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By the year 800 c.E., and within less than two centuries from the incep- 
tion of Islam, a new religious and secular architecture materialized in a vast 
area: western Asia, all of North Africa, and southern Spain. The archeo- 
logical and textual references for these projects have provided us with a 
wealth of physical and descriptive evidence of the emerging building types 
and forms of Islamic architecture. The mosque, for example, developed 
into a well-defined building type with characteristic physical f e a m s  and 
spatial organization, among them the mihrdh, the minhur, calligraphic 
inscriptions, and surface Ornamentation, all of which are architectural ele- 
ments whose designs and dispositions in the mosque space have taken on 
various reoccurring patterns. 

The theological rationalization behind the historical evolution of 
mosque architecture is more formidable to consolidate, however, for infor- 
mation is scarce and it is difficult to interpret subjective information. The 
Qur’an decreed emphatically the ,rulcth (prayer) but did not describe what 
features a house of worship should incorporate. The Prophet taught @dh 
to early Muslims and continued to lead the faithful in prayer in the archi- 
tecturally modest mosque of Madinah. When the spatial requirements for 
congregational mosques became apparent, such architectural features as 
the mihrcth appeared. 
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Mosque architecture began to develop under the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs and escalated through the succeeding Umayyad ascendancy, which 
witnessed the rise of architectural masterpieces in the expanding Islamic 
world. Mosque project officers incorporated innovations in designing the 
edifice in relation to its immediate environment, interior space planning, 
and construction techniques. But none surpassed the innovations in calli- 
graphic inscriptions and ornamentation, which we classify as the surface 
arts of the mosque. The levels of productivity and quality of these surface 
arts defies description. What, then, was the source of motivation and poet- 
ics behind these creations? 

This article suggests that the highly acclaimed Islamic surface arts are 
rooted in the corresponding calligraphic and illumination arts of the Qur’an 
and that Qur’anic arts arose to show the harmony of the theological idea of 
the sacredness of the Qur’an itself. This suggestion requires the clarification 
of two separate, but intertwined, relationships. The first is the relationship 
between the concept of the Qur’an’s sacredness and the artistic presentation 
of the Qur’an as a holy book through fine calligraphy and illumination. The 
second is the relationship between the sacred arts of the Qur’an (calligraphy 
and illumination) and the surface arts of the mosque as a holy place (calli- 
graphic inscriptions and ornamentation). In this article, such relationships 
are addressed more specifically through three questions: What made the 
Qur’an the absolute source and manifestation of sacredness in Islamic the- 
ology? What sacred arts of the Qur’an were developed in response to the 
established idea of the Qur’an’s sacredness? What mosque surface arts were 
developed (out of Qur’anic arts) to express sacredness within the confines 
of the mosque? 

To maintain consistency throughout the article, “calligraphy” and 
“illumination” are used in association with the sacred arts of the Qur’an; 
“inscriptions,” “calligraphic inscriptions,” and “ornamentation” are used 
in association with the surface arts of the mosque. 

The Qur’an as the Embodiment of Sacredness 

The Qur’an is the ultimate expression of the divine in Islamic theology. 
Muslims assimilate the revelation in absolute seriousness,’ for it is the 
indisputable word of God, full of wisdom and guidance, that addresses a 
host of spiritual and worldly concerns from the human relationship with 
God to manners of social greetings. It provides axioms for interpreting 
every affair, reminds them of the divine throughout the day by means of 
various rituals, attests to the divine presence, and provides precepts for 
meditation? Muslims pursue the holy word with the utmost esteem, be it 
perceived meaning, written word, or confining book. 

The idea of the revelation’s sacredness permeates numerous Qur’anic 
verses. Such verses reveal a variety of majestic attributes pertaining, 
among many respects, to the source, favors, and challenge of the Qur’an. 
The source of revelation is a key percept of Islamic theology. The divine 
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nature of revelation is asserted bluntly as being from God, the exalted in 
power and full of wisdom (Qur’an 46:2). Receiving divine mercy is one of 
the innumerable favors that the sacred word engenders. But the divine 
reminds the community that obtaining mercy is contingent upon righteous 
behavior as revealed in the Qur’an (Qur’an 6: 155). Similarly, receiving the 
divine guidance leading to peace, safety, and light is a favor of the sacred 
word afforded only to those who seek God’s pleasure (Qur’an 5:16). 

