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Front Cover: Two carved calligraphic sandstone tile 
fragments from a frieze, from India, probably Delhi, 13th 
century AD, collection of Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia.
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Foreword

At what stage in its development does the management of a museum collaborate with other museums and 
institutions, both national and international? The most direct answer is: only when a museum has evolved 
sufficiently and is ready for this phase in its progression. The Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia (IAMM) is ready for 
the next phase, in which we share, learn and teach. It means total commitment to collaboration with different 
institutions across the globe, enriching us and leading to the beginning of cultural revitalisation and artistic 
inspiration.

Throughout this quarter we were very fortunate to engage in several collaborations. In April, we partnered with 
Abu Dhabi Arabic Language Centre (ALC) and launched a publication to promote the renowned Japanese 
Arabic calligrapher, Fuad Kouichi Honda. In June we collaborated with Uzbekistan’s World Society for the study, 
preservation and promotion of the cultural legacy of Uzbekistan. At the same time we joined their magnificent 
endeavour to publish a catalogue of Uzbek artefacts from the permanent collection housed at the IAMM.

Partnership and collaboration were extended to two major projects: ‘Oceans that Speak’ (Working title), an 
exhibition that focuses on the Malay world; in addition there is ’Orientalism; Mirror or Mirage?’ an exhibition 
and catalogue which examines and challenges preconceptions about Orientalist paintings. These two projects 
include guest writers to contribute essays to the exhibition catalogues. Such pooling of resources surely enhance 
the exhibition and bring new ideas and expertise into our curatorial world and hence to our visitors and the public.

The photo exhibition ‘Al Haramayn: Hejaz during the Ottoman Period’ was another type of collaboration with the 
Research Centre for Islamic History, Art and Culture (IRCICA); a renowned international institution. This scholarly 
undertaking did not only bring important historical 19th-century photographs to Malaysia but also introduced an 
institution which has marvellous collections and provides endless educational opportunities.

Collaboration at IAMM extends its engagement to local communities, museums, and institutions, to provide 
educational opportunities in the service of social development. We also acknowledge their voice in the planning 
of our annual exhibition calendar and becomIng the sensor of our communities and the wider world. IAMM 
Education, Conservation and Scholar’s Library departments extend their expertise to connect as universally as 
possible.

This new phase coincides with our 25th anniversary celebrations. We are looking forward to this new stage, with 
IAMM confidently embracing new types of engagement and collaborations, serving as valuable resources for our 
communities and those around the world.

All of this brings me back to the verse of the Qur’an that crowns our monumental entrance portal (verse 20, 
from Surah al-Ankabut): “Travel through the earth and see how Allah originates the creation. Moreover, Allah will 
cause a later creation to grow. Indeed, Allah has power over all things.”

Syed Mohamad Albukhary
Director
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia
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Installation of 
the new tile wall 
at Architecture 
Gallery

 Tiles with figural designs feature themes 
inspired from the high culture of courtly life to 
scenes forming part of literary epics, such as 
the   by the revered poet Ferdowsi who was active 
in the early 11th century).  These were especially 
popular for tiles made during the Safavid and Qajar 
dynasties in Persia. Figural representations, be they 
of humans or animals, remain for the most part 
highly stylistic. Viewers will undoubtedly be swayed 
by the characters portrayed, alongside minute 
representations of their lofty lifestyles. Depictions of 
elaborate sartorial choices, lush social settings and 
an abundant accompaniment of objects, all point us 
to the wealth, might and refinement of the time.

The Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia (IAMM) has 
recently unveiled an especially colourful addition 
to its Architecture Gallery: a wall showcasing tiles 
of striking decorative designs of Islamic inspiration. 
Based on their impressive scale and quality, this 
collection of tiles is believed to have adorned 
monumental buildings, especially those with regal 
and religious functions, in different places and 
periods of time. Embracing a wide variety of colours, 
textures, patterns and sizes, the tiles were crafted 
to captivate the viewer as much as adding a layer 
of architectural cladding. Long-lasting materials of 
correct mineral composition were used to ensure a 
tile’s durability. Much of the tiles’ visual beauty, as a 
result, has been able to withstand the many tests of 
time for us to witness and appreciate today.
 
