dome of the rock inscriptions

Dome of the Rock inscriptions are more than just decorative elements; they
are a profound testament to the early Islamic era, carrying theological,
political, and historical significance. This article delves deep into the
intricate calligraphy adorning this iconic Jerusalem landmark, exploring
their origins, content, and enduring impact. We will examine the specific
Quranic verses chosen, the style of Arabic calligraphy employed, and the
historical context that shaped these monumental inscriptions, shedding light
on their role in establishing Islamic identity and articulating early Islamic
theology. From the foundational verses to their artistic mastery,
understanding the Dome of the Rock inscriptions offers a unique window into
the burgeoning Islamic civilization.

e The Genesis of the Dome of the Rock Inscriptions

e Theological Significance of Quranic Verses

e The Artistry and Evolution of Kufic Script

e Historical Context and Political Messaging

e Key Inscriptions and Their Meanings

e The Southern Inscription: A Cornerstone

e The Northern Inscription: A Royal Decree

e The Western and Eastern Inscriptions: Complementary Narratives

e The Dome of the Rock Inscriptions in Modern Scholarship

e Preservation and Future Study

Unveiling the Genesis of the Dome of the Rock
Inscriptions

The construction of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, commissioned by the
Umayyad Caliph Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan around 691-692 CE, was a monumental
undertaking. It was designed not merely as a religious shrine but as a
powerful statement of Umayyad authority and the ascendancy of Islam. The
choice of Jerusalem, a city revered by Judaism and Christianity, was
deliberate, aiming to establish Islamic precedence in this holy landscape.
Integral to this statement were the extensive inscriptions that were



meticulously incorporated into the very fabric of the building, particularly
around the drum of the inner dome and the exterior walls. These Dome of the
Rock inscriptions were among the earliest large-scale epigraphic programs in
Islamic history, setting a precedent for future monumental Islamic
architecture.

The Genesis of these inscriptions was deeply intertwined with the political
and religious landscape of the late 7th century. The Umayyad Caliphate, based
in Damascus, sought to consolidate its power and distinguish its religious
identity from both its Byzantine Christian and Sasanian Zoroastrian
predecessors, as well as from internal rivals like the Abdullah ibn al-
Zubayr. The Dome of the Rock, with its prominent location and rich
ornamentation, served as a physical embodiment of this ambition. The
carefully selected verses and the grandeur of their presentation were
intended to communicate a clear theological and political message to the
diverse populations of the region.

Theological Significance of Quranic Verses in
the Dome of the Rock

The selection of Quranic verses for the Dome of the Rock inscriptions was a
strategic and profound theological act. The Umayyad rulers carefully chose
passages that emphasized the oneness of God (Tawhid), the truth of Islam, and
the role of Muhammad as the final prophet. These verses were intended to
articulate core Islamic beliefs and to assert the supremacy of Islam. The
inscriptions serve as a visual declaration of faith, a continuous recitation
of divine truth that surrounds pilgrims and visitors.

The Quranic content of the inscriptions highlights key theological concepts.
Central themes include the rejection of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity
and the divinity of Jesus, as well as a reaffirmation of God's absolute
unity. The inscriptions also underscore the prophetic mission of Muhammad and
the divine origin of the Quran. By featuring these specific verses so
prominently, the Umayyads were engaging in a sophisticated theological
discourse, using the very walls of the monument to convey their understanding
of Islamic doctrine and to counter competing religious claims.

The Oneness of God (Tawhid)

The concept of Tawhid, the absolute oneness of God, is a cornerstone of Islam
and is powerfully reflected in the Dome of the Rock inscriptions. Passages
emphasizing God's uniqueness, His sovereignty, and His lack of partners or
equals are recurrent. These verses are not merely decorative; they are
fundamental tenets of Islamic faith, serving as a constant reminder of God's
omnipresence and omnipotence. The prominence given to Tawhid reinforces the



distinctiveness of Islamic monotheism.

The Prophetic Mission of Muhammad

Another significant theme found in the inscriptions is the affirmation of
Muhammad's prophethood and his role as the seal of the prophets. Verses that
speak of his submission to God and his reception of divine revelation are
crucial. These texts serve to establish Muhammad's legitimacy as a prophet
within the lineage of earlier prophets recognized in Islam, such as Abraham,
Moses, and Jesus. The Dome of the Rock inscriptions thus place Muhammad
firmly within this Abrahamic tradition, while asserting his unique status.