The challenge of the Qur’an resides in its unmatched beauty. Armed 
with unprecedented linguistic efficacy, it dealt a decisive blow to the pride 
of the Makkan community. At the time of the revelation, the Makkan com- 
munity and Arabia in general spoke the language eloquently, and orators 
and poets derived dignity from their distinctive performances. Speech 
and poetry had developed into the most prominent art forms. The stature 
of the language prompted the Prophet’s clan (the Quraysh) to defy his 
call, for the clan chieftains demanded a written book from heaven that 
they could read. The revelation, in support of the Prophet, affirmed the 
divine source of the Qur’an by challenging any doubter to produce even 
one sur-ah that developed those in the Qur’an: “And if ye are in doubt as 
to what We have revealed from time to time to Our servant, then produce 
a sirah like thereunto” (Qur’an 2:23). Representing the highest form of 
rhetorical achievement in Arabic, the Qur’an was indeed unchallenge- 
able.’ 

Viewing the Qur’an as “the most beautiful literary composition the 
Arabic language has ever known” is not an outcome of zealous faith; 
rather, it is a “critical judgment reached through literary analysis” by dis- 
criminating intellects acquainted with the language’s literary elegan~e.~ As 
acquaintance with the language is clearly a prerequisite, it is no wonder 
that the Qur’an’s beauty did not resound in the minds of some western 
scholars. The assimilation of such beauty is hard to come by without 
familiarity with the genius of the Arabic language.’ 

The Muslim’s conception of the Qur’an’s sacredness also derives from 
the prescribed divine rules for listening to and reciting the revelation. 
When one is in a setting where the Qur’an is read, one ought to listen to it 
with the utmost attention, which is a reaction that would possibly bring 
mercy (Qur’an 7:204). When one recites the Qur’an, one should do so in 
slow and measured rhythmic tones in order to ponder the words’ deep 
meaning (Qur’an 73:4). Probably nothing is more meticulously descriptive 
of the value of reciting the Qur’an than the name of the book itself 
“Qu”an” has the literal meaning of “recitation.” Seeking God’s blessings, 
Muslims show the utmost dedication to the art of Qur’anic recitation: 
which has persisted over time through tildwah and tujwjd, the two promi- 
nent styles of recitation. 

The divinely prescribed manners of listening and reciting the Qur’an 
transcend through several sir-ahs into the glorification of reading and writ- 
ing and the love of knowledge that such activities entail. This emphasis 
shows clearly from the very first revelation: “Proclaim (or Read) in the 

The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 12:4 



Elwazani: Sacral Qualities of Form in Mosque Architecture 48 1 

name of the Lord and Cherisher” (Qur’an 96:l). Another suruh symbol- 
ized the revelation with the pen and the record: “Nun. By the pen and by 
the (record) which (men) write” (Qur’an 68: 1). 

The divine message delivered through the Prophet in the form of a 
book laid the foundation for the high intellectual and emotional esteem in 
which the Qur’an has been held ever since. This attitude resulted in two 
major developments: writing the text of the Qur’an in a manner compati- 
ble with its sacred status and the love of knowledge and the propagation 
of books as the milieu of knowledge. Indeed, “the holiness of the Qur’an 
extended to lend a special aura to all forms of the written word, which thus 
became in essence the ‘sacred symbol.”” This development, in particular, 
concerns us here, for it had a direct effect on applying the sacred qualities 
of the book to the sacred qualities of mosque surfaces. 

Sacred Arts of the Qur’an: Calligraphy 

Calligraphy, the first Qur’anic art of interest to this study, enjoys 
indisputable prominence among the Islamic arts. Indeed, “calligraphy is 
the premier Islamic art within its own culture.”‘ How can this distin- 
guished status be explained? Unveiling the genesis of the Arabic script and 
its development before and after the rise of Islam casts light on the role of 
the Qur’an in ameliorating the art of Arabic writing in general and of 
Arabic calligraphy in particular. 

Prevailing linguistic theory traces the roots of the Arabic language to 
the Semitic languages of the lands to the north of the Arab peninsula. More 
specifically, its invention is attributed to the Nabataeans, an Arab people 
who established a powerful kingdom in Petra (contemporary southern 
Jordan) in the first century B.C. and excelled in trade with other provinces 
in Greater Syria and northwestern Arabia. While the corpus of their origi- 
nal language derived from the Aramaic script, their language set the stage 
for developing the Arabic language,’ which came to be known as North 
Arabic.’” North Arabic is traceable to the Nabataean alphabet and was but- 
tressed later by diacritical and vowel marks derived from the Syriac alpha- 
bet, which itself was a form of Aramaic.” 

Samples of North Arabic scripts are scant indeed, but from those that 
remain we can see the script’s graphic coarseness, a peculiarity that 
echoes the evolutionary poise of the language a few centuries before 
Islam. The Arabic inscription of Irnni’ a1 Qays at Namarah (328 c.E.) and 
the inscription at Umm a1 Jimal (sixth century c.E.)“ are two rare samples. 
These inscriptions, which lack any signs of beauty and order as well as 
the constructional elements of individual letters and words needed for the 
integrity of communication, exhibit a pronounced ungainliness. Apart 
from the script, writing as a craft possessed a low stature in the pre- 
Islamic language arts of Arabia. This situation was in sharp contrast with 
the spoken language, which concurrently asserted such remarkable elo- 
quence that it has been held in high esteem in Arabic literature ever since. 
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Ironically, writing was shunned by the very orators and poets who prided 
themselves on their oral performances. 