 This wall of tiles is located towards the end 
of the Architecture Gallery in which a procession of 
Southeast Asian mosque scale models forms a gentle 
transition to the Damascus Room and the adjacent 
Qur’an and Manuscript Gallery. Here, the tiles (24 
in total, at the time of writing) have been carefully 
selected and laid out, not at random but according 
to three identifiable categories of decorative design. 
The display begins, from the left, with the first 
category: nine tiles decorated with mainly figural 
designs in mind. This is followed by the second 
category, which forms the middle group, in which 
eleven tiles with calligraphic designs become the 
highlight. Finally, four tiles predominantly decorated 
with floral and vegetal designs make for the third 
category, arranged to the right.

Focus 1

[A] 2016.13.11
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 A highlight of this category is a round 
underglaze-painted tile attributed to a Qajar 
workshop [A]. Its shape is no less unusual, which 
suggests its former use as a table top more than a 
wall tile. In any case the tile’s circular frame subtly 
guides our gaze towards two central figures in an 
impassioned setting: one Shaykh San’an kneeling 
in infatuation before a Christian maiden of Rum, 
teary-eyed and anticipating a cup of wine in her 
hands. It is a scene derived from an immemorial 
love story embodied in Mantiq al-Tayr (Conference 
of the Birds), authored by Sufi poet Farid al-Din 
‘Attar (1145–1221).1

 
 Next, the consummate art of writing, or 
calligraphy, occupies an exalted place in Islamic 
cultures. For calligraphy to be exceptionally well 
favoured as a decorative design on tiles should 
therefore come to us as no surprise. The impetus 
for calligraphy itself is found in the reverential 
necessity to transcribe the Qur’an — the revealed 
word of God — with absolute accuracy. Over time 
a standard of calligraphic scripts evolved, and this 
allowed for a remarkable design consistency and 
continuity, which in turn become applicable across 
multiple artistic platforms. The form and proportion 
of a calligraphic script inscribed on paper, for 
example, can also easily be replicated and resized 
on tiles. Typical choices of inscription on tiles include 
verses from the Qur’an, which are understandably 
preferable, alongside the occasional hadith (sayings 
attributed to the Prophet Muhammad), as well as 
the rarer selection of phrases derived from maxims, 
slogans and poems.
 
 An especially remarkable tilework in this 
category is the large keel-shaped mihrab (prayer 
niche) panel attributed to Timurid Persia [B] , made 
up of smaller pieces of tiles assembled and bound 
in a cut-tilework technique otherwise known as 
mosaic faience. Our attention is directed to its 
central inscription in white, which is sumptuously 

contrasted against the deep blue background. 
Masterfully mirrored and then entangled vertically 
to form cross-knots, this monumental inscription 
reads [tawakkaltu] ‘ala Khaliqi: ‘I have put my trust 
in my Creator’. This is then bordered by a longer 
inscription, executed in the foliated Kufic script in 
ochre, quoting a hadith: ‘a believer in the mosque is 
like fish in water, and a heretic in the mosque is like 
a bird in the cage’.2

 
 Finally, floral and vegetal patterns form yet 
another category of widely sought-after decorative 
design on tiles of the Islamic world. A fundamental 
element is the ever-growing tendril, repeated to 
form a pattern of teeming branches scrolling and 
splitting, not sporadically but to an orderly rhythm. 
Its application in virtually any art form is highly 
versatile and thus immensely popular; tiles are by 
no means an exception. Variants of this design have 
been referred to by many names, including islimi 
(‘arabesque’), tawriq (‘of leaves’), nabati (‘of plants’), 
rumi (‘of Rome’) and khata‘i (‘of Cathay [China]’). All 
either reflect the design’s leafy quality or suggest a 
longstanding cross-cultural exchange. Western art-
historical scholarship, on the other hand, has also 

used the term ‘arabesque’ but as a catch-all term 
referring to a broader variety of scrolling designs in 
Islamic art.

 During the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent 
(r. 1520–66), tiles with floral and vegetal designs, 
of which production was mainly based in the port 
city of Iznik, peaked in demand. These came to 
be known as ‘Iznik wares’, and were especially 
favoured to adorn grand mosques and other public 
buildings throughout Ottoman territories, chiefly in 
the imperial capital, Istanbul. Design similarities can 
also be found elsewhere, such as in Qajar Persia, 
where this exceptionally large panel of tiles was 
produced [C]. Glazed mostly in arresting yellow 
and blue, scrolling leaves richly fill up its surface, 
which is centrally marked by a large cosmological 
vase flanked by a mirroring pair of cypress trees — 
symbolic of life and fertility in the Persian tradition. 
This scene of eternal spring is then spruced up 
with more foliage, meandering clouds and pairs of 
birds, recalling questions on the spiritual journey 
and destination posed in the aforementioned work 
‘Conference of the Birds’ by Farid al-Din ‘Attar.3

