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INTRODUCTION

The Al-Ashab Mosque in Quanzhou, China stands as a remarkable architectural testament to
the rich history of Islamic cultural exchange and the enduring presence of Muslim communities
in premodern China. As the sole surviving example of its kind, this venerable mosque has long
been recognized for its historical significance. Yet, the wealth of information contained within
its intricate Qur’anic inscriptions remains an understudied aspect. This study seeks to provide
a comprehensive analysis of the mosque's epigraphic program, illuminating how these carefully
crafted inscriptions reflect the local Muslim community's religious beliefs and practices and
articulate key architectural and devotional concepts that shaped the experiential qualities of the
sacred space.

While previous scholarship (Dasheng & Weiji, Quanzhou Qinzhensi Shiji Xinkao, 1983),
(Dasheng, 1984), (Wenliang, 1983), (Wahbi, 2000), (Cheng, 2003), (Wang, 2009), (Bianting,
2011), (Chen, 2015), (Guiping, 2017), (Hagras, 2021) and (Hagras, 2023) has acknowledged
the existence and historical importance of the Al-Ashab Mosque's inscriptions, this paper offers
a more nuanced and contextualized examination of their thematic content and functional
integration within the architectural framework. By closely analyzing the Qur’anic verses,
dedicatory inscriptions, and their strategic placement throughout the mosque, the study
uncovers insights into how the epigraphic elements conveyed religious and spiritual meanings,
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mediated the liturgical and ritual activities of the congregants, and contributed to the overall
aesthetic expression of the structure.

Furthermore, this research situates the Al-Ashab Mosque's inscriptions within the broader
discourse on the interplay between Islamic epigraphy, architecture, and devotional practices,
illuminating how the careful selection of Qur’anic passages and calligraphic styles articulated
key religious concepts, such as the centrality of prayer, the significance of orientation towards
the qibla, and the notion of moderation in faith. In doing so, the study provides a window into
the intellectual and spiritual world of the medieval Muslim community in Quanzhou, revealing
how patrons (Ameen 2019) and artisans manifested their religious identity and aspirations
through the built environment.

By thoroughly examining the inscriptions of the Al-Ashab Mosque, this paper contributes to a
deeper understanding of the complex cultural exchanges and religious dynamics that shaped
the Islamic presence in premodern China. It also highlights the need for further research on
Muslim communities' material and textual evidence in various regions of China, which remains
an understudied area in Islamic studies and architectural history.
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Fig. 1 A map shows the location Fig. 2 Location of the Al-Ashab
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Fig. 3. General view

of the Quanzhou city (Niziolek, Mosque.
2015) (Google Maps) of the Mosque
METHODOLOGY

The study adopted a multifaceted approach to investigate the Arabic inscriptions adorning the
Al-Ashab Mosque in Quanzhou, China. This involved detailed on-site documentation and
photographic analysis to contextualize the inscriptions within the architectural framework,
rigorous textual analysis to elucidate the thematic content and religious significance of the
Qur’anic verses, and examination of the inscriptions' aesthetic and calligraphic qualities to gain
insights into the artistic sensibilities and skilled craftsmanship that produced them. The
placement of the inscriptions in relation to the mosque's key liturgical and ritual elements, such
as the mihrab and qibla orientation, was critically analyzed to shed light on how they reinforced
the sacred purpose of the space and mediated the religious experiences of the congregants.
Situating the inscriptions within their broader historical context and drawing comparisons with
other examples of Islamic epigraphy in China and beyond further revealed their role as products
of cultural exchange, knowledge transmission, and the evolution of Islamic artistic and
religious practices in a transnational setting.

THE MOSQUE AND ITS INSCRIPTIONS

Quanzhou's Al-Ashab Mosque, a testament to the vibrant Islamic presence in medieval China,
was originally constructed in 1009-1010 AD during the Northern Song Dynasty. Extensive
renovations were undertaken in 1310-1311 AD by Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Qudsi al-Shirazi,
ensuring its preservation. This unique architectural relic, one of the “Top Ten Famous
Religious Architectures in China,” offers invaluable insights into the religious, cultural, and
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architectural aspects of the Muslim community in medieval China. Its Arabic inscriptions, in
particular, provide a rich historical and religious narrative, making it a significant resource for
scholars studying Islamic history and Sino-Islamic relations. In addition to the construction
inscription, The Al-Ashab Mosque has 12 Arabic inscriptions carrying Qur'anic verses (Fig.
4).
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1. Inscniption of the Portal 6. The Man Mihrab I1. The fifth Mihrab.
-3 Inscription of the facade 7. The first Mihrab 12. The sixth Mihrab
B 3 Inscription of the Prayer Hall entrance. 8. The second Mihrab.

4 Inscniption band of the Prayer Hall 9. The third Mihrab

Fig. 4 Shows locations of the inscriptions in the mosque.
INSCRIPTION A: ARABIC FOUNDATION INSCRIPTION

The Al-Ashab Mosque is the only mosque in Quanzhou that has preserved its foundation
inscription, which provides the date of construction, the founder’s name, and titles. It is placed
above the northern entrance, which leads to a staircase facing the prayer hall's entrance. The
foundation inscription is in Arabic, executed in engraved thuluth script over two lines (Fig. 5).
It reads as follows:

ilall g Ll 5 palalls . potial] g Giiel)  passal) & slaal) dasall J38 IS ()Y [238] Jib 6 elil] aanse S5l )
Lo Dladlf ) sS3al) 455 )55 (o (uino Lo 2 oy suill 5 pngl) (o Dilary )f disw ey )5 5 Al LS5 cilaua ¥/ s
ilanis s _pde v gy Ui A e s3] Aol s I lall 5 8 30 515 ol 5 (Al GLED I3 (sl s .., 2335 55 sac/
ey disle Gpaly 4 dl) jie (5l pdl] 8 ) alay iy prall il sans Sy daaf Mad ) Gl sal Llh 5 jagl]
“qlf,

