 
architect in the modern sense of the word.”43, 44 Such 
structures are less common in Canada than the 
various expressions of historicist thinking, but the 
Manitoba Islamic Association’s Pioneer Mosque, 
built in 1976 in St Vital, Winnipeg, and the Islamic 
Centre, Kingston, Ontario, which opened in 1996, 
offer contrasting examples. Originally called 
Hazelwood Mosque, the Pioneer Mosque was 
renamed in 2016 in recognition of its origins.45 
When their contractor went bankrupt, the con-
gregation “built the rest by hand” with financial 
help from the government of Saudi Arabia.46 With 
no minaret, only a decorative onion dome appliqué 
around the front door suggests the Islamic identity 

~ �Fig. 16. Pioneer Mosque, St. Vital, Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
BORIS MINKEVICH, WINNIPEG FREE PRESS

~ �Fig. 17. Islamic Centre of Kingston, Ontario.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER MCKENDRY
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of this brick and stucco structure and differenti-
ates it from a secular clubhouse or community hall 
(fig. 16). Similarly, though lined carpeting and an 
arched qibla niche in the north-east wall indi-
cate the prayer hall’s religious purpose, it makes 
repeated use of such staple construction materials 
as plywood and tongue-and-groove pine paneling. 
Kingston’s Islamic Centre exemplifies a different, 
though complementary approach to the vernacu-
lar. Erected where a local slaughterhouse shed 
once stood, the Centre’s sectional profile and steel 
roofing recall “the barns and indigenous architec-
ture of the region.”47 At the same time, a central 
minaret in the form of a three-stage square tower 
capped by a modest fibre-glass dome indicates the 
structure’s status as an Islamic house of worship 
(fig. 17). Inside, steel rafters, trusses, and inclined 
columns imply both local agricultural timber and 
Arab hypostylic spatial configurations. What is 
more, as Renata Holod and Hasan-Uddin Khan 
have remarked, the rare presence of women on the 
waqf committee likely eventuated in important 
design outcomes: a single entrance for both gen-
ders and a single prayer space on the main floor, 
though women remain behind the men, further 
removed from the mihrab and the qibla wall. In 
these respects, the vernacular style of Kingston’s 
Islamic Centre succeeds “in both cultural and con-
structional terms” in capturing “the characteristic 
features of its regional surroundings.”48

Thirdly, Serageldin draws a distinction 
between “adaptive modern” mosque architecture 
that “seeks to assimilate traditional vocabulary 
into a modern approach” and “modernist” design 

47 . Holod and Khan, p. 224.
48 . Idem, p. 225.
49 . Serageldin, p. 17.
50 . Mann, Dennis Alan, 1985, “Between traditionalism and modernism: Approaches to a vernacular architecture,” Journal of Architectural Education, 
vol. 39, no. 2, p. 13
51 . Khalaf, Roha W., 2015, “The reconciliation of heritage conservation and development: The success of criteria in guiding the design and assessment 
of contemporary interventions in historic places,” Archnet-IJAR: International Journal of Architectural Research, vol. 9, no. 1, p. 78

that “places originality and use of modern vocabu-
lary, form and technology at the fore.”49 If we adopt 
this distinction, almost any purpose-built mosque 
in Canada might qualify as adaptive modern in 
one way or another; indeed, to a greater or lesser 
degree, such thinking informs several of the build-
ings already discussed. Instances of a more overtly 
modernist design philosophy are less nume-
rous, however. In Dennis Alan Mann’s words, 
“[m]odernism advocates the eclipse of accepted 
truths and traditional values.”50 More construct-
ively, the modernist architect generally subscribes 
to three universal principles: the importance of 
function over form; the use of technological innov-
ation in “industrial design and structural engin-
eering”; and the rejection of “historical references” 
in favour of new “themes, forms and motifs.”51 In 
Canada, this sort of architectural strategy is per-
haps most consistently incarnated in the Ismaili 
jamatkhana, or “place of congregation,” several of 

~ �Fig. 18. Ottawa Jamatkhana, Ottawa, Ontario. 
GOOGLE MAPS
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which this Shia sect has built across the country. 
Lacking domes, minarets, and arches altogether, 
for example, the Ottawa jamatkhana, which 
opened in 2013, makes extensive use of glass, 
steel, and concrete (fig. 18). Rhomboid patterning 
and diamond fenestration enliven white facades, 
the structure’s balanced linear forms interrupted 
only by the tips of the entrance portico’s verticals 
and contrasting geometric screening on either 
side of it. These unifying forms of embellish-
ment continue throughout the building’s interior, 
especially in the latticework indicating qibla and 
minbar in the prayer hall, which also features car-
peting with fractal patterning and other reimag-
inings of Islamic geometric and arabesque décor. 
As architect Farouk Noormohamed explains, this 
modernist reworking of received Islamic conven-
tions exploits the “interplay of light and shade” 

52 . FNDA Architecture and Alia Noormohamed, 2013, “Exclusive: Architect’s statement and photos of the fabulous new Ottawa Jamatkhana,” August 18, 
<https://simergphotos.com/2013/08/18/exclusive-architects-statement-and-photos-of-the-fabulous-new-ottawa-jamatkhana/>, consulted August 18, 
2019.
53 . Diba, Darab and Hussein Sheikh Zeyneddin, 2019, “On the composition of Islamic architecture in the case of Iran,” in Ismail Serageldin and 
James Steele (eds.), Architecture of the contemporary mosque, London, Academy Group, p. 121.

to foster a “modesty and harmony” that “project 
the Ottawa Jamat as a forward-looking, engaged 
and responsible member of the pluralism that is 
Canada’s Capital region.”52