 
 In conclusion, it is never the intention of the 
tile wall to demonstrate how the three decorative 
designs are mutually exclusive of one another. 
On the contrary, and depending on the intent and 
context, the choice to execute and express these 
designs, whether individually or in combination, 
is always available to the tools and palette of the 
ceramicist. In fact, when skilfully combined in 
harmony, a rich yet balanced visual feast of these 
design elements is even more assured. Such an 
aesthetic possibility is illustrated by the celebrated 
Ottoman master-architect Mimar Sinan (d. 1588) 
in his treatise, Tezkiretü’l-Bünyãn (Record of 
Construction), which crowns the tile wall:

3  Heba Nayel Barakat and Zahra Khademi, Qajar Ceramics: Bridging Tradition and Modernity (Kuala Lumpur: IAMM Publications, 2018), 102–3.
4 Howard Crane and Esra Akın, “Teẕkiretü’l-Bünyān (TB) [Record of Construction]” in Sinan’s Autobiographies: Five Sixteenth-century Texts, vol. 11 of Studies and Sources 
in Islamic Art and Architecture: Supplements to Muqarnas, ed. Gülru Necipoğlu (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 125–6.

The Fatiha was written on all its
open doors. That exalted mihrab is the 
confidant of the names of God. Its every 
corner is the rose garden of Paradise with 
adornments of springtime. The linked 

calligraphies in it are like the
River Selsebil.4

1 Heba Nayel Barakat and Zahra Khademi, Qajar Ceramics: Between Tradition and Modernity (Kuala Lumpur: IAMM Publications, 2019), 130. 
2 Heba Nayel Barakat, Nurul Iman Rusli, and Amira Salleh, The Arabesque: An Introduction (Kuala Lumpur: IAMM Publications, 2018), 148–9.

[B] 2018.6.1

[C] 2018.7.4
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‘Light Upon Light’ 
in Abu Dhabi
The launching of the Fuad 
Kouichi Honda publication 
at the 31st Abu Dhabi 
International Book Fair 2022 
(ADIBF 2022).

Mr Honda and his background, and introduced the 
publication to the general public, who were very eager 
to receive copies from the ALC.

At the same time, IAMM staff attended the International 
Congress of Arabic Publishing and Creative Industries, 
which introduced new prospects. The IAMM Curatorial 
team also took this opportunity to visit The Louvre and 
to open up ideas for future collaborations.

The Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia was invited by the 
Abu Dhabi Arabic Language Centre (ALC) to jointly 
launch a book ‘Light Upon Light’ that the IAMM had 
prepared on the Japanese calligrapher Fuad Kouichi 
Honda. This collaboration was very well received at 
the Abu Dhabi International Book Fair 2022 (ADIBF 
2022). The ALC is focused on promoting the use 
of Arabic and encourages bilingual publications. It 
intended to become the centre for attracting the 
younger generation to write, read, create and become 
authors of fiction and non-fiction in Arabic. They look 
forward to future collaborations with the IAMM in 
fields such as scholarship, as well as promoting Arabic 
calligraphy. The ALC, headed by His Excellency Dr Ali 
Tamim, invited the IAMM to join in next year’s Book 
Fair with more invaluable publications, and in the 
future to collaborate on new ideas. 

A session was dedicated to Mr Honda and Dr Heba 
Nayel Barakat to promote and launch the publication. 
Mr Honda conducted the live workshop of calligraphy, 
where he produced several samples of his creations 
on the spot and presented them to the guests. The 
guest of honour was the Japanese Ambassador in 
Abu Dhabi, who attended with his wife and several 
members of the embassy. They were very proud of 
Mr Honda’s calligraphy. The ambassador thanked 
the artist personally for his effort and for the beautiful 
publication. During the session, Dr Heba talked about 

Focus 2
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Arabic calligraphy at the
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia

The museum has always shed light on the art of 
Arabic calligraphy and gives it special attention. There 
is a tradition of conducting workshops to teach Arabic 
calligraphy in the museum’s Education Department. 
The museum is keen to open up, as well as to celebrate 
the different creations of calligraphy and adopt new 
ideas that have emerged in the arena recently, such 
as the harmony and formation of individual letters, 
pseudo-callgraphy, new fonts and sculptures formed 
from letters. 