“The first mosque for people on this area (I think the translation of =¥ here should be ‘area’ or
‘place’ since the Arabic context doesn’t refer to earth but rather this specific land in China) was this
blessed mosque called the archaic and sacred ... with the mosque and street called the Al-Ashab
Mosque. That was in the year four hundred of the Prophet's Hijra. It was renovated and renewed three
hundred years later than the date above... The high Iwan-Arch, the magnificent portico, the elegant
portal, and the new windows were built by Ahmad bin Muhammad al-Qudsi, known as Hajji Rukn al-
Shirazi, who completed it in the year seven hundred and ten after the Hijra, seeking the pleasure of
Allah Almighty. May Allah forgive him along with those who collaborated with him for the sake of
Muhammad and his family”

10 AH/ 1310-1311 AD

e — =
Fig. 5 The construction inscription 7
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THE QUR’ANIC INSCRIPTIONS IN AL-ASHAB MOSQUE

There are 12 Qur'anic inscriptions in Al-Ashab Mosque in terms of place. From the exterior,
along with the direction towards the qibla side, the first qur'anic inscriptions were engraved
above the leading portal of the mosque. The second one is placed on the upper part of the
mosque's main facade. The third qur'anic inscription is located above the entrance to the prayer
hall. The other nine qur'anic inscriptions decorate the qibla wall, including an inscription band
that runs horizontally on the upper part of the qibla wall. A similar qur'anic inscription frieze
adorns the arch of the mihrab’s conch, and seven qur'anic quotations executed in horizontal
one-line strips occupy the mihrab’s niches and hoods. Selected Qur'anic quotations
demonstrate understanding and full immersion in Islamic culture. Qur'anic verses are engraved
on stone in the thuluth script. The mastery and quality of executing the inscriptions indicate
that the person(s) who engraved them was experienced in this art and had a perfect command
of Arabic, thus we case assume that he was one of the Arab craftsmen there (Hagras, 2021).

Inscription 1: The portal’s inscription

The entrance opening is crowned with a type of pointed arch; atop this arch is a horizontally
rectangular stone inscriptiion panel (Figures 7-8). Engraved on this panel the Surat (Qur'anic
chapter) Al-Imran verses 18 to the first part of verse 19 (All transliterations and translations of
qur'anic verses included are after (Qur'an, n.d.): It reads:

Arabic Qur'anic Text Transliteration Translation

Shahida Allahu '"Annahu  “Allah "Himself” is a Witness that
Y AR szt La'llaha 'llla Huwa Wa Al-  there is no god "worthy of worship’
iE (j’d“f }j}’b i, Mald'ikatu— Wa 'Ulit Al-  except Him—and so are the angels

s v Gt e sy Imi Qd'imdan Bil-Qisti and people of knowledge. He is the
4»\).:4{-“ fj‘ ‘i\\ 4 ML; La'lldha  'llla  Huwa Al- Maintainer of justice. There is no god
all e ol O (1 8))‘:?‘%% "Azizu Al-Hakimu (18) "worthy of worship” except Him—the

"(19) . 3YY ng Ad-Dina Inda Allahi Al- - Almighty, All-Wise. [18] Certainly,
'Islamu ... (19) Allah’s only Way is Islam ...[19]”

Inscription 2: The facade’s inscription

The upper part of the mosque's prayer hall's exterior fagade is characterized by a qur'anic
inscription horizontal band that quotes the entire verses of Surat Al-Insan (The Human)
(Figures 9-10). Surat Al-Insan, also known as Ad-Dahr (The Time), the 76" chapter of the
Qur’an, elucidates the significance of prayer (salah) within the broader context of the human
condition and the path to spiritual fulfillment. The verses highlight the creation of humanity,
endowed with the faculties of perception and cognition, as a test of faith wherein the individual
is guided towards gratitude and righteous conduct. The Qur’anic passages explicitly reference
the spiritual devotion of the righteous, manifested through night-long prostrations and standing
in prayer, as a means to attain the ultimate reward of Paradise. This direct association between
the practice of prayer and the eternal consequences in the afterlife underscores the centrality of
salah as a pivotal spiritual discipline that encapsulates humans' relationship with Allah, their
response to divine guidance, and their quest for eternal salvation.
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Fig. 8 Inscription of the entrance N Fig. 9 The Main fqde of the osqu

Fig. 10 Inscription of the facade Fig.11 Entrance of the Prayer Hall’s inscription
Inscription 3: Above the entrance leading to the prayer hall

Above the entrance leading to the prayer hall we have carved verses 125 and 127 of Surat Al-
Bagarah. 1t is written in a beautiful style over three strips within the humped pointed arch
above the entrance leading to the musalla, i.e., prayer hall (Figure 11). It reads:
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Arabic Qur'anic Text

Al ) olie e 1588515
ey P
S5 Sl 5 Cpaiidall

(125) "o 5551

2 Al Al 53 &5 35"
O 55 dela) s el e
Madall faldd) Cif o) s
(127)

Transliteration

“... Wa Attakhidhii Min Magami
'Ibrahima Musallan ... 'An
Tahhira Baytiya Liltta'ifina

Wa Al-"Akifina Wa Ar-

Rukka'i As-Sujadi” (2: 125)

Wa 'Idh Yarfau 'Ibrahimu Al-
Qawaida Mina Al-Bayti Wa
'Isma ‘tlu Rabbana Tagabbal

Minna 'Innaka 'Anta As-Sami'u
Al-"Alimu (2: 127).

Translation

Use the shrine of Abraham as a
place of prayer. Sanctify My
House for those who circle
around it, and those who seclude
themselves in it, and those who
kneel and prostrate.

As Abraham raises the
foundations of the House,
together with Ishmael, "Our
Lord, accept it from us, You are
the Hearer, the Knower.

The direct function and meaning of the selected verses and their specific quotes concerning
prayer, the mosque building, and the patrons’ prayers and supplications to Allah to accept their
construction of this mosque are clear.

Inscription 4:

Another set of nine qur’anic inscriptions beautifies the qibla wall. The second example of the
entire qur'anic surah is found on an inscription band that runs horizontally on the upper part
alongside the gibla wall, displaying the Surat An-Naba’> (The News), the 78" chapter of the
Qur'an (Figure 12). The central mihrab protrusion “magsurah” cuts this inscription band into
two halves, flanking it.