Finally, however, if modernist architec-
ture sometimes tends to functionalist abstrac-
tion and pretends to rational universality, recent 
decades have witnessed the development of the 
postmodern, a collective moniker for a variety of 
approaches to design that, in the words of Darab 
Diba and Hussein Sheikh Zeyneddin, “hope to 
remedy the errors of modern architects who have 
abandoned their convictions, tradition and the 
lessons of history.”53 Again, it is not difficult to 
find instances of this approach in Canada. Take, 
for example, Le Centre islamique de l’Outaouais / 
Outaouais Islamic Centre, in Gatineau, Quebec, 
and the mosque at the Jaffari Community Centre, 

~ �Fig. 19. Le Centre islamique de l’Outaouais / Outaouais 
Islamic Centre, Gatineau, Quebec. PHOTO: TORONTO10,  

WIKIMEDIA COMMONS, PUBLIC DOMAIN.

~ �Fig. 20. Jaffari Community Centre, Thornhill, Ontario. 
PHOTO: CANDACE IRON
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in Thornhill, Ontario. Completed in 2008, the 
Gatineau building comprises several two-story 
blocks of different shapes and proportions con-
nected by a high geometric portico with con-
trasting arched entrances, topped by an open 
square minaret (fig. 19). Geometric red masonry 
and window-framing complement the dominant 
yellow brick of these forms, while half a storey 
higher and at an oblique angle, the prayer hall 
reverses the relationship between the colours of 
the brickwork. A single-storey pentangular qibla 
convexity in yellow brick further complicates the 
synthetic unity of these varied architectural ele-
ments. These themes are repeated inside the prayer 
hall, which features modest chandeliers, simply 
patterned carpets and paintwork, a Qur’anic quo-
tation, and a plain archway to the qibla concavity. 
Similarly, the Thornhill mosque, which opened 
in 2009, comprises an eclectic mix of modernist 
and reworked Islamic styles in a variety of forms 
(fig.  20). Rendered in concrete, contemporary 
interpretations of the slender Turkish minaret and 
the high arched windows of the Persian iwan are 
set against a squared glass and red-brick prayer 
hall, which not only calls to mind the ka’ba in 
shape and proportion, but in turn juxtaposes a 
modernist, triangular glass qibla convexity against 
a large copper-clad dome of Turkish inspiration. 
Likewise, extensive fenestration highlights the 
contrast between the vertical and horizontal lines 
framing the qibla niche and the ornate chande-
lier which dominates the prayer hall. In both the 
Gatineau and Thornhill buildings, to use Asfour’s 
words, the postmodern reintroduces “historical 

54 . Asfour, p. 80-81.
55 . Compare here Hasan-Uddin Khan’s analogy between “post-modern classicism” and the “contemporary classic” design of mosques, which “makes 
reference to historical styles that are generally regarded as ‘classical’ in Islam but presents a self-conscious search for original reinterpretations of these 
models” that may lead to “eclecticism” or “interesting synthesis.” Khan, 1991, p. 124.

styles but in a modern way,” in which “historical 
elements of mosque architecture are used in their 
usual order but in modified forms, proportions, 
colour, texture, and materials.”54, 55

Sharif Senbel’s British 
Columbia Mosques

As we have seen, to one degree or another, adap-
tive re-use limits the look, layout, and location of 
a mosque to the circumstances of the building’s 
original purpose, whether religious or secular. By 
contrast, modernist and pan-Islamic historicist 
styles aspire to a certain universality, if for dif-
ferent reasons and in different ways, even when 
these styles are interwoven. In Canada, though, 
these approaches tend to dissociate the design of 
a mosque from local traditions of construction. 
This disassociation works against the development 
of the sort of vernacular or regional architecture 
which might more fully express and embody a 
Canadian Muslim congregation’s efforts to ori-
ginate and nurture a new spiritual home in a new 
social, political, and cultural environment. That 
said, embracing a purely vernacular approach to 
the design and construction of a Muslim house 
of worship risks losing any clear exterior indica-
tion of the building’s devotional purpose, whatever 
it might look like inside. As Asfour has argued, 
the “main research problem is to find out how 
to reconsider the constituent historical elements 
of mosque architecture in a way that bridges the 
gap between the past and the present of mosque 
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architecture.”56, 57 Perhaps ironically, postmod-
ern playfulness with colour, context, and formal 
complexity may afford architects opportunities 
to negotiate this issue. We have seen successful 
instances of such negotiation in the Gatineau and 
Thornhill Muslim houses of worship. In a series of 
mosques in British Columbia, Egyptian-Canadian 
architect Sharif Senbel navigates similar sorts of 
challenges.

In 2007, an issue of Faith and Form: The 
Interfaith Journal on Religion, Art and Architecture 
included a piece by Senbel on “The evolution of 
Muslim space.” Although Canada’s Muslim com-
munity is “comprised of various ethnicities from 
around the world with subtle but marked dif-
ferences in their practices and their ‘imagined 
mosque’,” he writes, “all are eager to assert a col-
lective Muslim identity through their emerging 
institutions in their new home.”58 In metropolitan 

56 . Asfour, p. 77.
57 . Compare the concern of Akel Kahera, Latif Abdulmalik, and Craig Anz: “In other words, how does an architect deal with this particular building 
type to arrive at a synthesis of recurrent and shared common, characteristic, and distinguishing elements of a mosque such as the minaret, mihrab, or 
dome, while also seeking innovative, esthetic, contextual, or place-specific ideals without loss of validity, truth, or value [?]” Kahera and Anz, p. 1.
58 . Senbel, Sharif, 2007, “The evolution of Muslim space,” Faith and Form, vol. 40, no. 3: <http://faithandform.com/journal/>, consulted May 8, 2017; 
subsequent references to pagination from this source come from a typescript of the article provided to the author.
59 . Ibid.
60 . Senbel and Senbel, p. 2.