With such a linguistic background, the beginnings of Arabic calligra- 
phy under the auspices of Islam raised a great deal of curiosity. One views 
with awe the pace of the calligraphic arts’s maturation under the guiding 
hand of Islam. What were the elements in Islam that led to the enhance- 
ment of the Arabic calligraphic arts, and did this enhancement require, as 
a prerequisite, a reformation of the Arabic script? At this juncture, how- 
ever, it is posited that the arousal of the need to write the Qur’an thrust the 
development of the calligraphic arts forward and that such a development 
was based on a susta’med reformation of the Arabic script. 

The revelations were not written and compiled in book form during 
the life of the Prophet. Rather, a dual approach was employed to preserve 
the text. First, revelations were memorized by the huffd?, companions of 
the Prophet endowed with intellect, piety, and known to have command of 
Arabic. Further, revelations were recorded on whatever appropriate sur- 
faces were available, such as fragments of stone or bones.” With the rapid 
expansion of the Islamic state, concern for the revelations’ integrity 
flagged. On the other hand, the Islamic conquests decreased the number of 
huff& Along with the rapid increase in the number of non-Arab converts, 
the need for a religious instrument proved essential for promulgating the 
faith. These concerns prompted the compilation the Qur’an in a more reli- 
able and permanent form. On the order of Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s secre- 
tary (Zayd ibn Thabit) compiled the first complete copy of the Qur’an in 
the sequence denoted by the Prophet. In 651, during the caliphate of 
‘UthmW, a meticulous method was followed to produce several exact 
copies of the full text for distribution to the territorie~.’~ Within several 
years, writing the Qur’an became a prominent art that was subject to con- 
tinued development throughout the ages with amazing artistic leaps. 

Among the earlier calligraphic variants, three major ones can be rec- 
ognized: Ma’il, characterized by the slanted vertical strokes of words; 
Mashq, characterized by extended horizontal strokes: and Naskh or 
inscriptional, characterized by its accommodation to the dexterity of the 
hand. The first variant did not last long, whereas the other two developed 
into the Kufic and the cursive families of scripts respectively, the two prin- 
cipal calligraphic scripts that dominated the writing of the Qur’an for cen- 
turies. 

Deriving its name from the city of Kufah, the newly established 
Islamic center of learning in Iraq, Kufic script reached maturity late in the 
eighth century and became what is known as original or standard Kufic. 
Its extended horizontal strokes, bold lines, and geometric tendency 
brought writing closer to the art of drawing.” This original script was the 
first remarkable calligraphic achievement in response to the search for a 
hieratic form of lettering.I6 This and other Kiific variants discussed below 
continued to embody mainly the Qur’anic text and, sporadically, formal 
state correspondence as opposed to general everyday writing.” Original 
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Kufic underwent gradual renewals and yielded, during the ninth century, 
the styles of eastern Kiific in the East and western Kiific in North Africa. 
According to Martin Lings, “both these are lighter and more dynamic and 
more potentially decorative than the parent script.”’x In contrast to early 
Kiific, which focused on communicating the meaning of the message, later 
Kiific (from the tenth century on) admitted more and more decorative ele- 
ments into the script. The result was a script flush with a wide variety of 
foliate, floral, and geometric manipulations of Arabic letters and words. 

Rivalling Kiific as a perpetuating family of scripts expressing the 
Qur’anic text was cursive calligraphy, which emerged from Naskh and 
other “curved and round” scripts practiced in the first decades of the 
Muslim era. In the words of Safadi, “it should be noted that the very early 
cursive scripts generally lacked elegance and discipline and were used 
mainly for secular purposes.’”y As in Kiific, however, these scripts acquired 
various visual refinements over time. In addition, they were more readily 
accommodating to the constructional reformation of the Arabic script, 
which became necessary due to the presence of huge numbers of non-Arab 
converts who now had to learn the language of the Qur’an. The character- 
istics of cursive style absorbed with relative ease the attempts at solving 
two inherent problems: the absence of signs to help vocalize the script 
properly and the difficulty of distinguishing between different letters shar- 
ing the same character outline. Starting early in the Umayyad period, these 
two problems were alleviated respectively by introducing diacritical marks, 
such as f u t b h  and qizmmh to help vocalization, and letter-pointing, such 
as dots above and below letters with the same outline. 

