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ABSTRACT

In most of the mosques in the Islamic world, calligraphy is part and parcel of their
interior design. The art of calligraphy that developed from Semitic alphabet reached
the golden age during the Abbasid period. Besides calligraphy, the art of mosques’
decoration also combines the arabesque, geometry and vegetal patterns. Based on that
there is no clear prohibition to decorate mosques, calligraphy and other ornamentation
is allowed on condition that it is done with the intention of enhancing the respects and
dignity of the mosque. Adopting the historical and descriptive research method, three
mosques from Egypt and Turkey respectively and five mosques from Malaysia were
chosen via purposive sampling. Cairo offers a fair overview of mosque styles since
they have been influenced from many different ruling empires. In Turkey, a very
important role in the calligraphy development was undoubtedly played by the
encouragement and protection given by the Sultans as verified by their magnificent
mosques. In Malaysia, the interiors and exteriors of mosques also have wonderful
examples of Islamic calligraphy, with local calligraphers sometimes working side by
side with foreign calligraphers to ensure the best results. The Islamic Arts Museum
(IAMM) Kuala Lumpur displays a special role in Islamic Arts and Architecture in
Malaysia as there is a gallery dedicated to calligraphy and architecture. Jawi script is
considered to be an endangered script although there are still enthusiasts who exercise
Jawi for a limited purpose. The findings had answered all the research questions. The
study that across a thousand years reveal that the Thulth script is evergreen and the
most preferable style in mosques followed by Kiifi and Nasta 'lig. The most common
theme of Qur’anic inscriptions in mosques is the Shahddah, followed by themes that
illustrate the relationship between man and the Creator, Muslim’s responsibilities and
the role of mosque in their life.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.0 BACKGROUND OF STUDY

Islamic calligraphy is regarded as one of the most unique art and has a special place in
the hearts of Muslims. Dating back to the time the Qur’an was revealed, history has
proven that Allah S.W.T.’s messages in it had remarkably brought about a paradigm
shift in people’s tendency to learn reading and appreciate Arabic writings (Siirah 96,
al-"Alaq, verses 1-5). It spread out across continents, developed and gradually
systematized along with the advent of Islam- from simple readable symbols to
beautiful curved letters.

Since the role and position of calligraphy have strong relationship with
religious philosophy, they are always reflected in the way Muslim design their
buildings in general and the mosques in particular. Isma'il and Lois Lamya al-Faruqi
(1921) wrote: “Qur’anic influence of calligraphy is the most important art form of
Islamic culture. Its effect and importance are found in every area of the Muslim world,
in every century of Islamic history, in every branch of aesthetic production of media,
and in every type of art object imaginable. Of all the categories of Islamic art,
calligraphy is the most prevalent, the most significant, the most widely appreciated,
and the most revered by Muslims.”

As far as Islamic architecture is concerned, calligraphy is decorative as well as
spiritual in nature calling people to the remembrance of Allah S.W.T. and promoting
local culture simultaneously. During the pre Islamic times, the selected ethnic poems

and regulations were hung on the walls of Ka'bah. With the coming of I[slam, the



shallow and less beneficial poems were replaced with meaningful Qur’anic verses.
Until today, the guardian of Ka 'bah and the Saudi government spent a sum of money
yearly to hang beautifully knitted calligraphy on Ka ‘bah called the “Kiswa”.

In most of the mosques in the Islamic world, calligraphy is part and parcel of
their interior design. The use of inscriptions is one of the distinguishing features of
Islamic architecture. The early Islamic architecture- The Dome of The Rock, which
built in Jerusalem in 72/692 was decorated in the interior with religious and historical
texts inscribed in bands that emphasized architectural forms. Throughout the course
of Islamic civilization, religious and historical inscriptions on buildings proliferated,
becoming more elaborate in content and style, Islamic calligraphy is still a major

decorative feature of modern buildings.

1.1 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

Sheila Blair in her book Islamic Inscriptions notes;

“There is no single survey covering the historical and religious inscriptions used in
mosques in different places and times throughout the Islamic lands. However, there
are compilations of brief survey of mosque inscriptions up to certain period” (Sheila S
Blair, 1998)

As calligraphy is the ‘most prevalent, the most significant, the most widely
appreciated and the most revered’ art of the Muslims, it can shed light on many
aspects of Muslim’s life. The corpus of calligraphy or inscriptions in mosques is vast,
and it can be analysed in many ways:

1. The religious inscriptions are often dismissed as mere banalities. Most of

the traditional Western scholars focus on historical inscriptions and

underscore the changing nature of Islamic civilization. Despite this lack of



study, these religious texts are noteworthy as they can shed light on the
function of building, even reflected sectarian beliefs.

It can be examined in many aspects. It includes the aspects of language,
history, religious, culture of art, development of style and other
information presented in the texts. In general, most scholars have divided
Islamic inscriptions into historical and religious categories (Sheila S Blair,
1998). These two categories contain a lot of valuable information.