contexts, these institutions include purpose-built 
mosques, which “have evolved beyond strictly 
places of worship” into “centers of community, 
educational, and networking activity.”59 From an 
architectural standpoint, however, this evolution is 
not always a happy process. As Senbel observes else-
where, the uncertainties of a new life in a new land 
may engender “a nostalgic yearning for the great 
traditions of Islamic architecture” of the kind that 
leads to “an eclectic collage of historical sources 
and architectural symbols of disparate origin […] 
applied with limited degrees of success.”60 Senbel 
expressly eschews this “pan-Islamic vocabulary of 
borrowing, adopting and adapting visual imagery 

~ �Fig. 21. Al Hidayah Mosque and Islamic Centre,  
Port Coquitlam, British Columbia. PHOTO: STUDIO SENBEL 

ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN

~ �Fig. 22. Women’s prayer gallery overlooking the main 
prayer hall, Al Hidayah Mosque and Islamic Centre,  
Port Coquitlam, British Columbia. PHOTO: STUDIO SENBEL 

ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN
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and architectural forms.”61, 62 Influenced perhaps 
by the legacy of the Egyptian architect Hassan 
Fathy (1900-1989), who “looked for inspiration 
in the vernacular architecture of the region,” and 
by Farouk Noormohamed at the Vancouver firm 
FDNA Architecture Inc., where he worked in the 
mid-1990s, Senbel is especially critical of such an 
approach “in a Western context where this eclecti-
cism is even less appropriate.”63 Instead, he argues 
that the look, layout, and location of mosques “in 
the West” should “rely on reinterpretation rather 
than mimicry of architectural [elements] and [on] 
the integration of expressive qualities rather than 
the literal characteristics of imagery.”64, 65

Senbel first articulates his architectural ideas 
for a British Columbia mosque in the Masjid al-
Hidayah and Islamic Cultural Centre, in Port 
Coquitlam. Commissioned by the Islamic Society 
of British Columbia and opening in 2003, the 
building is located in a mixed commercial and resi-
dential area of Port Coquitlam. Mature trees and 
newer plantings landscape the structure, which 
aligns a postmodern amalgam of volumes on a 
diagonal towards Mecca (fig. 21). A prayer hall and 
various secular areas complement and counterpose 
historical and vernacular motifs, materials, and 
construction techniques. Outside, for example, 
ornamental tiles are of local wood, not ceramic, 
while clay bricks from Washington State, just 
across the American border, and kufic calligraphy 
in concrete from Abbotsford, British Columbia, 
recapitulate more familiar masonry practices in 
regional terms. Reluctantly, Senbel acceded to the 

61 . Idem, p. 7.
62 . In a similar way, Amale Andraos regrets that in today’s Arab city “the new architecture is too often rooted in pan-Islamic tendencies that blur the 
distinctions and complexities of situated art and architectural practices.” Andraos, Amale, 2016, “The Arab city,” Places Journal, May, <https://places-
journal.org/article/the-arab-city/>, consulted August 15, 2019.
63 . Senbel and Senbel, p. 7
64 . Ibid.
65 . Interestingly, Nasser Rabbat notes that Fathy’s “adoption of the vernacular had its ideological roots in the struggle against British colonial rule in 
the 1920s and 1930s and the rise of an Egyptian national identity.” Rabbat, Nasser, 2012, “What is Islamic architecture anyway?” Journal of Art Histori-
ography, vol. 6, p. 8.

community’s insistence on a minaret; by contrast, 
however, a slanted circular disc, which moderates 
the flow of air inside the building, merely suggests 
a traditional dome atop it. Inside, the prayer hall 
blends the historical and the vernacular. Structural 
columns and a large central chandelier of abstract 
design respectively rework Arab hypostylic and 
Ottoman decorative inf luences. Likewise, the 
prayer hall’s wide, shallow floorplan allows more 
congregants closer proximity to the qibla wall, 
which features a mihrab and minbar made of native 
timbers and glazing etched in geometric patterns 
reminiscent of mountain snowflakes (fig.  22). 
Sensitive to its environment, the extensive fenes-
tration lets in natural light and innovative canopies 
over the entranceways protect congregants from 
British Columbia’s often inclement elements before 
and after services and social events. Senbel also 
reinterprets the relationship between gender and 
mosque architecture. Though women devotees are 

~ �Fig. 23. Surrey Jamea Masjid, Surrey, British Columbia. 
PHOTO: 3E GLASS GROUP
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physically separated from the men’s prayer space, 
their balcony’s glass half-wall enables a common 
aural and visual experience, while the mosque’s 
twinned, arched entrances further instantiate 
a Qur’anic sense of the “absolute equality yet 
separate dualities of the genders.”66

In Senbel’s words, the design of Port 
Coquitlam’s Masjid al-Hidayah and Islamic 
Cultural Centre “attempts to root the building in 
a West Coast vernacular, while remaining iden-
tifiable within the global Islamic Architectural 
tradition.”67 Four later British Columbia mosques 
ring changes on this governing philosophy to 
a greater or lesser degree. The British Columbia 
Muslim Association commissioned Senbel’s 
second house of worship, the Surrey Jamea 
Masjid, which was completed in 2005. Situated at 