The 7th Cairo International Biennale for Arabic 
Calligraphy this year took place between 7 and 
9 June with the slogan ‘Pioneers Renewed in a 
Hundred Years (1922-2022)’. This important event 
among calligraphy experts and enthusiasts saw the 
participation of 150 Egyptian and foreign guests and 
artists from all over the globe. Representing the IAMM, 
Dr Heba Nayel Barakat, Head of Curatorial Affairs, 
shared her knowledge and experience regarding the 
IAMM’s appreciation of Arabic calligraphy.
  
 Dr Heba delivered her talk on the third day 
of the symposium, and her lecture was entitled ‘The 
interest of the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia in the 
development of Arabic calligraphy in the twenty-first 
century’. She commenced the lecture with the role of 
this museum in collecting, conserving and presenting 
Islamic art in its permanent galleries and exhibitions. 
Since its establishment in 1998, the IAMM has 
continuously striven to keep its responsibility to 
highlight the richness of Islamic art, history, culture 
and heritage.

 In addition to historical artefacts that date back 
to the eighth or ninth century, the Islamic Arts Museum 
Malaysia realised the importance of continuing to 
document current Islamic heritage, which reflects 
in the development of calligraphy, arts and crafts. 
The museum gradually began acquiring calligraphic 
paintings, and the works reached more than 450 
artworks by famous calligraphers. These calligraphers 
include masters from Malaysia, Japan, China, India, 
Iran, Turkey and the Arab world.

Focus 3

A talk in conjunction with 
the 7th Cairo International 
Biennale for Arabic 
Calligraphy 2022

Naskh calligraphy on Kashan moulded lustre 
and cobal blue pottery tile

IAMM 2019.4.12

IAMM holds numerous workshop on calligraphy in its bid to continue 
the calligraphic art and tradition

Pic: IAMM Collection

Contemporary calligraphy artwork by Mohammad Ehsai
IAMM 2019.1.11
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The birth of Islamic scholarly networks was 
concurrent with the rise of Chinese Islamic schools 
through the system known as jintang jiayou 
(scripture hall education). Within this system, the 
Qur’an is one of the subjects taught in schools 
as well at the mosque by the male or female 
Islamic scholars and Ahong.1  The rise of Chinese 
Muslim scholarship began between the 1630s 
and the 1730s and witnessed the acculturation 
of Chinese Muslims, particularly the minority Hui 
Muslim in China, to their surroundings dominated 
by the Han Chinese. The traditional belief systems 
were Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism.2 As an 
example, the production of Han Kitab, a collection 
of Chinese-language Islamic texts reinterpreting 
Islam through the lens of Confucianism, is a form 
of acculturation through linguistic expressionism. 
This can be seen in the  meaning of God in the 
Chinese language being defined in accordance 
with the Islamic concept of tawhid or  monothesitic 
unity of God from the use the word ‘Tian’ (heaven) 
that is significant to Confucianism  ‘Tian’ (heaven) 
during the Tang period to ‘Zhen Zhu’ (True Lord) 
during Ming dynasty.3  

 The acculturation in artistic expression 
of the Hui Muslims is exhibited in the chosen 
ornament associated with auspicious symbols 
in Chinese traditions. Among the ornaments that 
could be found in early Chinese mosques and 

Of Faith and 
Identity: 

Curator’s Section

Ornaments, Calligraphy and 
Illuminations in Chinese 
Qur’ans

manuscripts, particularly in Chinese copies of the 
Qur’an, are the endless knotted ribbon or panchang 
(fig. 1) and the cloud scrolls.  The endless knotted 
ribbon is known to be one of auspicious symbols 
in Chinese tradition, usually associated with 
Buddhism, explaining the endless life cycles. 
Whereas the cloud scrolls, a design that appears on 
objects made since the Shang and Zhou dynasties, 
represent the auspicious cloud that brings rain 
to nourish the soil.4 Organic elements, especially 
floral motifs that are philosophically linked to 
Chinese traditions, often take the form of peonies 
that signified wealth and prosperity, and lotus that 
symbolises purity. However, these elements of 
design have been given a different meaning by the 
Hui Muslims in accordance with their Islamic belief. 
For example, peonies that come in a variety of types 
have a deep traditional meaning to the Hui Muslims 
that is also shared among the Han Chinese as ‘the 
kings of flowers’ that represent wealth and honour.  
They are also a symbol of paradise among the Hui 
Muslims. Lanxu, a Hui Muslim scholar, placed the 
peony at the top of the flower hierarchy in his book, 
Tianfang Erhya.5 

Figure 2:  The frame body is the same as in fig. 5 but with additional ornaments on both margins. The two pillars are 
illuminated with interlaced column patterns. The top panels are decorated with floral designs including peonies and 
oval-shaped medallions. The bottom panel is decorated with tessellated peonies. The six  medallions on the margins 
are decorated with cloud scroll designs. The Qur’an was copied by Tashan Si Bin ‘Abdullah in Jinan, Eastern China 

and dated 930 AH / 1523 -24 AD. (IAMM 2015.15.1).