Rejection of Christian Doctrines

Crucially, some of the inscriptions directly address and refute Christian
theological concepts that were prevalent in Jerusalem and the surrounding
regions. Verses that explicitly deny the divinity of Jesus and the Christian
notion of the Trinity are included. This was a deliberate theological
polemic, intended to assert the Islamic perspective and to differentiate
Islam from Christianity. The Dome of the Rock inscriptions can thus be seen
as an early example of Islamic apologetics expressed through monumental art
and architecture.

The Artistry and Evolution of Kufic Script

The calligraphy adorning the Dome of the Rock represents a pivotal moment in
the development of Arabic script. The Dome of the Rock inscriptions are
primarily executed in Kufic script, an early, angular, and highly stylized
form of Arabic writing. This script was chosen for its monumental quality,
its legibility from a distance, and its aesthetic appeal, perfectly suited
for large architectural surfaces. The mastery displayed in the execution of
these inscriptions highlights the Umayyad patronage of the arts and their
role in shaping Islamic visual culture.

The Kufic script used in the Dome of the Rock is characterized by its
geometric precision, with long horizontal strokes and sharp vertical or
diagonal ascenders. It often features decorative flourishes and ligatures,
adding to its visual richness. The uniformity and clarity of the script were
essential for conveying the divine message effectively across the vast
surfaces of the building. The development of this sophisticated script for
such a prominent religious monument solidified its place as a prestigious
form of artistic expression in the Islamic world.



Early Kufic: The Foundation

The Kufic script employed in the Dome of the Rock can be classified as an
early, mature form of the style. It predates the later development of more
cursive and ornamental scripts. The angularity and the emphasis on straight
lines were functional, allowing for clear inscription on stone and mosaic.
However, the Umayyad artisans also infused it with a certain decorative
quality, demonstrating a sophisticated understanding of aesthetic principles.
This early Kufic laid the groundwork for the diverse calligraphic traditions
that would flourish throughout the Islamic world.

Monumental Scale and Placement

The sheer scale of the Dome of the Rock inscriptions is remarkable. The
calligraphy is integrated into the architecture in a way that is both
visually striking and thematically relevant. The longest and most
comprehensive inscription runs around the exterior of the octagonal
ambulatory, encircling the entire structure. Other important verses are found
within, on the drum of the dome itself. This deliberate placement ensures
that the message is encountered by anyone approaching or moving around the
sacred space, reinforcing its significance.

Historical Context and Political Messaging

The Dome of the Rock inscriptions were not merely religious pronouncements;
they carried potent political messages for the era in which they were
created. The Umayyad Caliphate was consolidating its power and sought to
legitimize its rule. By constructing such a magnificent edifice in Jerusalem
and adorning it with the words of God, the Umayyads aimed to demonstrate
their piety, their divine mandate, and their commitment to Islam, thereby
strengthening their claim to leadership over the burgeoning Muslim community.

The inscriptions can be interpreted as a form of propaganda, a visual
declaration of Umayyad supremacy. In a region with a significant Christian
and Jewish population, the assertion of Islamic identity through these
monumental inscriptions was a powerful statement. The choice of Jerusalem
itself, a city central to all three Abrahamic faiths, was a strategic move to
assert Islamic primacy. The inscriptions served to remind all who saw them of
the Umayyad Caliph's role as the protector and champion of Islam.

Asserting Umayyad Authority



The construction of the Dome of the Rock and its inscriptions occurred during
a period of political consolidation for the Umayyads. Following internal
conflicts and challenges to their authority, the Umayyads, under Abd al-
Malik, embarked on a program of architectural and religious reforms. The Dome
of the Rock was a flagship project in this endeavor. The inscriptions,
particularly the longer ones, were a way to project an image of strength,
stability, and divinely sanctioned rule. They served to unify the empire
under a common Islamic identity and leadership.

Jerusalem as a New Center of Islamic Power

The decision to build the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, rather than solely
focusing on Mecca or Medina, has been a subject of much scholarly debate.
However, it is widely understood that this choice was a strategic move to
establish Jerusalem as a significant Islamic holy site and, by extension, to
enhance the political prestige of the Umayyad Caliphate. The Dome of the Rock
inscriptions played a crucial role in this by reinforcing the Islamic
narrative within this historically significant city, thereby associating
Umayyad power with a divinely ordained legacy.

Key Inscriptions and Their Meanings

Several key inscriptions within the Dome of the Rock offer critical insights
into the theological and political intentions of its builders. These
epigraphic masterpieces are not uniformly distributed but are strategically
placed to maximize their impact. The content and the calligraphy work in
tandem to deliver a powerful message that continues to resonate today.