66 . Senbel and Senbel, 2008.
67 . Studio Senbel Architecture + Design Inc., 2013, “Masjid al-Hidayah,” <http://www.studiosenbel.com/projects/masjid-al-hidayah>, consulted 
September 14, 2019.
68 . Zarqa Nawaz features the Surrey Jamea Masjid in her National Film Board of Canada documentary Me and the Mosque, Nawaz, Zarqa, 2005, “Me 
and the mosque,” Ottawa, National Film Board of Canada, <https://www.nfb.ca/film/me_and_mosque/>, consulted March 24, 2020. She interviews 
Senbel, who reveals that male members of the congregation at first demanded a totally solid wall in the upper gallery to eliminate all “visual connection” 
between men and women: Nawaz, 2005. The semi-glazed wall is a compromise, though Senbel adds that he “wouldn’t have had this [wall…] solid at all.” 
Nawaz, 2005.

the intersection of two main roads in a suburban 
residential subdi vision, the structure consists of a 
prayer hall and several adjoining volumes. Senbel 
made use of contemporary concrete, glass, and 
metal industrial construction systems throughout. 
Outside, zoning regulations obliged landscaping 
to yield to parking, but the prayer hall, which is 
oriented towards Mecca, references several trad-
itional Islamic motifs, including a crenellated 
parapet, a calligraphic frieze, and arched windows 
(fig. 23). At the same time, Senbel’s postmodern 
designs for the curved mihrab and the conspicuous 
domed minaret reinterpret, yet reiterate in steel 
and glass, familiar Islamic architectural features. 
Inside, however, the prayer’s hall’s conventional 
design and decor testify to the congregation’s more 
traditional inclinations, as does the arched marble 
interior of the qibla alcove, which is flanked by 
framed quotations from the Qur’an (fig. 24). The 
interior makes limited use of local timber, but 
environmental considerations include lots of win-
dows and skylights for natural light and motion 
sensors on wudu faucets. Such forward thinking, 
however, does not extend to the building’s accom-
modation of women devotees. Not even admitted 
to a previous mosque on the site, female members 
of the congregation are still restricted to a small 
enclosed upper gallery in the new house of wor-
ship. Accessed by an outside staircase, the women’s 
gallery is separated from the main prayer hall by a 
half-glass, half-solid wall limiting their participa-
tion in services to an unseen, unheard presence.68 

In several respects, then, the Surrey Jamea 
Masjid embodies a far less adventurous effort than 

~ �Fig. 24. Surrey Jamea Masjid, Surrey, British Columbia. 
PHOTO: MOH FATHYAND GOOGLE MAPS
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Port Coquitlam’s Masjid al-Hidayah and Islamic 
Cultural Centre to reimagine historical Islamic 
mosque architecture in local terms. Senbel’s third 
house of worship, however, reverses this reversal. 
Contracted by the Burnaby chapter of the British 
Columbia Muslim Association, the Masjid al-
Salaam and Education Centre reflects the ethos 
of a less conservative congregation. Opening in 
2008, the structure sits comfortably among fairly 
widely dispersed residential, commercial, and civic 
buildings. Comprising a postmodern collocation 
of diverse volumes, the complex houses devotional 
spaces and a range of social and educational facili-
ties. It draws upon regional architecture and con-
struction techniques to rework historical Islamic 
architectural elements. Inspired by Vancouver’s 
Gastown, Senbel clad the building with brick 

69 . Senbel and Senbel, 2008.

kilned in the area, while local manufacturers 
furnished the structure’s laminated wood posts 
and beams. A frieze of Qur’anic calligraphy runs 
along the main façade, while geometric designs in 
various media may be found throughout the com-
plex. Contemporary in style, the domed masonry 
minaret nonetheless reaffirms tradition, while the 
laminated wood posts of a secluded inner court-
yard, which is accessed by a domed entrance that 
bifurcates the main façade at an angle, invoke the 
Arab hypostylic cloister. Laminated wood posts in 
the prayer hall continue this Arab architectural ref-
erence, while timber framing, skylights, and light-
ing fixtures work “a geometric synthesis … above 
the men and women’s prayer areas” (fig. 26).69 To 
an extent still greater than in his earlier mosques, 
Senbel makes generous use of fenestration to foster 
the symbolic association of natural light with the 
divine presence. Etched in the fractal geometry of 
snowflakes once again, an entirely glass mihrab 
enables “views of nature, distant mountains on 

~ �Fig. 25. Masjid al-Salaam and Education Centre, Burnaby, 
British Columbia. PHOTO: STUDIO SENBEL ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN 

~ �Fig. 26. Masjid al-Salaam and Education Centre,  
Burnaby, British Columbia. PHOTO: STUDIO SENBEL       ARCHI-

TECTURE + DESIGN
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the horizon and the Ka’ba beyond.”70 Other fac-
tors testify to environmental sensitivity, including 
the preservation of mature flora and the creation 
of a modest wetland around a stream that feeds 
into a river where salmon spawn. Finally, women 
members of the congregation participated fully in 
the design of the Masjid al-Salaam and Education 
Centre. Though still on a different level, as Tammy 
Gaber has noted, their prayer space is almost as 
big as the men’s, to which “a completely clear glass 
railing […] allows full visual and aural access.”71

The Vernon Mosque and Islamic Centre 
and the Prince George Islamic Centre complete 
Senbel’s portfolio of British Columbia mosques 
to date. In different ways, each project places a 
stronger emphasis upon a vernacular idiom than 
his earlier houses of worship. A commission of 
the local Muslim Association, the Vernon Mosque 
and Islamic Centre opened in 2011 in a residen-
tial subdivision well-served by various religious 

70 . Ibid.
71 . Gaber, Tammy, 2015, “Gendered mosque spaces: Cultural, religious, or accessibility issue?” Faith and Form, vol. 48, no. 1, p. 5, <http://faithandform.
com/feature/gendered-mosque-spaces/>, consulted February 9, 2018.