Figure 1: Lantern-like ornament with endless knots 
attached at the bottom as a juz’ marker 

(IAMM 2014.6.59).

 One of the material cultures that exhibits 
the acculturation of Chinese Muslims to the 
majority Han Chinese influences is the Qur’an. In 
this article, a few Chinese Qur’ans in the collection 
of the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia that are 
dated between the 16th and 19th centuries will be 
studied. These manuscripts were copied by scribes 
originating from China, as their names end with al-
Sini, a nisbah or an attribution to a person’s place of 
origin. Based on the production of these featured 
Qur’ans in the IAMM, some of the known places 
as mentioned are Beijing, Gansu, Jinan, Yunnan 
and Xi’an, where the majority of Chinese Muslims 
of various ethnicities resided. These are also the 
places where important mosques are located, such 

as the Ox Street Mosque or the Niujie Mosque in 
Beijing or the great Huajuexiangsi Mosque in Xi’an. 
The decorative arts used in the Chinese Qur’ans 
also reflected those applied in the mosque. One 
example is the “One Hundred Flowers’’ screenwall 
of the Hongshuiquan Mosque in Qinghai Province, 
originally built during the Ming Dynasty.6 The 
same “screen wall” pattern that usually features 
tessellated geometry or peony symbols decorated 
the bottom horizontal panel of  the illuminated 
frame in the Chinese Qur’an  (fig. 2). 

 Another prominent element of acculturation 
is the implementation of Chinese calligraphic styles 
and techniques  into the writing of Arabic calligraphy, 

6 Ibid., 18-19.

1 Ahong literally means Imam and the position is only for men who are responsible for both male and female congregations.  However, in China, the term Ahong is used by 
women and they are only responsible for the women congregations at the women’s mosque or Qingzhen Nüsi. See Jaschok,“Sources of Authority: Female Ahong and 
Qingzhen Nüsi (Women’s Mosques) in China», 37-58.
2  Zvi Ben-Dor Benite, The dao of Muhammad: a cultural history of Muslims in late imperial China (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2005), 119.
3 Aldrich, M.A., and Lukas Nikol, The perfumed palace: Islam’s journey from Mecca to Peking (Reading: Garnet Publishing, 2010), 68.
4 Terese Tse Bartholomew et al., Hidden meanings in Chinese (San Francisco: Asian Art Museum, Chong-Moon Lee Center for Asian Art and Culture, 2006), 257.
5 Chuanbin Zhou and Lanxi Guo, “Rose, Tulip and Peony: The Image of Paradise and the “Localized” Islam in China”, Religions 11, no. 9 (2020): 14.  
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Figure 3a-b: Fine examples of shamsah (sunburst) medallions from a single-volume Qur’an (IAMM 2015.15.1).  (a) The shamsah 
with stylised lotus flower pattern and hybrid of arabesque and cloud scrolls, illuminated the frontispiece of the Qur’an. (b) The shamsah 

containing the name of the copyist Tashan Si Bin ‘Abdullah who copied the Qur’an in 930 AH / 1523 -24 AD at the finispiece of the Qur’an. 
Both shamsahs contain two overlapping squares and a circle with foliate scrolls that resembles the sun in the middle.

thus producing a script known as Sini. In Chinese 
calligraphy, instead of reed pens brushes are used. 
The Sini script produced usually is flowing and the 
letters can be distinguished from Arabic calligraphy 
by its thick and tapered effects. Variations of Sini 
scripts were developed from the main Arabic 
calligraphy scripts, particularly muhaqqaq and 
thuluth, learned by Chinese Muslims  due to the 
interactions with Central Asia and Persia artisans 
during the Mongol Ilkhanid period (13th to 14th 
century). The Sini script is used as a decorative 
element found in the Chinese mosque where it is 
usually painted in the form of a medallion on the 
main praying area or near the mihrab wall. The 
script is replicated in the design of Chinese Qur’an 
illumination. Besides the decorative arts, vibrant 
colours used to decorate the mosque and temple 
in China — predominantly  gold, red, blue, yellow, 
and green — are applied in the Qur’an illumination. 
While the acculturation of Chinese Muslims can be 
seen in various artistic forms produced by them, 
Islamic art strongly influences the development 
of Chinese Muslim art as seen in these Qur’ans. 
Besides Chinese traditional elements, there 