Through the inventiveness of accomplished calligraphers, cursive 
scripts gained some discipline and refinement. The utilization of the pM- 
ciple of the dimensional proportioning of letters to a reference standard pro- 
duced revolutionary systems for visual balance and script order, which, in 
turn, produced new scripts in their own right. For example, the Nisf (half) 
and Thuluth (one-third) scripts, developed during the Umayyad reign, 
based their size proportioning on a reference script called JaM (Grand). In 
the first half of the tenth century, during the ‘Abbbid period, cursive scripts 
came under the scrutiny of the celebrated Ibn Muqlah. He “laid down a 
comprehensive system of basic calligraphic rules based on the rhombic dot 
as a unit of measurement” and also “redesigned the geometric forms of the 
letters and fixed their relative shape and size using the rhombic dot, the 
‘standard’ Alif and the ‘standard’ circle.”20 

The strict rules of Ibn Muqlah, as well as further refinements made by 
Ibn al Bawwgb, Ygqut, and others, resulted in the emergence of a family 
of cursive scripts, which developed over time and came to be known as a1 
aqlcim a1 sittah (the six pens). These six classical scripts encompassed the 
Thuluth, Naskhi, M&aqqaq, RayhCmi, Ftiqa‘i, and Tawq‘ styles. The char- 
acteristics of each script defined its selective use in secular and religious 
works. For example, a Qur’anic slrah would have its heading written in 
the monumental decorative Thuluth and the main text in Rayhbi. 
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Reflecting on the Qur’anic influence on the development of calli- 
graphic arts, Welsh asserts that “the reasons for the . . . pervasiveness of 
the calligraphic arts lie in the central fact of Islamic culture-the Qur’an. 
For while Islamic calligraphy owes its historical development to human 
inventiveness and genius, it owes its origins to the revelation of Islam’s 
holy book.”” With an accent on ornamentation in the treatment of the 
Qur’an, Hillenbrand remarks that “the prestige of the Qur’an ensured that 
the ornament lavished on it was the best that the age could produce. The 
care which could be devoted to these Qur’ans beggars the imagination.’”’ 
The effect of the new faith on calligraphic development amounted to the 
level of a “true miracle.’’23 

Besides Qur’anic calligraphy, prolific scribes continued from genera- 
tion to generation to add masterpieces across the land and on a variety of 
surfaces, including those of the mosques, ecclesiastical buildings, ceramic 
objects, wood panels, clothes, carpets, and metal surfaces. The mastering 
of the fine writing produced even treatises on the The artistic 
merits of Islamic calligraphy were so profound that they were recognized 
by external sources. The reaction of medieval Europe to calligraphy and 
objects from the lands of Islam testifies to that effect. For example, Islamic 
textiles, “despite their decidedly un-Christian inscriptions, were scissored 
and sewn into churchly vestments-by pious clerics and artisans who 
could see their beauty but could not read their Koranic inscriptions.”’.’ Fine 
Kufic calligraphy adorned the coronation gown of a German emperor? 
and even the Crusaders admired and adapted Islamic art objects for use in 
churche~.~’ 

Sacred Arts of the Qur’an: Illumination 

Illumination, the second Qur’anic art discussed in this study, has an 
aesthetic purpose. The message of the Qur’an aims at reaching and taking 
root in the minds and hearts of Muslims through two functions: commu- 
nicative (calligraphy as a medium) and aesthetic (the use of both calligra- 
phy and illumination)?’ As the aesthetic function, especially that of illu- 
mination, is meant to support rather than compete with the communication 
function, illumination was universally kept in check when copying the 
Qur’an.R Thus, we can interpret the slower development of illumination, 
when compared with calligraphy, at the early stages of script writing as 
follows: The general understanding was that illumination may not intrude 
upon or distract from the text. 

The visual motifs and elements used in illuminating the pages of the 
Qur’an appear in a variety of forms, patterns, and colors to signify organi- 
zational events and theological direction. Basic and modified palmettes 
and solar roundels mark the divisions between verses and sometimes 
denote prostrations-an occasional encounter that requires a .prostration 
by the reader. Palmettes also appear in the margin as medallions with a 
root- or trunk-shaped base and a pointed end suggestive of infinity:” 
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Subtle decorative manipulations sometimes stretch out to cover the entire 
background of the body of the text, but with calculated deference to the 
written word. 

Capturing the power of geometry, an astounding variety of orches- 
trated designs dominated the fields of the more conspicuous parts of the 
Qur’an, such as the surah headings and the frontispieces. To augment the 
aesthetic effect, “ornamental” styles of calligraphy are integrated within 
the field. For example, in reference to manuscripts from the western 
Islamic world, “the sirah headings . . . are nearly always written in an 
ornamental style of lettering developed from Western Kufic for the pur- 
pose of illumination only, different from the script of the text itself.”” In 
making patterns for illuminating any piece of the Qur’an, rectilinear geo- 
metry with its straight lines, and curvilinear geometry with its curved 
lines, were the two principal instruments used. 