institutions, including a Sikh gurdwara and sev-
eral Christian churches. Scaled to nearby family 
homes, Senbel’s design contrasts with, yet com-
plements, their blander post-World War II styles. 
Situated on a carefully landscaped corner lot, the 
mosque reinterprets elements of traditional Islamic 
architecture in a subtly postmodern mix of forms 
and functions. The curvature of the roofing over 
the qibla wall, for example, rehearses a tall arched 
window which serves as the mihrab, while varia-
tions in the use of wood, synthetics, and brick for 
the eaves, cladding, walls, and foundation vary 
the tone and texture of the building’s exterior sur-
faces (fig. 27). An overt nod to Islamic convention, 
the minaret nonetheless adopts a contemporary 

~ �Fig. 27. Vernon Mosque and Islamic Centre, Vernon, 
British Columbia. PHOTO: TOSHEA [BARBARA O’SHEA],       HTTPS://

WWW.WAYMARKING.COM/ 

~ �Fig. 28. Vernon Mosque and Islamic Centre, Vernon,  
British Columbia. PHOTO: STUDIO SENBEL ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN
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aesthetic, square in shape with vertical planes of 
alternating colours and materials rising to pan-
oramic glass and a golden dome. Conversely, the 
building’s equilateral glazing and main entrance 
simulate aspects of the neighbourhood’s residen-
tial styles, as does a veranda which opens to the 
street on two sides, supported by a single timber 
post. Inside, the natural tone of the laminated pine 
utilized in the building’s post-and-beam construc-
tion complements a modest décor of taupe carpet, 
earthen tiling, and plain white walls (fig. 28). Stairs 
accessed through a separate entrance beneath the 
veranda lead to the women’s prayer area, which 
is set above and behind the main prayer hall, 
although a glass half-wall permits women aural 
and visual participation in the devotions below. 
Since the short axis of the building aligns towards 
Mecca, both prayer spaces are wide and shallow, 
which furnishes more devotees closer proximity 
to the mihrab, minbar, and qibla wall. New plant-
ings of native flora on two sides of the site to some 
extent compensate for the fact that parking takes 
up almost half the modest property.

Nestled in the lea of a wooded escarpment, 
by contrast, the Prince George Islamic Centre 
occupies a sizeable corner lot of well-treed acre-
age, set apart from neighbouring educational, reli-
gious, and residential buildings. Commissioned by 
another chapter of the British Columbia Muslim 
Association, the Centre opened in 2013. The more 
overtly postmodern aesthetic of the structure 
comprises several volumes of diverse materials 
and vibrant contours and colours, amassed in a 
harmonious variety of angled relationships to 
coordinate the qibla axis with the suburban street 
plan and the forested foothills beyond (fig. 29).72 

72 . Compare Gaber et al., who describe the siting of the Prince George Islamic Centre as “a reconciliation between an orientation to Mecca, the city grid, 
and framing the forest escarpment surrounding the site.” Gaber, Tammy, Safira Lakhani, and Jessica Lam, 2017, “An argument of craft for prayer—A 
contemporary mosque design in northern Canada,” 2017 Architecture, culture and spirituality symposium: Practice, craft, materials and making (ACS9), 
Deer Isle, ME, Haystack Mountain School of Crafts, p. 5, <http://www.acsforum.org/symposium2017/works/GABER-LAKHANI-LAM.pdf>, accessed 
September 23, 2019.

Once again, Senbel utilizes regional resources and 
construction methods to rework historical Islamic 
features in vernacular terms, including brickwork, 
corrugated steel, synthetic cladding, and laminated 
pine posts and beams. In the same spirit, sand-
blasted etchings of Qur’anic epigraphy and geo-
metric patterns suggestive of snowflakes fill the 

~ �Fig. 29. Prince George Islamic Centre, Prince George, 
British Columbia. PHOTO: DATOFF BROS. CONSTRUCTION

~ �Fig. 30. Prince George Islamic Centre, Prince George, British 
Columbia. PHOTO: STUDIO SENBEL ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN
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high glass wall above the main entrance, while the 
foursquare arches of a domed fibre-glass cupola 
cap the oblique mass of the mosque’s minaret. 
The reimagining of Islamic architectural conven-
tions continues inside the building, too. Perhaps 
most notably, the curved ceiling of the prayer hall 
makes extensive use of local timber, while nat-
ural light saturates the area, drawn in through a 
mainly glazed qibla wall, which is remarkable for 
leaving the mihrab largely undecorated (fig. 30). 
Not only does Senbel’s design exploit daylight, it 
also features “natural ventilation, on-site storm 
water management, and energy-efficient fixtures 
and equipment,” as Gaber et al. have noted.73 
Lastly, although the women’s prayer gallery again 
remains segregated from the men’s prayer space, 
identical carpeting connects the areas and a glazed 
half-wall facilitates fuller visual and aural involve-
ment of the women above in the devotions initiated 
below. As in Senbel’s earlier mosques, the floorplan 
of both prayer spaces assures closer proximity to 
the mihrab for a greater number of congregants. 
At the same time, natural light may unite men 
and women devotees in a shared sense of divine 
illumination, as qibla orients their prayers beyond 
the transparent mihrab and the British Columbia 
landscape to the ka’ba in Mecca.