are also incorporations of ornaments such as 
geometric patterns, arabesques and medallions 
seen in the Qur’ans produced in Persia and Central 
Asia as well as during the periods of the Mamluks 
and Ilkhanids.7  The Sino-Persian alliance is also 
present in this single-volume Qur’an as illustrated 
with the use of shamsah, the sun-burst design 
placed as a frontispiece and the finispiece of the 
Qur’an (figs. 3a-b). The shamsah design earlier 
appeared in Persian Qur’an in the 14th century. 
The copyists’ names are usually mentioned on the 
end page of the Qur’an in the form of a colophon 
(fig. 4).

 Similar to most Qur’ans in the Islamic world, 
the Chinese copies usually come in two forms: 
either as a full single-volume or separated into thirty 
booklets per chapter or juz’.  A full single-volume 
Chinese Qur’an usually contains two double heavily 
illuminated pages. The first illuminated pages are 
decorated frames that enclose Surah al-Fatihah 
on the right-hand page and the beginning of Surah 
al-Baqarah on the left page (fig. 8). The second  
illuminated pages with decorated frames are the 

Figure 4: The colophon indicated this 18th century Qur’an
was copied by ‘Abd al-Latif bin Shams al-Din al-Sini in the month 
of Ramadan 902 AH / May 1497 AD as written in the outer ring of 
the medallion. It is also stated in the medallion that, “the Qur’an was 

produced in Khanbaliq (modern-day, Beijing), one of the cities in China 
that is blessed with Islam”. The date may have been added later to the 

copy. The inner medallion’s text is an excerpt from Surah al-An’am verse 
115, which states: “The Word of your Lord has been perfected 

in truth and justice.” 8 

final two pages of Qur’anic verses usually enclosing 
Surah al-Lahab, Surah al-Falaq, Surah an-Nas and 
Surah al-Ikhlas (fig. 2). 

 Occasionally, some single-volume Chinese 
Qur’ans contain heavily illuminated double pages 
in the middle. Meanwhile, in the individual Qur’an 
booklet based on the juz’, instead of selected 
openings with heavy illuminations, each page is 
enclosed with a rectangular frame that contains 
various patterns and motifs (fig. 6). Interestingly, 
the same concept is also used in the single-volume 
Qur’an (fig. 5).
 
 Focusing on the first opening pages of 
the Chinese Qur’an, which begin with Surah al-
Fatihah and are followed by the opening of Surah 

al-Baqarah, the design of the frame body generally 
can be divided into three styles. The first style is 
the foundation of the Chinese Qur’an that consists 
of a rectangular frame enclosing Qur’anic verses 
(fig. 5 & fig. 6).9  The second style of the frame-
body design consists of the same rectangular 
body frame as the first style but with additional 
decorative elements, usually the three medallions 
on both margins that resemble the concept of 
classical marginal illuminations that also appear in 
other Qur’ans, including the Mongol Ilkhanid and 
Mamluk-style Qur’ans  (fig. 2).  The final style is 
where the frames consist of half circles added at 
both sides of the frame and occasionally on the top 
of the frame; and four squares protruding on both 
the top and the bottom of the frames (fig. 7 & fig. 8). 
 
 In conclusion, these presented Chinese 
Qur’ans are a few examples of the results of 
acculturation of the Chinese Muslims in the majority 
Han Chinese environment and reinterpretation of 
the meaning of these ornaments in accordance 
with Islamic teaching. These Qur’ans also exhibit 
the influence of ornaments, calligraphic styles and 
frame body templates implemented in the Qur’an 
in other parts of Islamic world, making the Chinese 
Qur’an.

Written by Siti Marina Mohd Maidin

Curator of the China Gallery

Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia

8The author would like to thank Dalia Mohamed, who provided the Quranic translations for this article. The verses translations were taken from Mustafa Khattab,” The Clear 
Quran” https://quran.com/6?startingVerse=115 ( accessed 13 June 2022).
9There is also another design for a rectangular frame where an arch or triangle shaped arch on the top of the rectangular body frame enclosing Quranic verses. See Colin F. 
Baker, Qur’an manuscripts: calligraphy, illumination, design (London: British Library, 2007), 89.  The design usually illuminates prayer books such as Dala’il al-Khayrat (IAMM 
2013.19.105) written in China are also presented with a single arch on the top of the body frame, See Nurul Iman Rusli,  Dala’il al-Khayrat: Prayer manuscripts from the 16th 
to 19th centuries ( Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia,2016),102. 