While planning a patterning process, all illuminators exploited the 
useful geometric properties of the circle, for this form can accommodate 
the construction of any geometric shape with precision.’* For example, the 
circle can readily enclose a square and, if it encloses two squares at a 45 
degree difference in orientation, an octagon shape or an eight-pointed star 
can be manipulated. Juxtaposing multiple planning circles in a concentric, 
intersecting, touching, or remote relationship, illuminators created versa- 
tile working patterns as a framework for implementing the intended design 
patterns. The design pattern itself usually consists of rectilinear component 
forms,” although curvilinear component or a combination of both 
also occur.” Due to the nature of the patterning process, it was best suited 
for the full-page frontispiece illumination. However, it also triumphed in 
illuminating the smaller precincts of sirah headings. 

Geometric patterning of a frontispiece, for example, prepared the field 
for another illuminatory agent: the arabesque. This artistic style drew heav- 
ily from vegetal motifs derived from such flora as leaves, vines, flowers, 
rosettes, and trees.” Vegetal and geometric motifs have adorned Qur’anic 
pages since the early Umayyad era.” The application of arabesque art to 
Qur’anic frontispieces resulted in designs of varied character and, when 
combined in horizontal and vertical geometric strip segments, create 
global frames bordering the entire page or smaller frames enclosing rec- 
tangular panels. The frames and panels manifest intense vegetal, geomet- 
ric, and calligraphic treatment.” 

Color is another intermediary that dominates Qur’anic arts. It is found 
throughout geometry, arabesque, and calligraphy and endows all of them 
with a qualitative vehemence when used by a skilled illuminator. A color 
scheme is often that of polychromy, where multiple colors ally to invige 
rate visual harmony. Still, in many cases one, and hardly more than one, 
color dominates the field.” Among the many hues and tones, the light to 
medium golds and the medium to dark blues are very common. 

The development of geometry, arabesque, calligraphy, and poly- 
chromy on the surfaces of Qur’anic pages follow distinct design principles. 
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To mention only a few, these include repetition, rhythm, symmetry, and 
balance, all of which work together to achieve “abstractiveness,” a quality 
most akin to the transcendental or infinite attributes of the divine. As a form 
of Islamic art experienced through time that affords the viewer an opportu- 
nity to concentrate on details,” illuminated Qur’anic compositions further 
elevate the viewer’s mind to reflect on the infiiite. 
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Surface Arts of the Mosque: An Overview 

In addition to their celebrated use in decorating Qur’ans, calligraphy 
and illumination, described as nonfigurative arts by Papadopoulo, were the 
exclusive arts used to adorn mosques and other religious structures.4’ Over 
the centuries, calligraphic inscriptions and ornamental devices endowed the 
mosque’s architectural surfaces with prolific artistic treatments that are dis- 
tinctively characteristic of Islam. There are almost no limits on when, 
where, how, or to what degree such arts appear on a given mosque’s sur- 
faces, for diversity and flexibility demarcated the production of these arts 
immensely.“ One is compelled to speculate on the connection between 
these sacred arts and their Qur’anic counterparts. Did the inscriptional and 
ornamental arts associated with the mosque emanate from the Qur’anic cal- 
ligraphic and illuminating arts? The answer to this question is attempted at 
two levels of discussion: an overview and a characterization. The overview 
discussion, which makes up the body of the following section, touches on 
the evolution of the mosque as a building type and the development of the 
associated surface arts. The characterization discussion, which takes up the 
next section, describes the specific attributes of surface arts of the mosque 
from several viewpoints, such as themes of calligraphic inscriptions and 
agents of ornamentation. 

The very early years of Islam were the formative years of the mosque 
as a building type and also witnessed the initial reticent architechml 
attempts of the Arabs?’ At that time, the search focused on providing ade- 
quate shelter for the religious and political functions called for by Islam. 
Beginning with the hijrah in 620 and for three decades under the leadership 
of the Prophet and the Rightly Guided Caliphs, the community founded the 
first mosque, the practically planned Mosque of the Prophet in Mabinah 
(622), and other stark mosques in the acquired regions, such as the Kilfah 
Mosque (638) in Iraq,44 the Fus.tZi.t Mosque (641) in Egypt, and the Qairouan 
Mosque (667) in Tunisia:‘ These early mosques reflect the intensity of 
pragmatic needs in their planning, but little if any thought was given to 
embellishing the mosque’s surfaces. During the second half of this period, 
devotion to recording the Qur’an through beautiful calligraphy and illumi- 
nation reached considerable proportions. The contrast between the devel- 
oping but promising arts of the Qur’an as against the lagging, but forth- 
coming, surface arts of the mosque was already apparent. 