The issue of preserving calligraphy in the Muslim modern world and
appreciating the works of previous calligraphers. Researchers of all time
have been talking about the importance of analysing the rise and expansion
of applied calligraphy so as to preserve its originality across history. The
issue of preserving calligraphy in the Muslim modern world is now an
obligation to this generation because it is related to the Qur’an. Special
calligraphy styles like Thulth, Aynali (ma’kiis or mirrored image) and
Mutarakibah (merged writing) are some of their representative product of
artworks. Realizing the fact that little efforts were done especially in
Malaysia, this study looks deeply into the history of mosques calligraphy
in Malaysia and other Muslim countries namely Egypt and Turkey; in
terms of the forms, contents and the meanings.

How to balance between the intention in beauty perfection and Islamic
guidelines towards arts. There is an opinion that inserting calligraphy into
mosque interior design is a waste and not recommended in Islam. They
referred to the complicated and the indefinable writing that none of the
Muslim can read except the professionals. For them, it is expensive and

unbeneficial. In this case, researcher attempts to find the relationship



between calligraphy and mosque architecture since the earlier era. It is
also to understand the Islamic standpoint to the present phenomenon of
applied calligraphy in mosque architecture.

The lack of enthusiasm, experience and choice of calligraphy in the present
Muslim world. This study is expected to share experiences and choices in
decorating mosques. Calligraphy in mosques has its own uniqueness and
background. Questions on calligraphy inscriptions that relate to the
previous mosques need to be discussed and explained- the forms, contents
and meanings so that it can contribute new information- about culture,

beliefs, politics, etc.

1.2 AIMS OF STUDY (PURPOSE)

The aims of the study are to:

1.

Discover the form, content and meaning of mosque calligraphy in
Malaysia, Egypt and Turkey

Ascertain the development of calligraphy styles in the Islamic world.
Realize Islamic standpoint towards arts and designs in mosques.

Determine the prevalent calligraphy inscriptions in mosques and the

significance of these inscriptions.

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study is to answer the following questions:

1.

How calligraphy and its styles were developed in the Muslim society?

2. Which style or form of calligraphy is applied in Malaysian, Egyptian and

Turkish mosques?



3. What is the standpoint of Islam towards arts and decorations in mosques.

4. What are the contents of inscriptions that are applied in Malaysian,
Egyptian and Turkish mosques?

5. Are there any significant relationships or background meanings between

the respective mosques and the calligraphy?

1.4 SCOPE OF RESEARCH

Scholars who studied inscriptions have traditionally grouped them geographically- by
country, city or region. Of all regions, the rich epigraphic material from the Middle
East has been the subject of the most wide-ranging investigations. Among the reasons
are that many inscriptions from this area were well documented. The intensive study
of the inscriptions from this region is also due to their materials: many are finely
carved in stones, and their well-preserved state makes them easier to study and to
appreciate their elegant epigraphic style.

Supported by earlier studies as well as other sources, this research focuses on
inscriptions and calligraphy in selected mosques in Egypt, Turkey and Malaysia.
Researcher also sees varieties of calligraphy that exist in these inscriptions as the
result of cultural diversity which still adhere to the principles of Islam in its
application. The scope focuses on:

1. Calligraphy and mosque background and development.

2. Applied calligraphy in the selected Malaysian mosques that have their own

uniqueness and significant meanings.

3. Selected mosques in Egypt and Turkey that become the focus of world

attention to dig into these residual pieces of work that are preserved until

today.



1.5 LIMITATION OF THE STUDY

It is important to highlight that sampling strategies may have affected evaluation
findings. The mosques were purposely chosen because of their calligraphic
significance. Consequently, these mosques reveal the notions of ideal styles of
calligraphy decoration and the themes in mosques are based on their history,
background and location. The researcher has to select these mosques because not all
mosques in the Muslim world and particularly in these three countries are decorated
with Islamic inscriptions. Furthermore, there are other grounds, including the financial
and time constrains.

The two week study trips to Turkey and Egypt respectively were not
exhaustive. This was due to some constrains such as duration of study, energy,
language and communication problem (most Egyptians only speak Arabic language
with Egyptian accent while most Turkish couldn’t speak other than Turkish language).
The researcher was also lack of quality equipment, especially camera to take quality
pictures and inscriptions inside the mosques. Though the people who are related to
this area of study such as the Egyptian and Turkish professional calligraphers were too
occupied, the researcher managed to interview them only but in a limited session.

Once the data was gathered, the researcher had a very limited choice but to
collate, transcribe, analyse, synthesize, discuss and conclude the study by using the
collected information supported by secondary references. It was difficult for the
researcher to make another trip to the prime source if there were any shortcomings.
Therefore, the synthesis derived was insufficient to meet the expectation of
professional practitioners in this field. However, the findings were interestingly

unique, fresh and could enrich our understanding.