7For comparison of ornaments used in the Chinese Qur’an with other productions in the Islamic world, see Heba Nayel Barakat and Nurul Iman Rusli, Al-Qur’an the Sacred 
Art of Revelation : Volume II (Malaysia: Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia, 2014), 113-114 (Ilkhanid), 131 & 141 (Mamluk), 149 (Central Asia).
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Figure 6:  The illuminated pages of the second juz’ of the Qur’an, Surah al-Baqarah, 
dated 1142 AH / 1730 AD. The frames are decorated with peonies and leaf tendrils. The 
verses are written in three-line text per page in  a variation of Sini-Muhaqqaq script.

Figure 5: The rectangular frame body is designed with split palmettes on the left and 
right pillars. The top ornamented panels are decorated with floral designs and oval-

shaped medallions. The bottom panels are decorated with floral designs resembling lotus 
and peony. This Qur’an is copied by Khalil Ibrahim Yunus al-Sini in Gansu, China and 

dated Muharram 953 AH / March-April 1546 AD (IAMM 2016.11.36).

Figure 7: The frame body features interlaced column patterns. The top and bottom 
panels are designed with overlapping intricate circles with flowers in the centre of each 

circle. The frames that enclose Surah al-Fatihah and al-Baqarah are decorated with four 
full circles and four half circles designs. Written in Sini script, the two half circles on the 
top contain a verse taken from Surah al-Waqi’ah that reads: “That this is truly a noble 
Qur’an (56:77)”. While, the inscriptions in the two half circles on both left and right of 
the frame read: “No one touches it but the purified [i.e. angels]” (56:79). Whereas, the 
four circles on both sides of the frame are taken from a part of verse 16 of Surah Ghafir 
(40:16): “Who does all authority belong to this Day? To Allah—the One, the Supreme!”. 
The Qur’an was copied by ‘Abdullah Tarbiji (?) Al-Sini in the Xi’an Mosque in 1003 AH / 

1595 AD (IAMM 2014.6.59).  

Figure 8: The frame body is identical to fig. 7, but without any additional half circle on 
the top panel. Cloud scrolls, tessellated pattern and lotus promiaa al-Husna). The four 
names are Allah al-Awal (Allah, The First), Allah al-Akhir (Allah, The Last), Allah 

al-Zahir (Allah, The Manifest) and Allah al-Batin (Allah, The Hidden). The texts in the 
half circles on the left and right pages read:  “Al-Rahmah lillah (Mercy due to Allah) and 

“Al-Qudratulillah (The Ultimate power due to Allah) (IAMM 2013.7.113). 
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Education’s Section
International
Museum day 
2022
IAMM is once again celebrating International Museum 

Day with this year’s theme, ‘The Power of Museums’. 

International Museum Day is an annual event that 

has been celebrated worldwide since 1978. This year 

IAMM hosted two celebrations, keeping it close to 

the intention of bridging the idea of digitalisation and 

accessibility along with the realisation of museums as 

an exciting life-long learning space. Every member of 

the museum worked together in designing a series of 

programmes for both celebrations. The first celebration 

was launched online via our social-media platforms on 

18 June 2022 and the second celebration was IAMM’s 

Museum Open Day on 25 June 2022.

Online | Social Media Platform

Every department in IAMM prepared a series of 

programmes which were uploaded on our social-media 

accounts, such as our Instagram page, twitter, facebook 

and youtube channel to launch educational content 

related to careers in IAMM and in museums as a whole, 

building pieces together and representing the IAMM as 

one. The series included a Twitter thread by curators, 

sharing what it is like to work in Islamic art and at IAMM 

and a ‘Conservators’ Ask Us a Question’. For this, we 

compiled a list of questions from our Instagram followers 

and then made a video showcasing their daily tasks and 

duties. Additionally, there was also an Instagram Stories 

takeover featuring ‘Life as an Educator at IAMM’ where 

educators at the museum shared how they engaged 

with the community to deliver every story of our curated 

exhibitions and artefacts. A video on the collection of 

Busana Melayu (Malay apparel) from the 15th Malacca 

Sultanate until today was also featured. Last but 

not least, our Scholar’s Library offered their special 

collection dating from the 16th century to early 18th 

century that is available for researchers around the globe.