In 2016, under the rubric of “Questioning 
modernism,” Rhodri Windsor Liscombe and 
Michelangelo Sabatino lauded Senbel’s Surrey 
Jamea Masjid and Masjid Al Salaam and Education 
Centre, in Burnaby, as “sensitive buildings.”74 
It is a compliment that might be extended to all 
five of his British Columbia Muslim houses of 

73 . Gaber et al., p. 2-3.
74 . Liscombe, Rhodri Windsor and Michelangelo Sabatino, 2016, Canada: Modern architectures in history, London, Reaktion Books, p. 366.
75 . Ӧzcan, Suha, 1985, “Introduction: Regionalism within modernism,” in Robert Powell (ed.), Regionalism in architecture, Singapore, Concept Media 
/ The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, p. 13.
76 . Senbel, p. 2.
77 . Senbel and Senbel, p. 8.
78 . Senbel and Senbel, p. 8, citing Khalidi, Omar, 1998, “Approaches to mosque design in North America,” in Yvonne Y. Haddad and John L. Esposito 
(eds.), Muslims on the Americanization path? Atlanta, Scholars Press, p. 399-424.

worship. Echoing Ӧzkan’s identification of “con-
crete regionalism” with “the achievements of post-
modernism,” these structures are not oblivious to 
the modernist functionalism latent in a good deal 
of postmodernist design, as they reimagine tradi-
tional Islamic architectural practices in regional 
terms.75 

Although the more severe aspects of modern-
ist functionalism work against Senbel’s penchant 
for vernacular style, some obedience to function 
fosters buildings that “provide a place of worship, 
schools and centres for a variety of social and rec-
reational activities for Muslim communities.”76 
Such architectural f lexibility brings the ethos 
of Senbel’s designs closer to the spirit of post-
modernism. At the same time, however, even the 
less conservative congregation will likely find 
the more playful inclinations of postmodernism 
unsuitable for a Muslim house of worship. Still, 
the postmodernist stress on colour, fragmentation, 
asymmetry, and variety of forms do accommodate 
Senbel’s quest for a vernacular mosque architec-
ture that “addresses its urban context, responds to 
the northern climate, uses regional building sys-
tems and speaks to the cultural specificities.”77 Put 
otherwise, Senbel strives to satisfy the paradoxical 
concerns of Muslims in diaspora with invention on 
the one hand and nostalgia on the other, the latter 
understood not in sentimental terms, but in terms 
of a sympathetic acknowledgement of heritage and 
legacy. Invoking Khalidi, Senbel sums up his archi-
tectural credo as “responding to a prime Islamic 
imperative: to live in harmony with the total nat-
ural and historical environment of a place.”78 In this 
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respect, Port Coquitlam’s Masjid al-Hidayah and 
Islamic Cultural Centre, the Surrey Jamea Masjid, 
Burnaby’s Masjid al-Salaam and Education Centre, 
the Vernon Mosque and Islamic Centre, and the 
Prince George Islamic Centre variously represent 
Senbel’s efforts to develop and apply the principles 
and practices of what he calls a “Canadian Islamic 
Regionalism specific to British Columbia,” which 
elsewhere he identifies with “a social pluralism, 
unique to Muslims in the West.”79

Afterword

As we move through the second decade of the 
twenty-first century, Canada’s Muslim communi ty 
continues to flourish in the country’s larger urban 
centres, and increasingly, in smaller cities and 
towns. In turn, ethnic diversity, fiscal disparities, 
and theological differences amongst Muslims con-
tinue to engender a wide variety of architectural 
styles in the conversion of existing structures for 
use as mosques and in the construction of pur-
pose-built houses of worship. We have seen how 
some Muslim groups have acquired and adapted 
buildings no longer required by members of reli-
gions other than Islam. More often than not, it is a 
Christian church that finds a new life as a Muslim 
house of worship.80 In 2015, for instance, an arti-
cle in the Windsor Star, revealingly titled “Sign of 
the times? United Church becomes a mosque,” 
describes the process by which the congregation 
of a small mosque acquired the larger premises 
of Windsor’s Lincoln Road United Church.81 The 
congregation have renovated the church as the 

79 . Senbel and Senbel, p. 7; Senbel, p. 2.
80 . On occasion, Muslims take over the premises of a congregation other than Christian. In 1998, for example, the Azzhara International Foundation 
purchased the Adat Reim synagogue in Dollard-des-Ormeaux, Quebec, then in 2002 sold on the property to another Muslim organization. The premises 
now serve as the Canadian Islamic Centre Al-Jamieh, Montreal’s largest mosque.
81 . Pearson, Craig, 2015, “Sign of the Times? United Church becomes a mosque,” Windsor Star, August 21, <https://windsorstar.com/news/sign-of-the-
times-united-church-becomes-a-mosque/>, consulted April 3, 2020. 

Masjid Noor-Ul-Islam Madressa and Cultural 
Centre (fig. 31). Elsewhere, Muslims have repur-
posed residential, retail, or industrial buildings 
for use as places of worship. A wide variety of 
examples abounds. Converted from warehousing 
near Calgary International Airport in 1992, the 

~ �Fig. 31. Masjid Noor-Ul-Islam Madressa and  
Cultural Centre, Windsor, Ontario. PHOTO: JIGGS11,              

HTTPS://WWW.WAYMARKING.COM/ 

~ �Fig. 32. Northeast Akram Jomaa Islamic Centre, 
Calgary, Alberta. PHOTO: OMAR HUSSAIN, HTTPS://CANADA247.

INFO/EXPLORE/ALBERTA/ 
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Northeast Akram Jomaa Islamic Centre typifies 
the adaptation of commercial space to the press-
ing practical requirements of a rapidly growing 
Muslim congregation (fig. 32).