The verses of Surah An-Naba’' underscore the centrality of prayer (salah) within the broader
framework of the imminent Day of Judgment and the eternal dichotomy of outcomes for the
righteous and the wicked. The passages highlight the skepticism and disagreement among the
disbelievers regarding the Afterlife, positioning prayer as a means to cultivate a firm belief in
Allah's providence and the inevitability of reckoning. Furthermore, the Qur’anic depiction of
the contrasting fates of the virtuous and the sinful reinforces the significance of prayer as a
spiritual discipline that facilitates the attainment of righteousness and the securement of
salvation in the Hereafter. Ultimately, the verses of this chapter establish a direct correlation
between the believer's engagement in prayer and their accountability before the divine,
emphasizing the pivotal role of salah in the Islamic tradition.

e i'-"-“-"ﬁ' % L] = 1}

Fig. 12 Inner inscription band of the prayer hall
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Inscription 4: Inscriptions of Mihrab’s Maqsurah (Iwan)

The Mihrab’s magsurah has an inscription band that runs horizontally on the upper part
alongside its three walls, displaying verse 143 of Surat Al-Baqarah (Figure 13a, b). This
inscription runs starting from the northern wall forming the I1 shape and reads:

Arabic Qur'anic Text Transliteration Translation

Thus We made you a moderate
community, that you may be
witnesses to humanity, and that
the Messenger may be a witness
to you. We only established the
direction of prayer, which you
once followed, that We may
distinguish those who follow the
Messenger from those who turn
on their heels. It is indeed
difficult, except for those whom
God has guided. But God would
never let your faith go to waste.
God is Kind towards the people,
Merciful.

“Wa Kadhalika Ja'alnakum
oL gt s oo 'Ummatan Wasataan Litakiind
LLM? M‘fs%h‘ﬂéfs,’: Shuhada'a "Ala An-Nasi Wa
] wt.d\‘ G“; f\f@‘f" s 53 Yakiina Ar-Rasilu *Alaykum
"‘*‘7‘ aale Jaudl 0585 Shahidaan Wa Ma Ja'alna Al-
S A4l Wes a5 Qiblata Allati Kunta *Alayha 'llla
JsuHll it 02 sk Y) W3le  Lina'lama Man Yattabi'u Ar-
U5 amie e (g ae  Rasiila Mimman Yangalibu *Ala
6% Gl e ‘z{\ 521 &88 "Agibayhi Wa 'In Kanat
| AN S8 s iy Lakabiratan 'Tlla *Al4 Al-Ladhina
i gp ol il A g ?’5_,1_“:‘\ H?,dé Allahu Wa Ma Kana Allahu
’(1 43 2) ?"*J LiyudT'a 'Imanakum ' Inna Allaha
Bin-Nasi Lara'tfun Rahimun”
(2: 143).

The selection of these qur’anic verses suits the Mihrab’s Maqsurah in terms of place and
function; it delineates the Islamic principle of moderation (wasatiyyah) and its manifestation
in the practice of orientation towards the Qibla, underscoring their deeper significance within
the framework of faith and devotion.

Fig. 13a. Insriptins of the Magsurah . Inscriptions of the Maqsurah

Inscriptions of the Main Mihrab

The niche of the main mihrab, the focal point of the magsurah and the whole prayer hall, has
seven inscription friezes carved to read from the hood towards down, starting with the shahada,
the first pillar of Islam, then six different and not sequenced qur’anic inscriptions; among them
the fourth and seventh strips have two different verses sequenced without any kind of
separation in the same panel (Figure 14), also the qur’anic quotation of the sixth strip ends with
the second part of the shahada “Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah”. They read as follows:
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Ser. Arabic Qur'anic Text Transliteration Translation
TIs s 1= A 1= There is no God but Allah,
1 A J sy dana ) W) ALY La Tlaha 'Tlla Allah_ _ Muhammad is the
Muhammadun Rastilu Allah
Messenger of Allah
FPE Y‘ E A AP Wa Ma Ars.a‘l?aka_ H{? We did not send you except
2 107 :21 «slai¥)) "padladl Rahmatan Lil alamina” (Al- as mercy to mankind
(107:21 «sbei¥) "oaelal 0 v 21:107). y :
“'Innama Wa Liyukumu Allahu
C)ﬁj‘j QJ’}L 5 4 éjsi‘b L‘ﬁ}" Wfa Rasuluhu Wa Al-Ladhina Ypur allies are God, and
SRR R IR "Amanii Al-Ladhina His Messenger, and those
° O ) | s - _ : s
Ny S b 5 B Jl\ . £, Yugimiina As-Saldata Wa who believe"”’those who
QoS ; f”:j;‘} Yu'utiina Az-Zakaata Wa pray regularly, and give
(55 :5 @3} pn Rakiana” (A1-Ma'idah, 5:  charity, and bow down.
55).
G143 Il ) ek " Wa Ma Muhammadun 'llla Muhammad is no more than
" UL AT Rasiilun Qad Khalat M
418 (e ; . s a messenger. Messengers
-~ Min Qablihi Ar-Rusulu” ('ali .
(144 :3 o) e J)) “Imran, 3: 144) have passed on before him
e g s - .7~  Muhammad is not the
4 B T L ,Ma Kana Muhammadun 'Aba ¢ ./ ¢ any of your men;
G5 4 O oSl s 'Ahadin Min Rijalikum Wa .
FE P NPV RS N E RN ENy) . _ . but he is the Messenger of
33l a¥) " Gl Lakin Rasila Allahi God, and the seal of the
) =53 "o Wa Khatama An-Nabiyina” (Al- ’ . .
(40 AfLab. 33: 40) prophets. God is Cognizant
PTTn s of everything.
. And when Jesus son of
e wzn .y Wa'ldh Qala “Isa Abnu Mary said, "O Children of
hr"“J“‘jU“ e dlf A3 ~ Maryama Ya Bani 'Isra'ila 'Inni Israel, I am God's
/i*-“‘ dsed d—”‘)“‘ = Rasilu Allahi 'llaykum Messenger to you,
5 O (5% (o W Bxian 55;‘5‘ Musaddiqaan Lima Bayna confirming what preceded
b Jske e 15838580550 Yadayya Mina At-Tawraati Wa ~ me of the Torah, and
" 3} A gaxs e Mubashshirdan Birasilin Ya'tt  announcing good news of a
(6 :61 «aall) Min Ba'di Asmuhu 'Ahmad ...”  messenger who will come
-Saf, 61: 6). after me, whose name is
(As-Saf, 61: 6) fi h i
Ahmad ...
L .. . ‘“Huwa Al-Ladhi 'Arsala It is He who sent His
b sl Jud) @ 58" Rasalahu Bil-Hudd Wa Dini Al- - Messenger with the
el e s el Al a5 Hagqi Liyuzhirahu “Ala Ad-Dini - guidance and the religion of
"k AL &5 4&  Kullihi Wa Kafd Billahi truth, to make it prevai
6 gl Wy K548 Kullihi Wa Kafa Billah h ke it p 1
(28 :48 «zdlly Shahidaan” (Al-Fath, 48: 28). over all religif)ns. God
suffices as Witness.
& J a5 2% Allah Muhammadun Muhammad is the
Rasiilu Allah Messenger of Allah
. L “Wa Mina An-Ndsi Man Yashri And amone the people is he
s 5 s oo WU Oa5" Nafahu Abtigha'a Mardaati who sells hgimse{)f seikin
Caghy A3 M e 2GS Allahi Wa Allahu Ra'iifun Bil- , | . kg
s adh "sde Tbadi” God's approval. God is kind
(207 :2 8 ad)) "Ll towards the servants.
7 (Al-Baqarah, 2: 207).