IAMM’s Museum Open Day

Interesting and wonderful activities have been organised 

at the Inverted Dome Pavilion, a huge open area in the 

museum for visitors of all ages to participate in. We 

welcomed families, schools and even university students 

for this celebration. Among the interesting activities 

which took place on 25 June 2022 were the launch 

of our mini exhibition: Islamic Calligraphy at IAMM: 

Celebrating 20 years with PSKK and Curator’s sharing 

sessions at the Special Gallery 2, where visitors were 

taken to a chronologically arranged ’14 Dynasties and 

A Region: The History of the Muslim World’ exhibition. 

Our Conservation Centre also held demonstrations 

on the process of gliding on frames, restoring textile 

pieces, restoring books and documents, methods in 

cleaning and joining ceramics and also the process 

of engraving and material identification. We also had 

booths from Persatuan Seni Khat Kebangsaan (PSKK) 

where they demonstrated different Islamic calligraphy 

styles and the process of making Muqahhar paper. 

Another interesting booth was from Yosh Studios, 

demonstrating the intricacy of origami. We also had a 

sharing session from our Librarian about the special 

collections under their care. Not forgetting, the most 

important part of the Museum Day, the in-gallery tours 

and activities for children such as Lost Artefact Quest, 

Little Detective, Museum Quest, Museum Safari, Journey 

to Find Artefacta and a wayang kulit live screening on 

Nasruddin Hodja, our children library’s adaptation of this 

piece of folklore.
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Mini Exhibition: Islamic Calligraphy at IAMM: 

Celebrating 20 years with Persatuan Seni Khat 

Kebangsaan (PSKK)

‘The Power of Museums’, the official theme of the 2022 

International Museum Day, was the inspiration behind 

this exhibition. Since its establishment, the Islamic Arts 

Museum Malaysia (IAMM) has been committed in its 

role as an institution to preserving the diverse aspects of 

Islamic art and culture covering the entire Islamic world, 

including Malaysia. The exhibition featured a number 

of calligraphic works on canvas and spontaneous 

calligraphy on paper; a collection of artwork from our 

Manifestasi Perdana Seni Khat winners.

 This exhibition highlights IAMM’s role in 

preserving and sustaining the art of Islamic calligraphy in 

this country. The exhibition also serves to commemorate 

more than two decades of collaboration between IAMM 

and Persatuan Seni Khat Kebangsaan (PSKK).

 Realising the importance of Islamic calligraphy 

and the Jawi script, IAMM, along with PSKK, has 

organised various programmes, workshops and 

competitions with the aim of attracting public interest 

in this art form as well as providing the tools to learn 

Islamic calligraphy.

 The COVID-19 pandemic, which hit the global 

community, affected all sectors of the economy. One 

of the hardest-hit sectors is that of the arts. Museums 

have the power to play a bigger role in relation to the 

respective art forms that they represent. With this in 

mind, both IAMM and PSKK are resolved to continue 

to collaborate in an effort to preserve the art of Islamic 

calligraphy and ensure its legacy continues. The 

exhibition is in our open-space gallery starting from 25 

June until 23 October 2022.

Scan the QR code to explore 

our range of educational 

resources.
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Using tote bags are useful and practical in playing 
our role in an eco-friendly environment especially 
in our bid to reduce plastic use. The Islamic Arts 
Museum Malaysia released a collection of durable 
tote bags to carry around on a daily basis.

 The 100% canvas tote bag offers come in four 
designs; a classic square kufic IAMM logo design, 
jumbled Arabic alphabet design, random Arabic 
numerals design and floral motif design, inspired 
by the diwan of the IAMM’s architecture. 

 The classic style is light-weight and versatile, 
suitable to carry books, records or a small grocery 
run or even make it as your favourite everyday use 
practical bag.

 The IAMM Museum Shop is open from 10 am to 
6 pm, Monday to Sunday, including most public 
holidays, and entrance is free. Follow our Instagram 
page @ islamicartsmuseumshop for the latest 
updates and ordering. Alternatively, you can contact 
us at: museumshop@iamm.org.my
Tel: 603 2092 7140 / 7142 Fax: 603 2274 0084

IAMM Museum Shop

Code 13000
Tote Bag
Price MYR 25.00 
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Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia

@IAMM_KL

islamicartsmuseummalaysia
iamm.kl
islamicartsmuseumshop

Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia
Jalan Lembah Perdana
50480 Kuala Lumpur
Malaysia