From the beginning of the Umayyad period, surface arts associated 
with the mosque began to develop in the same manner as the Qur’anic arts 
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had done. Inscribing and ornamenting mosque surfaces began to prosper, 
as seen in the newly established and lavishly ornamented Dome of the 
Rock (688-91), the Great Mosque of Damascus (construction began in 
705), and the Great Mosque of Mabinah, which replaced the original 
Mosque of the Prophet on the same site (construction began in 705).& The 
trend for mosque surface ornamentation in particular, and design elabora- 
tion in general, continued through the golden era of the succeeding 
‘Abbasid era and indeed persisted through time in all parts of the Islamic 
world. 

The fervent patronage of successive caliphs, governors, and comman- 
ders brought about a steady accretion of architectural works that, at least 
in part, tended to glorify the concept of power. Many of the religious mas- 
terpieces that have come down to us attest to the political ambitions of the 
reigning powers within the geographic and historical domains of Islam. 
Therefore, we can make a reasonable distinction between the architectur- 
al heritage of dynastic- or doctrine-driven states, such as the Umayyads of 
a1 Andalus, the Fa.timids of Egypt and Tunisia, the Safavids of Persia, and 
the Ottomans of Turkey. 

Although the political ambitions behind erecting religious edifices 
remained potent, the commanding regimes refrained from suppressing the 
religious functions contained within. The position of Islam on the infusion 
of religion and state seems, on the one hand, to have aided the patron in the 
“power” design of the edifice and, on the other, to have guaranteed the 
prosperity of the mosque’s religious and communal functions. In its true 
sense, Islam’s joining of religion and state implies harmony and unison 
between the two, and in its intended practice the support for either religion 
or state would mean support for Islam. This interpretation could lead us to 
say that the amazing multitude, quality, and geographic spread of mosque 
architecture, especially as regards calligraphic inscriptions and elements of 
omamentation, leave no doubt about the importance placed on the visual 
sensory language in communicating religious ideology as well as govern- 
ing powers. 

Surface Arts of the Mosque: A Characterization 

The following discussion characterizes inscriptions and omamenta- 
tion, which are the dual components of mosque surface arts. It deals with 
such topics as the themes of calligraphic inscriptions, the options of Kiifk 
and cursive scripts used, the dedicated agents of ornamentation (geometry, 
arabesque, and polychromy), and the effect of the architectural spatial con- 
text both on the locational deployment of surface arts and on the potential 
engendering of three-dimensional plastic schemes of ornamentation. 

The themes conveyed by inscription and celebrated by omamentation 
vary. Conceivably, many themes were derived from and communicated 
through the language of the Qur’an. The choice of the verse or phrases to 
be displayed correlate well with the intended message and nature of the 
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building part on which the message would appear. This feature is evident 
on numerous components and objects of the mosque, such as the minaret, 
mihrdhs, domes, and even glass light lamps. For example, the shuhdduh 
(profession of faith) often appears at the top of minarets:' The mihrdb 
phrase of Qur'an 3:37 adorns the surface of many mihrdb~,~' as does the 
Verse of the Throne (2:225), which exalts the attributes of God:' Light, a 
very recurring theme in the Qur'an, graces medieval mihribs through text 
from the Qur'an's Siirut ul Niir (the Chapter of Light) inscribed around or 
within the mihrib niche.w The same verse also graces mosque lamps made 
of Syrian glass." The busmuluh, the opening phrase of every Qur'anic 
siruh except one, is found in great abundance on a variety of locations 
within the mosque. 

In addition to the Qur'anic text, glorious names and patronage phras- 
es appear throughout in the mosque. The names of God, the prophet 
Muhammad, and the Rightly Guided Caliphs occupy, often separately, 
conspicuous positions on surfaces. The names of 'Ah and Husayn, rather 
than those of the Rightly Guided Caliphs, dominate Shi'i sanctuaries." 
Oftentimes, inscriptions depict historical information concerning patron- 
age, the date of construction, and other facts.'3 

Mosque surface epigraphy employed a repertoire of contemporary 
Kiific and cursive scripts that had already burgeoned on the pages of the 
Qur'an or the surfaces of existing buildings. Indeed, the cursive scripts 
actually reach their apex in mosque  application^.'^ The ever-developing 
nature of this repertoire put at the inscriber's disposal a growing number 
of scripts that could be for diverse applications. Inscribers chose from the 
arrays of Kufic and cursive scripts and applied them individually or in 
combination to building interiors and exteriors. For example, "omamen- 
tal" Kiific inscriptions are the sole adornments of the stucco mihrdh found 
in the Mosque of Ibn Tiilih (1094) at Fus.&.t, Egypt." This same type of 
script surrounds mihrdx in the Great Mosque of C6rdoba (began 786) and 
the mosque of the Aljaferia Palace in Zaragoza (second half of the 
eleventh century).56 One of the earliest applications of cursive inscriptions 
belongs to the early Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. Here, a 
band of Thuluth fine script crowns the eight-sided exterior wall, and a sim- 
ilar Thuluth band above the springing of the dome encircles the round 
drum." Another striking example of a dominant cursive script in stucco 
work is found in the 11-Khiinid mihrdb of Uljaytu ( 13 lo), located in the 
Jmi' Mosque of Isfahiin, Iran." 