Al 8 A ) g
A 5) 55 amlial 355
(40 :90 ¢ 5l "z

“Thaniya Athnayni 'ldh Huma
F1 Al-Ghari 'Idh Yagiilu
Lisahibihi La Tahzan

'Inna Allaha Ma ana”
(At-Tawbah 90:40)

he was the second of two in
the cave. He said to his
friend, "Do not worry,
Allah is with us."

When analyzed collectively, the shahada and the Qur’anic verses of the central mihrab
illuminate the significance of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and the practice of
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salah (prayer) within the Islamic tradition. Surat Al-Anbiya, verse 107, establishes the Prophet
Muhammad’s universal mission of mercy. In contrast, Surat Al-Ma'idah, verse 55, underscores
the intimate relationship between believers, Allah, and the Prophet Muhammad, which is
manifested through salah and zakat. Surat Aal-Imran, verse 144, emphasizes that the Prophet
is a messenger like other prophets, while Surat At-Tawbah, verse 40, highlights the divine
protection and support granted to him during the pivotal migration. Additionally, Surat Al-
Ahzab, verse 40, affirms his unique status as the final Prophet. By considering the double
affirmation of the shahada, which emphasizes belief in Muhammad’s prophethood alongside
the aforementioned verses, one might refer to this central prayer niche as the Prophet
Muhammad’s mihrab.

Surat Al-Fath, verse 28, conveys the divine purpose of establishing the true religion of Islam,
while Surat As-Saff, verse 6, warns against the discrepancies between beliefs and practices that
are inherently linked to salah. Surat Al-Baqarah, verse 207, praises the believers' wholehearted
dedication. These verses weave together a comprehensive framework that highlights the
intricate connections between the Prophet Muhammad, the practice of salah, and the direction
to the gibla, elements fundamental to the expression and understanding of the Islamic tradition.

“Iimh af The Megairh

Thee saih Mibasis Tze filih Mikeab The foanh Mihrab T third Mibcah The sscond Mibreis The first M

Fig. 14 Inscritions of the Mai Fig. 15b Mihrabs of the Prayer Hall

Mihrab

Inscriptions of the prayer hall mihirabs

The qibla wall features two sides that flank the mihrab magsurah, or iwan; each side has two
large rectangular windows, accompanied by three lateral mihrabs. In total, there are six lateral
mihrabs on both sides (Figure 15-a,b), each adorned with epigraphical strips containing
qur’anic quotations. The three northern niches contain five inscription strips, while the southern
side includes four calligraphic panels. (figs 16-21)

The inscriptions from the north side, in order, are as follows:
The first Mihrab

This mihrab has four lines each in a panel engraved with four qur’anic verses of Surat 'Al' Imran
(Qur’an, 3: 189-192).
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Ser. Arabic Qur'anic Text Transliteration Translation
sl Al 4Bl To God belongs the
1 QKo dy ailis

el gll 8y
2 S SR 5 a5
G IV Y s

Lo all &y & Gyl

st e 5l

300 L gl G, N
R EPRE SOV

DU Qe s At Sl

4 Ce Cpallall e ‘uua‘
il

Wa Lillah Mulku As-Samawati
Wa Al-'Ardi Wa Allahu *Ala Kulli
Shay'in Qadirun ('ali "Imran: 189).

'Inna F1 Khalqi As-Samawati
Wa Al-'Ardi Wa Akhtilafi Al-
Layli Wa An-Nahari

La'ayatin Li'wli Al-'Albabi (‘ali
‘Imran: 190).

Al-Ladhina Yadhkuriina Allaha
Qiyamaan Wa Qu'tidaan Wa "Ala
Juniibihim Wa Yatafakkartina F1
Khalqi As-Samawati Wa Al-'Ardi
Rabbana Ma Khalaqta Hadha
Batilaan Subhanaka Fagina
*Adhaba An-Nari (‘ali "Imran:
191).

Rabbana 'Innaka

Man Tudkhili An-Nara

Faqad 'Akhzaytahu Wa Ma
LilzzalimTna Min 'Ansarin (‘ali
‘Imran: 192).

sovereignty of the heavens
and the earth. God has
power over all things.

In the creation of the
heavens and the earth, and
in the alternation of night
and day, are signs for
people of understanding.
Those who remember God
while standing, and sitting,
and on their sides; and they
reflect upon the creation of
the heavens and the earth:
"Our Lord, You did not
create this in vain, glory to
You, so protect us from the
punishment of the Fire."
"Our Lord, whomever You
commit to the Fire, You
have disgraced. The
wrongdoers will have no
helpers."