Likewise, the trend to design purpose-built 
mosques in historicist, vernacular, modernist, and 
postmodernist styles has continued apace across 

82 . Iqaluit Masjid, 2020, “Iqaluit Masjid—The mosque near the North Pole,” <https://www.facebook.com/iqaluitmasjid/>, consulted April 5, 2020.
83 . Verkaaik, Oskar, 2012, “Designing the ‘anti-mosque’: Identity, religion and affect in contemporary European mosque design,” Social Anthropology 
/ Anthropologie Sociale, vol. 20, no. 2, p. 174; citing Serageldin, p. 12.

Canada. For example, such traditional pan-Islamic 
elements as arched windows, minarets, and a 
large central dome clearly dominate the archi-
tecture of the World Islamic Mission Canada’s 
Masjid Noor-Ul-Haram, designed by Khalil Syed 
of Scarborough, Ontario, and currently under 
construction in Oakville, Ontario (fig. 33). By 
contrast, a vernacular spirit inspires the design 
of the Islamic Society of Nunavut’s Masjid Iqaluit 
(fig. 34). Jointly financed by Winnipeg’s Zubaidah 
Tallab Foundation and the Islamic Association 
of Nunavut, the “mosque near the north pole” 
opened in 2016.82 The prefabricated wood-frame 
building is indistinguishable from neighbouring 
Arctic homes except for its slender minaret and the 
external convexity of the mihrab. If mosques in a 
vernacular idiom generally present modestly upon 
Canada’s religious landscape, modernist structures 
tend to monumental intellection. Inaugurated in 
2016, the Calgary’s Westwinds Ismaili Jamatkhana 
and Community Centre epitomizes this approach. 
Like their co-religionists in Ottawa, the congre-
gation commissioned Vancouver architect Farouk 
Noormohamed to design their new place of wor-
ship. The structure constitutes a modernist col-
lation of rectangular volumes surrounded by 
car parks and almost totally lacking traditional 
external Islamic identifiers (fig. 35). If, however, 
the idiom of the Westwinds Ismaili Jamatkhana 
and Community Centre may be interpreted as “a 
statement against ‘Western materialism,’” as Oskar 
Verkaaik has observed of some contempora ry 
European mosque design, further variations 
on the postmodern aesthetic may also be found 
in Canada.83 Completed in 2008, for example, 
Montreal’s Mosquée Al-Omah Al-Islamiah 
colourfully combines modernist forms with such 

~ �Fig. 33. Masjid Noor-Ul-Haram, Oakville, Ontario.  
PHOTO: CANDACE IRON

~ �Fig. 34. Masjid Iqaluit, Nunavut. PHOTO: IQALUIT MASJID, 

HTTPS://WWW.IQALUITMASJID.COM/ 
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reworked historical features as a minaret, domes, 
and geometrically patterned brickwork (fig. 36). 
Inspired by the work of Iraqi artist Hassan 
Massoudy (1944-), a large mural, now deteriorated, 
blending calligraphy and an Arabian landscape, 
originally completed the Montreal masjid’s bold 
reimagining of Islamic stylistic conventions for a 
contemporary inner-city environment.

Finally, as we have seen, Senbel quite 
explicitly gathers his west coast mosques under the 
rubric of a “Canadian Islamic Regionalism specific 
to British Columbia.”84 In this respect, Serageldin 
has described “regionalism” as “a call for con-
textualism in the broader sense of accepting both 
the physical context—including site, climate and 
materials—as well as the socio-cultural context, 
related to both style and function.”85 Elaborating 
upon this description, Serageldin invokes with 
approval Ӧzkan’s judgment that unlike a good 
deal of vernacular architecture, “regionalism 

84 . Senbel and Senbel.
85 . Serageldin, p. 13.
86 . Idem, citing Ӧzcan, 1985.
87 . Ӧzcan reiterates this stance some years later. Charting a genealogy of regionalism, he writes that the “degree of abstraction is probably the measure 
that relates these [regionalist] architects on a scale that has modernism at one end and traditionalism at the other.” Ӧzcan, Suha, 2002, “Modernity and 
tradition: Problem or potential,” in Attilio Petruccioloi and Khalil K. Pirani (eds.), Understanding Islamic architecture, London, Routledge Curzon, 
p. 93. In a similar way, Mann has lamented the ways in which “the idea of a regional architecture or a vernacular architecture of any sort runs counter 
to the nature of architectural practice and education […] bound to the tenets of positivism, idealism and rationalism” to the exclusion of a traditional 
sense of “sentiment, love, family and community bonds.” Mann, p. 10-11.

does not reject modernism, but abjures inter-
nationalism, along with its tendency to promote 
the ubiquitous prototype through the media and 
to follow temporal fashion.”86, 87 Read collectively, 
Senbel’s British Columbia mosques at one and the 
same time embody and express these principles, 

~ �Fig. 35. Westwinds Ismaili Jamatkhana and Community Centre, Calgary, Alberta.  
PHOTO: ALSHAMSH LADHA AND THE AGA KHAN COUNCIL FOR CANADA 

~ �Fig. 36. Mosquée Al-Omah Al-Islamiah, Montreal, 
Quebec. PHOTO: FLOTSAMJETSAM, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS (CC BY 3.0)
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whatever the differences among the designs of the 
individual buildings. Interestingly, however, the 
Vancouver architect has now accepted commis-
sions across the Rocky Mountains in Alberta: the 
Fort McMurray Islamic Centre, Sherwood Park’s 
Masjid in the Park, and the Islamic Centre of 
South Calgary. Unlike the west coast structures, 
the Fort McMurray and South Calgary projects 

88 . While minarets, traditional Islamic decoration, and gardens clearly feature in the proposed designs of the Fort McMurray Islamic Centre and the 
Islamic Centre of South Calgary, the congregation of Sherwood Park’s Masjid in the Park are already using their building, but “are still working on 
landscaping, exterior work, and the minaret.” Masjid in the Park, 2020.

are capacious in scale, while the Masjid in the 
Park is a more modest undertaking. Wildfires 
in 2016 slowed construction in Fort McMurray, 
which began the year before, but the master plan 
includes worship halls, offices, a school, a gymna-
sium, and a recreation centre (fig. 37). Similarly, 
the South Calgary complex includes a mosque, a 
library, a school, offices, and a gymnasium (fig. 38). 
Clearing the South Calgary site started in 2019. By 
contrast, the Masjid in the Park, which opened in 
2018, recapitulates the scale of Senbel’s west coast 
mosques (fig. 39).