Cursive and Kufic inscriptions coalesced to engender large numbers 
of calligraphic patterns, with the Kiifk component often fusing an ortho- 
dox character to the composition. The inscriptions on the dome of the 
Safavid Masjid-i S h a  (c. 1613) in Isfahiin integrate not only types but also 
levels of inscriptions." The dominant inscription band on the drum locat- 
ed just below the dome base displays JaIi Thulth, and the lower bands 
depict square ornamental Kiific praising the Prophet and glorifying the 
power and unity of God. A second and more subtle level of inscription 
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occupies the background of the lower bands without encroaching on the 
visual integrity of the principal script. A more ornamental scheme of com- 
posite calligraphy in brickwork bands rises high on the exterior wall of 
Arahi-Dm-ka-Jhonpra Mosque in Ajmer, India (c. 1200). Here, the first 
band of knotted and foliated Kufic juxtaposes two parallel bands below 
Indian Thuluth, and all inscriptions project out to add a bold three-dimen- 
sional, plastic quality.M1 

Regardless of the theme sought or the script elected, calligraphic 
inscriptions almost always integrate a rich realm of ornamentation."' 
Indeed, inscriptions and ornamentation unite to offer the best visual 
design that the capabilities of architectural materials and implementation 
techniques could muster. The results are dazzling. 

Mosque ornamentation makes an impressive use of the diversified 
repertories of geometry, arabesque, and polychromy. In this sense, 
mosque ornamentation is comparable with Qur'anic illumination, 
although its use differs in a number of aspects. Two salient aspects 
include the extent of the field and plasticity. Mosque spaces offer an 
extensive amount of surface, whereas the Qur'an presents a defined area 
limited by the requirements of a fixed body of text. The mosque edifice, 
although it has a two-dimensional surface, also offers a potentially three- 
dimensional, plastic treatment, whereas the Qur'an possesses only a two- 
dimensional plane surface. The difference in each aspect has implications 
for the use of ornamentation in the mosque. 

The extensiveness of the mosque's surface fields influences the use of 
ornamentation in relation to calligraphic inscriptions, for it is accepted that 
architectural ornamentation enhances calligraphic inscriptions on the 
available mosque surfaces. The examples given earlier in regard to inscrip 
tions support this postulate. However, our understanding of the relation- 
ship or spatial integration between the two arts is conditioned considerably 
by their spatial proximity on the actual surface. This proximity premise 
allows a set of relationship levels that may be described as close, associa- 
tive, or independent. These levels, which are verifiable by endless case 
examples, are generalized for convenience and may not always have clear 
boundaries. A close level relationship brings ornamentation into a high 
order of spatial integration with inscriptions located within a well-defied 
and unified scheme. Many mihrdhs are rich environments for this level of 
integration.6' An associative level relationship maintains some degree of 
spatial integration, as when the ornamentation occurs around a specific 
surface already occupied by a scheme of the close relationship type."' An 
independent level of relationship maintains hardly any spatial integration, 
as when the omamentation is located far away from an inscriptional treat- 
ment, thus declaring no direct alliance with that treatment. 

The ability to manipulate the three-dimensional nature of a given archi- 
tectural form engendered a vast array of innovative plastic works in mosque 

Skilled building designers and omamentors imparted the 
quality of plasticity through the simple principle of spatially positioning 
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ornamental devices in planes deviating from the receiving surface plane. 
The task, in other words, involves effecting projections and recessions in 
relation to a reference two-dimensional plane surface, such as a wall, for 

The devices and materials employed in plastic, or relief, work 
are abundant and varied. 

The plastic ornamentation schemes use devices similar to those of the 
two-dimensional ornamentation. These ornamental motifs and patterns 
involve such items as circles, polygons, stars, chevrons, spirals, medal- 
lions, rosettes, flowers, leaves, shells, and lamps.M An ornamental device 
that adds to the grandeur of religious as well as secular buildings is the 
rnuqarms. Originglly thought of as having the structural function of help 
ing to fit weighty round domes over a square compartment below, the 
rnuqarnas developed into a visually expressive device6' that, when com- 
bined in groups, yielded a striking honeycomb-like composition. In addi- 
tion to its use at the meeting points of the dome and the upper comers of 
square rooms, the rnuqarna~ was used ornamentally in mosque portals, 
rnihrdhs, and Iwdns (an Iranian shrine feature consisting of a large niche 
with portals opening onto a mosque court).@ No exterior or interior part of 
the mosque escaped, at one time or another, relief composing worked out 
from the wide range of devices previously outlined. The result is an innu- 
merable variety of compositions on entrance portals, building friezes, 
domes, minarets, walls, rnihrdhs, rninhars, and windows. 