Surat Al Imran, Verses 189-192 articulate key Islamic cultural tenets related to salah (prayer),
emphasizing Allah's sovereignty over the heavens and the earth, which underpins the believer's
devotion. The verses invite contemplation of the natural world as a means of fostering
mindfulness in prayer, asserting that creation serves a higher purpose rather than being aimless.
Moreover, they highlight the necessity of remembering Allah in various states of existence,
suggesting that prayer is a continuous state of consciousness rather than a mere ritual.
Collectively, these elements underscore the integral role of salah in cultivating a profound and
multifaceted relationship between the believer and Allah.

Fig.18 The third mihra

Fig. 16 The first mihrab

Fig. 17 The second mihrab
Fig.16-18 Mihrabs of northern side of the Prayer Hall
The second mihrab

The second lateral mihrab has three qur’anic verses of Surat Lugman (Qur’an, 31: 29-31)
engraved over four inscriptive line-panels, and read:
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Ser. Arabic Qur'anic Text

b il 25300 G (s 5 o
| R
Sy gl &8 e & s

Jal é‘ s 3K Haally pal
2 St slasd Ly Al s i
allk (29)

U}L‘\"L‘U\}QA”JA‘&H‘UL
3 dﬂ‘u\}dku’ﬂjdw
BRSFATIEA

A 8 o L35 il B (5 A

) mb\we&ﬂd\w

4 DRE i (8 ey an
(1)

(31-29 31 <o)

The third mihrab

Transliteration
'Alam Tara 'Anna Allaha
Yiliju Al-Layla F1 An-Nahari Wa
Yiliju An-Nahara F1 Al-Layli Wa
Sakhkhara
Ash-Shamsa Wa Al-Qamara
Kullun
Yajr1 'lla 'Ajalin Musamman Wa
'Anna Allaha Bima Ta'maliina
Khabirun (29). Dhalika
Bi'anna Allaha Huwa Al-Haqqu
Wa 'Anna Ma Yad'iina
Min Diinihi Al-Batilu Wa
'Anna Allaha Huwa Al-"Aliyu Al-
Kabiru (Lugman: 30).

'Alam Tara 'Anna Al-Fulka Tajr1
Fi Al-Bahri Bini'mati Allahi

Liyuriyakum Min 'Ayatihi 'Inna F1

Dhalika La'ayatin Likulli Sabbarin
Shakirin (Lugman: 31).

Translation
Have you not seen how God
merges the night into the day, and
merges the day into the night?
That He subjected

the sun and the moon, each
running for a stated term? And
that God is Cognizant of
everything you do? (29) That is

because God is the Reality, and
what they worship besides Him is
falsehood, and because God is the
Exalted, the Supreme (30)

Have you not seen how the ships
sail through the sea, by the grace
of God, to show you of His
wonders? In that are signs for
every persevering, thankful
person (31)

The third lateral mihrab has the most famous qur’anic quote, ayat al-Kursi, the 255" verse of
Surat Al-Bagarah (Qur’an, 2: 255) engraved in a panel in four lines, and reads:

Ser. Arabic Qur'anic Text
N }@\@s\ﬁymw«m
1 u‘ﬁ A d e).\ YJ 4_\.“ ohl_i

L,l‘jLA.uJ\

sl 3 0a ga ¥l b g

2 u.ul.aeja_\‘\_mb‘ﬂcmcsm
YJ (,@S;ujeg_m\

V) e (a o0, & shand

3 u\jw\mﬁ&jcuw
GaoYls
éﬂ‘ﬁ)\-«@-khﬂﬂyj
(255 :2 <5 il ksl

Transliteration

Al-Lahu La 'llaha 'lllad Huwa Al-
Hayyu Al-Qayyimu La Ta'khudhuhu
Sinatun Wa La Nawmun Lahu Ma
F1 As-Samawati

Wa Ma Fi Al-'"Ardi Man Dha Al-Ladht
Yashfa'u “Indahu 'llla Bi'idhnihi
Ya'lamu Ma Bayna '"Aydihim Wa

Ma Khalfahum Wa La

Yuhitiina Bishay'in Min “Ilmihi 'llla
Bima Sha'a Wasi'a Kursiyuhu As-
Samawati Wa Al-'Arda

Wa La Ya'aduhu Hiffuhuma Wa
Huwa Al-"Aliyu Al-"Azimu
(Al-Bagarah, 2: 255).

Translation
God! There is no god except He, the
Living, the Everlasting. Neither
slumber overtakes Him, nor sleep. To
Him belongs everything in the
heavens
and everything on earth. Who is he
that can intercede with Him except
with His permission? He knows what
is before them, and what is behind
them; and they cannot

grasp any of His knowledge, except
as He wills. His Throne extends over
the heavens and the earth,

and their preservation does not
burden Him. He is the Most High,
the Great.

Ayat al-Kurst is an important verse in the Quran that describes key beliefs in Islam. It
emphasizes Allah's Oneness and power, showing that He is unique and has no intermediaries.
These beliefs are essential for a believer's devotion and prayers. After each obligatory prayer,
reciting ayat al-KursT helps strengthen the believer's faith and connection to Allah, who sustains

all existence.

The fourth and fifth mihrabs

The fourth and fifth lateral mihrabs have three qur’anic verses: four verses quoted from the
Surat An-Niir (Qur’an, 24: 35-38) engraved in nine lines, five belong to the fourth mihrab, and
four continue on fifth niche ending with the line the quotes the 56" verse from Surat Al-Ahzab.