The most significant inscriptions are found on the interior and exterior
walls, each containing specific Quranic verses that highlight the core tenets
of Islam. Understanding these verses allows for a deeper appreciation of the
monument's purpose and the historical context of its creation. The Dome of
the Rock inscriptions are essentially a divine manifesto etched in stone and
mosaic.

The Southern Inscription: A Cornerstone of Faith

The inscription on the southern side of the Dome of the Rock is particularly
significant. It features a lengthy passage from the Quran, often identified
as Surah Maryam (Chapter 19), verses 1-33. This selection is notable for its
focus on the Virgin Mary, her chastity, and the miraculous birth of Jesus.
However, it also contains verses that directly refute the Christian belief in
Jesus' divinity and his crucifixion.



The inscription states: "He is Allah, the One. Allah, the Eternal Refuge. He
neither begets nor is He begotten. And there is none comparable to Him."
(Quran 112:1-4). This powerful declaration of Tawhid, presented as part of a
larger narrative involving Jesus and Mary, serves to place Islam within the
Abrahamic tradition while firmly establishing its distinct monotheistic
stance. The Dome of the Rock inscriptions here are a masterful blend of
narrative and doctrinal assertion.

The Northern Inscription: A Royal Decree and
Declaration

The inscription on the northern side of the Dome of the Rock is equally
important and often considered a more direct political and theological
declaration by Abd al-Malik. This inscription is believed to contain verses
from Surah An-Nisa (Chapter 4), verses 171-172, and possibly verses from
Surah Al-Ma'idah (Chapter 5), verses 72-73, which strongly emphasize the
oneness of God and the rejection of associating partners with Him. It also
includes a unique declaration of faith attributed to the Caliph himself.

This part of the Dome of the Rock inscriptions is thought to include the
phrase: "0 People of the Scripture, do not commit excess in your religion or
say about Allah except truth. Messiah, Jesus, the son of Mary, was not but a
messenger of Allah and His word which He directed to Mary and a spirit from
Him. So believe in Allah and His messengers. And do not say, 'Three'; desist
- it is better for you. Indeed, Allah is but one God. Exalted is He above
having a son." (Quran 4:171).

Additionally, a significant addition unique to the Dome of the Rock is a
statement that directly attributes faith to the Caliph: "Muhammad is the
Messenger of Allah. He is the seal of the prophets. The servant of Allah is
the son of Mary. He is a word from Him that He cast upon Mary, and a spirit
from Him. So believe in Allah and His messengers. And do not say, 'Three’;
desist - it is better for you. Indeed, Allah is but one God. Exalted is He
above having a son." This is followed by the Caliph's own affirmation:
"Praise be to Allah who has not taken a son and has had no partner in [His
dominion] and has had no protector out of weakness; and declare His
[greatness] as the greatest." This personal affirmation by the ruler further
solidifies the political and religious intent behind the monument.

The Western and Eastern Inscriptions: Complementary
Narratives

While the southern and northern inscriptions are the most extensively
studied, the western and eastern facades also bear important Quranic verses.
These inscriptions, though perhaps less expansive, complement the overarching



theological and political message of the Dome of the Rock. They often feature
verses that reinforce themes of God's power, divine guidance, and the
accountability of humanity.

These Dome of the Rock inscriptions serve to create a comprehensive textual
environment, ensuring that the core tenets of Islam are constantly present.
The continuity of the message across all facades reinforces the monument's
purpose as a statement of Islamic identity and faith. The careful selection
of verses across different sections of the building demonstrates a well-
thought-out strategy to communicate a layered and multifaceted message to a
diverse audience.

The Dome of the Rock Inscriptions in Modern
Scholarship

The Dome of the Rock inscriptions have been a focal point for scholarly
inquiry for centuries, attracting the attention of historians, art
historians, epigraphers, and theologians. The complex interplay of textual
content, artistic style, and historical context offers a rich ground for
analysis and interpretation. Modern scholarship continues to shed new light
on the nuances of these early Islamic inscriptions and their significance.

Researchers employ a variety of methodologies to study these inscriptions,
from paleographic analysis of the Kufic script to theological exegesis of the
Quranic verses. Comparative studies with other early Islamic monuments and
contemporary texts also provide crucial context. The enduring interest in the
Dome of the Rock inscriptions reflects their importance as primary source
material for understanding the formative period of Islamic civilization.

Epigraphic and Paleographic Analysis

Epigraphers and paleographers meticulously study the physical characteristics
of the inscriptions, including the form of the letters, the ligatures, and
the variations in script. This analysis helps to date the inscriptions more
precisely and to understand the evolution of Arabic calligraphy during the
Umayyad period. The precise rendering of the Kufic script in the Dome of the
Rock is a testament to the skill of the artisans and provides valuable data
for understanding the development of Islamic writing systems.