In effecting the relief artwork successfully, ornamental schemes capi- 
talize on the properties of the materials used. Although wood, stone, and 
various metals were used in relief work, stucco and bfick were probably 
the most common because of their workability and the abundance of raw 
material. Stucco, a highly shapable material, appeared in carved and mold- 
ed forms and was sometimes painted lavishly. Carved stucco prospered in 
all parts of the Islamic world and was given an added impetus by inven- 
tive Iranian artisans, who adapted it to accommodate curvilinearly-based 
floral ~atterns.6~ This innovative development was responsible for such 
splendid stucco works as seen in the mdp-ftb of Uljaytu of the Masjid-i 
Jmi' of IsfahSn (13 10). 

Brick, a material that is conveniently workable into structures, is of 
inherent visual expressiveness when exposed. Ornamentally patterned 
brickwork prospered more in the East, especially in the Smwid  tombs of 
Bukhm in the first half of the tenth century and the monumental Sejluq 
minarets, such as those of the Mosque of Damghw, Iran (1026-29);" 
Seljuq masons introduced unique projection or recession techniques in 
laying out brickwork and even went to the length of carving or molding 
plaster joints to further ornamental effects." 

Conclusion 

The glory of the Qur'an, the book arts of the Qur'an, and the surface 
arts of the mosque have maintained a harmonic relationship throughout 
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Islamic history The sacredness of the Qur’an is a supreme concept for the 
Muslim. The powers of its language, knowledge, and guidance sought out 
and engaged triumphantly the intellectual and emotional capacities of the 
Muslims. To signify the veneration in which the book is held and the 
believers’ gratitude to God, the Muslim community mobilized for produc- 
ing what amounts to a visually compatible book masterpiece. 

The revered words of the revelation had to be written in a permanent 
and clear manner. This need prompted the Rightly Guided Caliphs, espe- 
cially ‘Uthmw, to compile the revelation in a single volume and make 
copies of it available to the expanding provinces of the state. This assured 
the Qur’an’s integrity and propagation during the early and crucial period 
of Islam. To enhance the clarity of the Qur’anic text, early Muslims intro- 
duced a series of reforms into the Arabic script that laid out rules for its 
correct writing and reading. These reforms guarded against diversification 
in exercising these cherished activities and, at the same time, gave non- 
Arab converts access to accurate and correct copies of the Qur’an from the 
outset. 

The beautiful word had to be written in a beautifid fashion. The 
Muslim genius unleased to bring about, at a highly accelerated rate, a 
range of approaches on how to write and adorn artistically the sacred 
word. These approaches became known as the fine arts of calligraphy and 
illumination or, in sum, the sacred arts of the Qur’an. From the outset, the 
art of calligraphy defined two families of script: the Kufic and the cursive. 
The angularity and majesty of Kiific scripts explain their use in slruh 
headings and frontispieces of the Qur’an, while the flowing characteristics 
and adaptability of the cursive scripts were perfect vehicles for writing the 
main body of the text. In both KSic and cursive, inventive calligraphers 
continued to add new styles over the centuries. Illumination enhanced aes- 
thetically the message and the elegance of calligraphy. The organizational 
structure of the Qur’an offered opportunities for illumination, such as that 
of the slruh heading. Illuminators put f t h  superb illumination schemes 
by the judicious use of geometric shapes, arabesque motifs, and colors. 

As a center for worship and communal camaraderie, the mosque 
assumes a distinctively revered status among Islamic institutions. 
Departing from the necessity-driven designs of the early Islamic period 
and beginning with the Umayyad caliphate in 661, the design of the 
mosque as a building type witnessed drastic transformations in planning 
and surface finish. In keeping with the holy stature of the mosque, the 
search focussed on finding a suitable way to celebrate the edifice. The 
already considerable body of Qur’anic works in calligraphy and illumina- 
tion served as artistic models for adorning the surfaces of the mosque in 
the form of calligraphic inscriptions and architectural ornamentation. 
Inscription themes were derived from the Q d a n  or subjects of digious 
nature. Inscription types imitated the variety of Qur’anic K f i c  and cur- 
sive scripts. S y, building ornamentation schemes borrowed freely 
from the illumination repertoke of the Qurlan. Thus, the visual design 
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schemes that appeared on the building surfaces included Qur’anic motifs 
and patterns. 

The spatial content of the mosque differentiated, in outcome, the sur- 
face arts of the building from the sacred arts of the Qur’an. The results 
appear in the way inscriptions and Ornamentation schemes were spatially 
integrated and in the fact that building surfaces afforded plastic and three- 
dimensional treatments. However, the glorification of the word of God 
remains a common pursuit of both arts. 
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