They read as follows:
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Ser. Arabic Qur'anic Text Transliteration Translation
Inscriptions of the 4™ lateral mihrab
God is the Light of the

el gzl s Al

oyst Jia V3

EEN R P YT
NS P L EN N
e sl
PREPPELG PR gE
e Y3A85a

Al 515 ¢l L5 A
e Db HEALLE
Al gag3 5

2Ry ATl 5 i Qs 4l
(35) e o4

85 oA B3l sl
et A A1 AaL) s 2835

Al-Lahu Nuaru As-Samawati

Wa Al-'Ardi Mathalu Nurihi
Kamishkaatin Fiha Migbahun Al-
Misbahu FT Zujajatin

Az-Zujajatu Ka'annaha Kawkabun
Durriyun Yigadu Min Shajaratin
Mubarakatin Zaytiniatin La Sharq
tvatin Wa La Gharbiyatin

Yakadu Zaytuha Yudi'v Wa Law
Lam Tamsas/hu Narun Nirun "Ala
Nirin Yahdi Al-Lahu

Linuarihi Man Yasha'v Wa Yadribu
Allahu Al-'Amthala Lilnnasi Wa
Allahu Bikulli Shay'in

"Alimun (24:35)

F1 Buyitin 'Adhina Allahu

'"An Turfa'a Wa

Yudhkara Fiha Asmuhu Yusabbihu
Lahu Frha

heavens and the earth. The
allegory of His light is that
of a pillar on which is a
lamp. The lamp is within a
glass.

The glass is like a brilliant
planet, fueled by a blessed
tree, an olive tree, neither
eastern nor western.

Its oil would almost
illuminate, even if no fire
has touched it. Light upon
Light. God guides

to His light whomever He
wills. God thus cites the
parables for the people. God
is cognizant of everything.
In houses which God has
permitted to be raised, and
His name is celebrated
therein. He is glorified
therein,

Inscriptions of the 5™ lateral mihrab (Inscriptions of the 4" mihrab continued)

(36) Jua¥l3 33504
V53550 2eelS Y & Ja
lall ol 4l &30
Loz G880 8830 ol
;. i-’«i{.

(37) a5 Gl 4
lslae s Guaal Al 245530

ANy alisb (e 2A3 35
Sl i e 8 )0
(38)

Bil-Ghudiiwi Wa Al-'Asali (An-
Nigr: 36). Rijalun La

Tulhihim Tijaratun Wa Ld Bay ‘un
"An Dhikri Allahi Wa 'lgami As-
Salaati Wa 'Tta'i Az-

Zakaati  Yakhdfiina

Yawmaan Tatagallabu

Fihi Al-Qulabu Wa Al-

'"Absaru (An-Nur: 37).
Liyajziyahumu Allahu 'Ahsana Ma
"Amili

Wa Yazidahum Min Fadlihi Wa
Allahu Yarzuqu Man Yasha'u
Bighayri Hisabin (An-Nir: 38).

morning and evening. (36)
By men who neither trading
nor commerce distracts them

from God's remembrance,
and from performing the
prayers, and from giving
alms. They fear a Day
when hearts and sights are
overturned. (37) God will
reward them according to
the best of what they did,
and He will increase them
from His bounty. God
provides for whomever He
wills without

reckoning. (38)

End of the An-Niir verses (Qur’an, 24: 35-36) quoted on the 4" — 5" mihrabs
Then continued with a new qur’anic quote, the 56th verse from the Surat Al-'Ahzab

& s 25305 40 )
Gl G T e
Qe ) lia ) il

Lot 1 saly

'Inna Allaha Wa Mald'ikatahu
Yusalliina "Ala An-Nabiyi Ya
"Ayyuha Al-Ladhina 'Amanii Sallii
‘Alayhi Wa Sallimii Taslimaan
(Al-'Ahzab: 56).

God and His angels give
blessings to the Prophet. O
you who believe, call for
blessings on him, and greet
him with a prayer of
peace. (33:56)
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These Qur’anic verses emphasize the same issues discussed above, including the significance of
prayer (salah) and the remembrance of Allah in Islam. But the verses of Surat An-Nur
metaphorically depict divine light, highlighting prayer's transformative capacity in guiding
believers towards spiritual illumination, and they are linked with a symbolic meaning of the
mihrab in Islamic art and architecture. Additionally, the emphasis on continuous devotion and
the obligation to invoke blessings upon the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), as noted
in Surat Al-Ahzab, corresponds with the epigraphic program of the mihrabs especially those of
the main central mihrab.

Fig. 19 The fourth mihrab Fig. 20 The fifth mihrab

Fig. 21The sixth mihrab
Fig. 19-21 Mihrabs of the southern side of the Prayer Hall

The sixth mihrab

The sixth lateral mihrab has three qur'anic verses: the first is the last verse of Surat Al-Bagarah
(2: 286) engraved in panels in three lines, and partially on a fourth one. They continue on the
fourth and fifth strips of the niche with the 193" -194™ quoted from the Surat Al “Imran. They

read as follows:

Ser. Arabic Qur'anic Text

| 31 U () LRI Y 5
Yy, Bladl

;:.“l,, LE‘S’\‘):AEG;XI:,G]f;
20 Y55 WE e oall e
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3 Gl Gaa sl Bl ek g
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2 s _adl) G 3&H o sal)

Uiels W 13 (286

4 O el (% Lol
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L5155 (193 13«0l e
Yyelll) Je Uhe 5l

Transliteration

Rabbana La Tu'uakhidhna 'In
Nasina 'Aw 'Akhta’'na Rabbana
Wa La

Tahmil “Alayna 'Israan Kama
Hamaltahu “Ald Al-Ladhina Min
Qablina Rabband Wa La
Tuhammilnd

Ma La Tagata Lana

Bihi Wa A fu "Anna

Wa Aghfir Lana

Wa Arhamna 'Anta Mawlana
Fansurna "Ala

Al-Qawmi Al-Kafirina (2: 286).
Rabbana 'Innana Sami 'na
Mundadiaan Yunadr Lil'tmani 'An
"Aminii

Birabbikum Fa'amanna Rabban
a Faghfir

Lana Dhunitbana Wa

Kaffir "Anna Sayyi'atina Wa
Tawaffana Ma'a Al-'Abrari (3:
193). Rabbana Wa 'Atina Ma

Translation

"Our Lord, do not condemn us
if we forget or make a mistake.
Our Lord, do not

burden us as You have
burdened those before us. Our
Lord, do not burden us

with more than we have
strength to bear; and pardon us,
and forgive us, and have mercy
on us. You are our Lord and
Master, so help us against
the disbelieving people."(2:
286) "Our Lord, we have heard
a caller calling to the faith:
‘Believe in your Lord,' and we
have believed. Our Lord!
Forgive
us our sins, and remit our
misdeeds, and make us die in
the company of the virtuous."
(3: 193) "Our Lord, and give
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Y &ty dalal) a5 UAS  Wa'adtana ‘Alé Rusulika Wa La  us what You have promised us

