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Abstract:
It is often assumed that French researchers’ interest in Islamic monuments in Tunisia came late,
following the colonial occupation. However, this assumption is challenged by historical evidence
showing that such interest emerged as early as 1881, coinciding with the beginning of the French
presence. A primary focus was the city of Kairouan and its Great Mosque of Ugba ibn Nafi, revered for
its spiritual and cultural significance. Architect Henri Saladin, part of the 1882 scientific mission
alongside René Cagnat, was among the first to study these sites. He produced detailed architectural plans
and traced major transformations in the city and its mosque. Saladin’s research extended to other
mosques, including Zitouna Mosque and the wider urban fabric of Tunis. Notably, his work emphasized
preservation, advocating education and local training as key strategies for safeguarding Islamic arts and
crafts. For Saladin, protecting traditional craftsmanship was vital to preserving the soul and identity of

Islamic cities.
Key Words: Henri Saldan; Islamic architecture; City of Kairouan; Ugba Mosque; Preservation of the

Islamic world.
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