Theological Interpretation and Polemics

Theological scholars examine the selected Quranic verses to understand the



doctrinal positions being articulated by the Umayyad rulers. They analyze the
polemical nature of certain verses, particularly those that engage with
Christian theology, to understand the religious discourse of the time. The
Dome of the Rock inscriptions offer a unique glimpse into the early
formulation of Islamic apologetics and the assertion of Islamic identity in a
multi-religious environment.

Historical Contextualization

Historians place the inscriptions within their broader socio-political
context, considering the Umayyad Caliphate's ambitions, the geopolitical
situation of Jerusalem, and the relationship between the Umayyads and other
religious communities. Understanding the motivations behind the specific
choices of verses and their monumental presentation is crucial for grasping
the full impact of the Dome of the Rock inscriptions as a historical
document.

Preservation and Future Study

The preservation of the Dome of the Rock inscriptions is of paramount
importance for safeguarding this invaluable historical and artistic heritage.
Over centuries, these inscriptions have faced the challenges of time,
weathering, and human intervention. Ongoing efforts are dedicated to ensuring
their longevity and accessibility for future generations of scholars and
visitors.

Future study of the Dome of the Rock inscriptions will undoubtedly continue
to yield new insights. Advancements in digital imaging, material analysis,
and interdisciplinary research methodologies promise to deepen our
understanding of these remarkable epigraphic works. The ongoing dialogue
between the past and the present, facilitated by these enduring inscriptions,
continues to enrich our knowledge of Islamic history and art.

Conservation Efforts

Numerous conservation projects have been undertaken to protect the delicate
mosaic and stucco inscriptions from further deterioration. These efforts
involve careful cleaning, stabilization of materials, and the implementation
of protective measures against environmental factors. The goal is to preserve
the original appearance and integrity of the Dome of the Rock inscriptions as
much as possible.



Ongoing Research and Discovery

Despite extensive research, there may still be aspects of the Dome of the
Rock inscriptions that remain to be fully understood. New analytical
techniques and the discovery of related historical documents could lead to
revised interpretations or uncover previously unnoticed details. The enduring
legacy of these inscriptions ensures their continued relevance in academic
discourse and historical inquiry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary religious significance of the
inscriptions found within the Dome of the Rock?

The inscriptions within the Dome of the Rock are primarily Islamic,
emphasizing the oneness of God (Tawhid) and quoting extensively from the
Quran, particularly verses that speak to Jesus's role as a prophet of God,
not divine. This was a deliberate theological statement during a period of
Christian dominance in Jerusalem.

Which Quranic verses are most prominently featured
in the Dome of the Rock's inscriptions and why?

Verses like Surah 17:1 ('Glory to God who took His servant for a journey by
night from the Sacred Mosque to the Farthest Mosque, the precincts of which
We have blessed...') and Surah 4:171 ('O People of the Scripture, do not
commit excess in your religion or say about God except the truth. Messiah,
Jesus, the son of Mary, was not but a messenger of God and His word which He
directed to Mary, and a spirit from Him...') are prominently featured. The
former connects the site to the Prophet Muhammad's night journey (Isra and
Mi'raj), a foundational event in Islam. The latter directly addresses
Christian beliefs about Jesus, asserting his prophethood rather than
divinity.

How do the inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock
reflect the political and theological context of its
construction?

Constructed by the Umayyad Caliph Abd al-Malik in the late 7th century, the
inscriptions served as a powerful statement of Islamic identity and
sovereignty in a city previously under Byzantine (Christian) rule. By
highlighting Islamic theology and the legitimacy of Islamic rule through
Quranic verses, the inscriptions aimed to assert the primacy of Islam in
Jerusalem.



Beyond Quranic verses, what other types of
inscriptions or features are found on the Dome of
the Rock?

While Quranic verses form the core, the inscriptions also include pious
phrases like 'There is no god but Allah, alone, without partner' and the name
of the Caliph Abd al-Malik. The mosaic work itself, though not strictly
'inscriptions' in the textual sense, features vegetal motifs and
architectural designs that contribute to the overall message of divine
creation and order.

What is the significance of the Kufic script used in
the Dome of the Rock's inscriptions?

The inscriptions are primarily written in an early form of Kufic script, a
monumental Arabic calligraphy characterized by its angular and linear forms.
This script was widely used in early Islamic architecture and coinage,
lending an air of authority and permanence to the religious and political
messages conveyed.