For all their differences, however, the Fort 
McMurray Islamic Centre, Sherwood Park’s Masjid 
in the Park, and the Islamic Centre of South Calgary 
to one degree or another reimagine such historical 
features as hypostylic columns, arched portals and 
fenestration, domes, minarets, traditional Islamic 
ornamentation, courtyards and gardens in a palette 
of colours and textures more reflective of Alberta’s 
natural and cultural prairie landscape.88 There is 
notably less timber, for example, and a great deal 
more local and synthetic stone. The South Calgary 
congregation quite explicitly speaks of their centre 

~ �Fig. 37. Fort McMurray Islamic Centre, Fort McMurray, 
Alberta. STUDIO SENBEL ARCHITECTURE + DESIGN

~ �Fig. 38. Islamic Centre of South Calgary, Calgary, 
Alberta. ISLAMIC CENTRE OF SOUTH CALGARY, HTTPS://ICSOUTHCAL-

GARY.COM/PROJECT/ 

~ �Fig. 39. Masjid in the Park, Sherwood Park, Alberta. 
PHOTO: MASJID IN THE PARK, FACEBOOK 
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as “a blend of Islamic and local rural Alberta archi-
tecture,” while Sherwood Park Muslims “wanted to 
have a place that was representative of Canadian 
Muslims here in Alberta, that was also in keeping 
with the principles of traditional understandings 
of beauty and harmony.”89 It is tempting to sug-
gest that Senbel is developing a Canadian Islamic 
regionalism specific to the Prairies to comple-
ment his “Canadian regionalism specific to British 
Columbia.” That said, if Port Coquitlam’s Masjid al-
Hidayah and Islamic Cultural Centre and Burnaby’s 
Masjid al-Salaam and Education Centre were both 
nominees for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 
juries are still out on Senbel’s forays across the Rocky 
Mountains.90 Colin Freeze, for instance, views the 
Fort McMurray Islamic Centre as “an experiment 
in multicultural Islam on an unprecedented scale,” 
while Justin Craig Chetty has criticized the project 
as “a design which represents little beyond a banal, 
shopping mall-like superstructure and expansive 
parking lot.”91 Whether Senbel and other architects 
succeed in creating distinct Islamic vocabularies 
for Canada’s various regions remains to be seen. 
Environmental considerations and debates over 
the role and status of women further multiply the 
challenges confronting them.92 At the same time, 
however, Chetty recently proposed an adventurous 
design for a mosque in Huntsville (fig. 40), a lakeside 
town in Ontario’s Muskoka region, which “empha-
sizes the importance of language and materiality 

89 . Islamic Centre of South Calgary, 2019, “Project,” <https://icsouthcalgary.com/project/>, consulted April 8, 2020; Anon., n.d., “Masjid in the park,” 
Local Prayers, <https://www.localprayers.com/CA/Sherwood-Park/318173571577749/Masjid-in-the-Park>, consulted April 8, 2020.
90 . Port Coquitlam’s Masjid al-Hidayah and Islamic Cultural Centre was nominated for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in 2006 and Burnaby’s 
Masjid al-Salaam and Education Centre in 2010. In 2004, the Masjid al-Hidayah and Islamic Cultural Centre also received an award for Religious Art and 
Architecture Design, jointly sponsored by Faith & Form: The Interfaith Journal on Religion, Art and Architecture and Interfaith Design of the American 
Institute of Architects.
91 . Freeze, Colin, 2015, “Fort McMurray’s Muslim community plans an ambitious, multicultural mosque,” Globe and Mail, February 20, <https://www.
theglobeandmail.com/news/alberta/fort-mcmurrays-muslim-community-planning-an-ambitious-multicultural-mosque/article23119088/>, consulted 
April 7, 2020; Chetty, Justin Craig, 2019, “Cross-cultural landscapes: Integrating Islam into the rural Canadian vernacular,” unpublished M.Arch. thesis, 
Dalhousie University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada, p. 17, <https://dalspace.library.dal.ca/handle/10222/75449>, consulted April 4, 2020.
92 . See, for example, Elghawaby, Amira, 2019, “Backlash over the Women’s Mosque of Canada is predictable—and misplaced,” Globe and Mail, May 18, 
<https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-backlash-over-the-womens-mosque-of-canada-is-predictable-and/>, consulted April 7, 2020.
93 . Chetty, p. 36.

to hybridize a foreign aesthetic into a new region—
done in a manner sensitive to place.”93 Then there is 
the larger question of whether or not we shall see a 
distinctively Canadian Islamic architecture, consti-
tuted out of the similarities and differences among 
regionalist variations, in ways reminiscent of clas-
sical Arab, Persian, Turkish, and Mughal elabora-
tions of the tenets of the Qur’an and the Hadith.

~ �Fig. 40. Rendering of the [Huntsville, Ontario, mosque] 
scheme viewed from Fairy Lake. JUSTIN CRAIG CHETTY, 

HTTPS://DALSPACE.LIBRARY.DAL.CA/HANDLE/10222/75449 
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