:3 ) e J) ) Calds  Tukhzing Yawma Al- through Your messengers, and
(193 Qiyamati 'Innaka La do not disgrace us on the Day
Tukhlifu AI-M1 ada (3:194) of Resurrection. Surely You
never break a promise." (3:
194)

These Qur’anic verses highlight the significance of supplication (du'a) in salah (prayer) within
Islam. Surat Al-Bagarah, verse 286, reflects the believer's humility and dependence on Allah
for forgiveness, protection from burdens, and divine guidance. Surat Al ‘[mran, verses 193-
194, emphasizes the prayerful expressions of faith, requests for forgiveness, and the desire to
be among the righteous, while invoking divine promises. Reciting these verses during salah
enhances the believer's spiritual connection, fostering humility, contrition, and trust in Allah's
compassion and guidance.

The relationship between texts and its locations

There is no doubt that the text has the authority and ability to influence the audience and create
an intended cultural and aesthetic impact. The distinction between texts on arts and architecture
is only made to dispute that concept; which gives us explanations about the strength of the
authority of religious and historical texts on the one hand, and their impact on their recipient
audience across many eras on the other hand. The reason for the survival of these texts is
attributed to their authority and power, through which they seek immortality, survival, and the
achievement of their goals across successive eras; therefore, the text is the most influential
element that expresses thought, culture, and religion, and it is nothing but a translation of them.
As for the relationship between the text and architecture, it is a transmitter of the goal of that
architecture on the one hand, and it is also the best decorative means on the other hand.

However, the inscription above the main entrance to the mosque includes the message of Islam
and the concept of monotheism, and it was placed in a location that serves as a beacon for all,
to emphasize their religion in a country where most of its inhabitants are infidels who worship
idols, according to the expression of Ibn Battuta when he visited China (Ibn Battiitah, 1997).

As for Surat Al-Insan, which is engraved on the main facade of the mosque, this surah includes
important meanings. It deals with the creation of man and his freedom, then explains what
Allah has prepared for the righteous and good, and how to nurture the human soul. While, the
plaque on the door of the prayer house carries verses that indicate that its area is designated as
a prayer area and must be purified for prayer. It also highlights the virtue of building mosques,
following the example of Abraham and Ishmael.

As for the texts of the House of Prayer (what is this part, do you mean the qibla iwan?), Surat
An-Naba’ is engraved on the western wall. The Surah begins with a question that provokes the
reader and listener to be amazed, astonished, and to exaggerate the truth: “About what are they
asking one another about the great news, about which they differ?”” Then the Surah moves on
to draw attention to the power of Allah and the blessings He has created for people. Then, both
the scene of torment and the scene of bliss are presented. The Surah concludes with a
description of a near punishment on the Day when a man will observe what his hands have put
forth and the disbeliever will say, "Oh, I wish that I were dust.

Likewise, the inscriptions of the mihrab emphasize faith and belief in the change of the qibla,
which occurred in 624 AD, and started the turning is when Muslims faced the Ka'ba instead of
Al-Agsa Mosque in their prayers. Here, the artist was keen to link the text to the function of
the mihrab, as it indicates the direction of the qgibla towards Mecca. As for the six lateral
mihrabs of the mosque’s gibla wall, the inscriptions emphasize the steadfastness of faith and
Islam, as well as the greatness and power of Allah and the many blessings He has bestowed
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upon people. Most of the texts are religious texts including supplication (du'a) that call for
forgiveness, repentance, prayers, and peace upon the Prophet Muhammad, and encourage
zakat, charity, and good morals. All of these are Islamic teachings and a religious approach that
are among the constants and pillars of faith.

DISCUSSION

The epigraphical content found within the historical building serves a multifaceted purpose,
encompassing functional, aesthetic, and socio-philosophical dimensions. This content often
reflects the societal, philosophical, and Sufi concerns of its patrons, while also offering insights
into educational, cultural, and historical contexts, as well as the perceptions of both patrons and
the community.

It is evident that a comprehensive understanding of Islamic religious beliefs and figh was
crucial for the individuals responsible for the epigraphical program of the mosque. The existing
foundation inscription suggests that the individual responsible for the mosque's epigraphic
scenario was likely Ahmad bin Mohamed al-Qudsi, also known as Haji Rukn al-Shirazi, the
patron of the mosque's reconstruction. The inscription further implies the existence of a
supportive team assisting him in this endeavor.

\“\\’*°

W

Doct\rir?.‘alv :
Spirtual
Functional
Creation
Behaviour
>

Fig. 21 A conceptual diagram illustrates how mosque inscriptions communicate vital messages to Muslims,
emphasizing the significance of prayer and its impact within Islamic belief.

The qur'anic inscriptions within al-Ashab Mosque provide a comprehensive overview of key
elements and interconnections between Islam and prayer. These inscriptions encapsulate the
essence of Islam, including its Pillars, the declaration of faith (Shahada), the oneness of Allah,
and the prophethood of Muhammad (peace be upon him). Additionally, they emphasize the
belief in Allah, His angels, His revealed books, His messengers, and the Day of Judgment.
Notably, prayer, as the second of the five pillars of Islam, is intricately woven into these
inscriptions, underlining its significance and unique position as the only actional pillar that is
never excused, except for specific and limited days for women. Furthermore, the other pillars
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of Islam, namely Zakat, Sawm (fasting), and Hajj (pilgrimage), are also echoed in the mosque's
inscriptions.