Are there any scholarly debates or interpretations
surrounding the Dome of the Rock's inscriptions?

Yes, scholarly debates exist regarding the precise intended audience and the
full theological implications of the inscriptions. Some scholars analyze the
emphasis on Jesus's prophethood as a direct dialogue with Christian
communities, while others view it as a broader assertion of Islamic
universality. The exact dating and provenance of certain textual fragments
are also subjects of ongoing research.

How have the inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock
influenced later Islamic art and architecture?

The Dome of the Rock's inscriptions, particularly their programmatic use of
Quranic texts and the monumental Kufic script, set a precedent for the
integration of religious text into Islamic architectural decoration. This
tradition of using calligraphy as a primary decorative and communicative
element continued and evolved throughout subsequent Islamic dynasties and
regions.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Dome of the Rock inscriptions, each
beginning with and followed by a short description:

1. Illuminated Epigraphy: The Dome of the Rock's Qur'anic Legacy
This scholarly work delves into the visual and textual aspects of the



inscriptions found within the Dome of the Rock. It explores the artistic
rendering of the calligraphy and its significance as an early form of
monumental Quranic display. The book analyzes the specific verses chosen and
their theological implications within the context of the Umayyad Caliphate,
offering insights into early Islamic art and religious expression.

2. Inscribed Majesty: Power and Piety in the Dome of the Rock's Texts
Focusing on the political and religious messaging conveyed by the Dome of the
Rock's inscriptions, this book examines how the Umayyad rulers utilized the
monument's texts to legitimize their authority. It scrutinizes the selection
of Quranic passages and their placement to assert Islamic supremacy and the
caliph's role as a divinely appointed leader. The author discusses the
historical context and the reception of these inscriptions by various
religious and political factions of the era.

3. Echoes of Revelation: The Dome of the Rock's Calligraphic Narrative

This volume offers a comprehensive study of the calligraphy adorning the Dome
of the Rock, tracing its evolution and artistic mastery. It highlights the
scripts used, the decorative elements, and the overall aesthetic impact of
these monumental inscriptions. The book connects the visual beauty of the
writing to the profound spiritual message of the Quranic verses, showcasing
the building's role as a testament to God's word.

4. Sacred Script: Understanding the Dome of the Rock's Qur'anic Dialogue

This accessible introduction aims to demystify the inscriptions within the
Dome of the Rock for a broader audience. It breaks down the significance of
the chosen verses, explaining their theological meaning and historical
context in accessible language. The book aims to foster a deeper appreciation
for the Dome of the Rock as a site where scripture and architecture engage in
a powerful dialogue.

5. Monumental Faith: The Dome of the Rock's Inscriptional Identity

This book investigates how the Dome of the Rock's inscriptions contributed to
the construction of early Islamic identity. It explores how the texts served
as a visual declaration of faith and a marker of Islamic presence in
Jerusalem. The author analyzes the theological statements made through the
calligraphy and their role in differentiating Islam from other Abrahamic
traditions of the time.

6. The Word Made Stone: Deciphering the Dome of the Rock's Qur'anic Walls
This detailed study provides an in-depth analysis of the actual text of the
inscriptions found on the Dome of the Rock. It meticulously transcribes and
translates the chosen Quranic passages, offering scholarly commentary on
their meaning and significance. The book examines the textual variations and
the process of their monumental execution, offering a close reading of the
building's primary textual content.

7. Umayyad Artistry: The Dome of the Rock's Epigraphic Masterpieces

This book situates the inscriptions of the Dome of the Rock within the
broader context of Umayyad artistic achievements. It explores the
relationship between the calligraphy, mosaics, and architectural design of



the monument, highlighting its status as a pioneering work of Islamic art.
The author discusses the patronage of the Umayyad caliphs and their vision
for creating an iconic Islamic structure.

8. Jerusalem's Testimony: The Dome of the Rock's Inscribed Witness

This work examines the Dome of the Rock's inscriptions as a form of religious
and historical testimony within the sacred city of Jerusalem. It explores how
the Quranic texts assert the Islamic connection to the site and its prophetic
figures. The book discusses the inscriptions' role in shaping the narrative
of Islamic importance for Jerusalem and its subsequent historical
development.

9. The Dome's Divine Decree: Tracing the Dome of the Rock's Qur'anic
Authority

This volume focuses on the authoritative nature of the Quranic inscriptions
within the Dome of the Rock. It investigates how the chosen verses,
particularly those related to Jesus and the divine nature of scripture, were
used to establish theological and political authority. The book analyzes the
persuasive power of these monumental texts in asserting Islamic doctrine and
the caliph's divine mandate.
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