The qur'anic inscriptions of the mosque not only elucidate the fundamental principles and
obligations of Islam but also elucidate how the worshipper should enact these principles. Prayer
(Salah), as the fundamental act of worship and the primary pillar in Islam, symbolizes
submission and humility towards Allah. It establishes a direct connection between worshippers
and their Creator, reflecting the spirit of servitude to Allah. The obligation to pray and to
perform it correctly stands as a prominent sign of a person's adherence to the Islamic faith.
Through prayer, the believer's faith in Allah's power, greatness, and the human need for Him
is exemplified. Moreover, the qur'anic epigraphic content emphasizes that Muslims who fulfill
the obligations of prayer and, in sequence, believe in fundamental related topics such as
creation, resurrection, reckoning, and the attributes of Paradise and Hell, will be rewarded with
Paradise. Conversely, Hell is the destination for those who neglect prayer due to their denial of
the aforementioned beliefs.

Investigating inscriptions within the Al-Ashab Mosque in Quanzhou reveals profound insights
into the complex religious and cultural dynamics of the medieval Muslim community in China.
The intricate tapestry of visual, aesthetic, and cultural considerations is worthy of in-depth
examination.

The inscriptions, executed in the elegant and highly calligraphic thuluth script, with a Chinese
twist to it, exemplify the technical mastery and artistic sensibilities of the artisans involved.
This elevated calligraphic style conveys a sense of grandeur and reverence that is befitting a
sacred edifice. The deliberate placement of the inscriptions strategically located above key
architectural features such as entrances, the mihrab, and the qibla wall, creates a harmonious
visual experience that accentuates the religious significance of the space. The abundant
Qur’anic verses, including entire Surahs An-Naba’ and Al-Insan, which gracefully wrap around
exterior and interior walls, foster a sense of immersive enveloping that submerges the
worshipper in the divine narrative. The profusion of inscriptions adorning the mosque's
surfaces contributes to a striking visual opulence, asserting a distinct Islamic identity that
distinguishes it from the more reserved architectural styles prevalent in local Chinese religious
structures.

The extensive display of Qur’anic inscriptions serves as a compelling visual assertion of the
Muslim community's religious and cultural identity amid Quanzhou's diverse religious
landscape through the lavish adornment of the mosque with calligraphic inscriptions, patrons
and artisans aimed to establish a visual counterpoint to the iconography of local Buddhist,
Taoist, and Confucian temples, which typically feature elaborate imagery, sculpture, and
ornamental symbolism. The strategic positioning of inscriptions, most notably the prominent
display of Qur’anic verses on the mosque's exterior fagade and the mihrab, can be interpreted
as asserting the importance of Islamic teachings and practices within the public sphere, vying
for recognition alongside other religious institutions. This emphasis on epigraphic
embellishment reflects the Muslim community's aspiration to carve out a distinct and
prominent visual presence, thereby affirming the significance of their faith in the local context
and potentially enticing new adherents through the evocative nature of the inscriptions.

While the inscriptions remain closely aligned with established Islamic calligraphic and textual
conventions, their presence within the Al-Ashab Mosque also illustrates the capacity of the
Muslim community to adapt and integrate within the broader cultural milieu of medieval China.
The selection and placement of specific Qur’anic verses, particularly those underscoring the
importance of prayer and the centrality of the qibla, reflect an acute awareness of the religious
needs and practices of the local congregation. The inclusion of dedicatory inscriptions
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commemorating the mosque's construction and renovation underscores its role as both a
physical manifestation of the community's religious identity and its integration within
Quanzhou's overarching social and political landscape. This synthesis of Islamic artistic
traditions with local architectural features highlights the dynamic cultural exchanges that
shaped Islam's visual and material expressions in premodern China, meriting further scholarly
exploration.

In summation, the inscriptions of the Al-Ashab Mosque serve as powerful visual and textual
testimonies to the vibrant Islamic presence in medieval Quanzhou. By employing a rich
tapestry of Qur’anic verses and sophisticated calligraphic styles, the mosque's patrons and
artisans have ingeniously crafted a sacred space that not only facilitates religious practice but
also asserts the community's distinct identity, engaging thoughtfully with the broader religious
and cultural milieu of the region.

CONCLUSION

The epigraphic program of the Al-Ashab Mosque in Quanzhou stands as a remarkable
testament to the enduring presence and religious vitality of the medieval Muslim community
in China. Through a comprehensive analysis of the mosque's carefully curated Qur’anic
inscriptions, this study has illuminated how the textual elements reflected the patron's and
artisans' deep religiosity and functioned as critical components in shaping the architectural
experience and articulating key religious concepts.

From the foundation to the Qur’anic verses adorning the mihrab and prayer hall, the
inscriptions collectively convey a multifaceted understanding of Islamic belief and practice.
The strategic placement of these inscriptions in relation to the mosque's functional and ritual
elements, such as the qibla orientation and the central mihrab, underscores their role in
reinforcing the space's sacred purpose and mediating the congregants' religious experiences.
The careful selection and calligraphic execution of the Qur’anic passages further reveal the
artistic sensibilities and theological sophistication of those responsible for the epigraphic
program.

By situating the Al-Ashab Mosque's inscriptions within the broader discourse on Islamic
epigraphy and architecture, this study has contributed to a nuanced understanding of how
textual elements functioned as both devotional aids and aesthetic embellishments in the
medieval Islamic world. The inscriptions' thematic content, which emphasizes the centrality of
prayer, the significance of orientation, and the notion of moderation, not only reflects the
patrons' religious worldview but also illuminates the intellectual and spiritual currents that
shaped the Muslim community's engagement with the built environment.

The enduring preservation of the Al-Ashab Mosque's inscriptions serves as a testament to the
resilience and adaptability of Islamic cultural and religious practices in the face of geographic
and cultural distance. This study's examination of the epigraphic program thus provides a
valuable window into the complex dynamics of cultural exchange, knowledge transmission,
and the evolution of Islamic artistic and devotional traditions within the unique context of
premodern China.

As the sole surviving architectural remnant of Quanzhou's rich Islamic heritage, the Al-Ashab
Mosque and its inscriptions deserve continued scholarly attention. Further research on Muslim
communities' material and textual evidence in various regions of China will yield valuable
insights into the multifaceted and understudied histories of Islam's transnational trajectories.
This paper's in-depth analysis of the mosque's inscriptions represents a crucial step in this
direction, inviting future investigations that expand our understanding of the diverse cultural
and religious landscapes that have shaped China's past.
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