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أساسه قريبًا من ثاثة أذرع ” )المباركفوري، 1991(، و)شكل 1( الآتي الذي يوضح تصورا 
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INTRODUCTION

ACCORDING to the survey by Pew Research Center for the level of 
religious diversity in 2010, China was defined as one of the most 

multi-faith countries all over the world. At present, data shows that some 
20 to 40 million Muslims live in China for which the actual numbers 
are still difficult to obtain. They acknowledged that due to the different 
origins of Islam in China and the complexity of China’s modern national 
policy, various official and unofficial national identities1, 2. Interestingly, 
Chinese mosque architecture, whether historical or modern, reflects this 
diversity. This paper investigates the development history of mosque 
buildings in China3. The discussion on historical mosques continues to 
contemporary times, which presents diversified architectural styles for 
mosques in China. Especially, unlike the olden days, in the 21st century, 
modern architectural technology allows clients to choose from a variety of 
styles and materials when designing mosques to reflect specific versions 
of Islamic identity.

HISTORY OF ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE IN CHINA

In his book, Chinese Islamic Architecture, Liu Zhiping divides Chinese 
Islamic architecture into three periods – the first period: the transplantation 
period of Islamic architecture, from Tang Dynasty to the end of Yuan 
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Dynasty, about 700 years; the second period: the climax period of Islamic 
architecture development, about 500 years from the beginning of Ming 
Dynasty to the pre-Opium War; and the third period: more than 100 years 
from the Opium War to the founding of New China. He further divides 
Chinese Islamic architecture into two systems: one is “Gongbei”. Gongbei 
– meaning “dome”, is a term used by the Hui people in Northwest China 
for an Islamic shrine complex centered on a grave of a Sufi master. The 
other system is the mosques of Uyghur and other nationalities in Xinjiang4. 
Wang Zhengming divides the process of Sinicization of Islam into three 
stages: the transplantation period of early Islam, which corresponds to 
the three dynasties of Tang, Song, and Yuan; the change period of Islamic 
architectural style in the late Yuan and early Ming dynasties; and the 
third period is the Ming and Qing dynasties5. Based on the above ideas, 
this paper divides Chinese Islamic architecture into the following four 
historical periods.

Transplantation Period from the Tang Dynasty to
the Yuan Dynasty

Although Muslims have entered China since the Tang Dynasty, and 
have formed settlements and built mosques in Guangzhou, Quanzhou, 
Hangzhou, Yangzhou, Chang’an, and other cities, the material remains of 
the Tang and Song Dynasties are very rare. At present, the earliest relics of 
Chinese Islam are Arabic stone carvings in the Song and Yuan Dynasties. 
They are mainly distributed in Beijing, Guangzhou, Quanzhou, Hangzhou, 
and Yangzhou, especially in Quanzhou6.

The only buildings left in the Tang Dynasty may be the Guangta 
(minaret) of Huaisheng Mosque in Guangzhou (Figure 1). The mosque 
is one of the oldest in the world built over 1,300 years ago. It is known 
for its unusual minaret, the Guangta which means lighthouse in ancient 
Chinese7.

15112019 - Mosque Architecture, Present Issues and Future Ideas - SI.indd   6 15/11/2019   5:26 PM



7

REGIONAL DESIGN 

FIGURE 1
Huaisheng Mosque in Guangzhou.

(Source: http://catalogue.wellcomelibrary.org/record=b1187734)

Quanzhou Ashab Mosque was built in 400 years (1009 – 1010) of the Islamic 
calendar, that is, the second year of the Emperor of Song Dynasty (Figure 2). 
The mosque is a typical representative of the period when Islam has not 
yet been localized. Its shape and layout are quite different from traditional 
Chinese architecture, all of which are made of granite. The existing Mosque 
was rebuilt in 1310. It has a history of more than 700 years. There are no 
Chinese characters on the stone carvings of this Yuan Dynasty building, 
rather all of them are in Arabic8.

FIGURE 2
Qingjing Mosque Entry.

(Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:
Qingjing_Mosque_-_entry_-_DSCF8665.JPG)
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In the Yuan Dynasty, the earliest examples of the combination of Islamic 
brick and stone architecture from Central Asia and West Asia with 
Chinese-style architecture emerged, such as the arch of the Phoenix 
Mosque in Hangzhou, and the arch of the mosque in Dingzhou, Hebei, 
all adopted the architectural style of the Islamic brick arch in the interior 
and Han-style pavilion at exterior. Chang Qing, an architectural expert of 
Tongji University, clearly put forward in his article titled “Evolution of 
Chinese Brick and Stone Vault Architecture in Yuan and Ming Dynasties” 
that structural and qualitative changes have taken place in Chinese brick 
and stone vault architecture since Han and Tang Dynasties at the turn 
of Song and Yuan Dynasties. He mentioned that it originated from the 
influence of the shape and style of Islamic architecture in Western Regions. 
It can be seen that the transplantation of Islamic architecture is not only the 
emergence of mosques with Islamic architectural style in China but also the 
further promotion of a transformation of brick vaults in China in the Yuan 
and Ming Dynasties8.

The Sinicization Period in Ming and Qing Dynasties

In the early Ming Dynasty, a series of policies prohibiting “Hu clothes, 
Hu language, and Hu surname” promoted the localization of Muslim 
immigrants. In Muslim architecture, mosques generally adopt the large 
roof style of traditional Chinese wood structure as well as a large number 
of Chinese-style plaque couplets, inscriptions, paintings, and other 
forms9.

Liu Zhiping has discussed the changes in this period in detail in “Chinese 
Islamic Architecture”. He listed examples of Ming Dynasty, such as Xi’an 
Huajuexiang Mosque (Figure 3), Hangzhou Zhenjiao Mosque, Beijing 
Dongsi Mosque, Yunnan Dali Mosque, Shanghai Songjiang Mosque, Gansu 
Tianshuihou Street Mosque, and so on. For example, Huajuexiang Mosque 
has no brick hall. The magnificence and solemnity of the courtyard and 
hall architecture are the rare essences of ancient Chinese architecture. He 
cited examples of Qing Dynasty architecture, including East Grand Mosque 
of Jining, Bozhen Mosque of Hebei, Gulou Mosque of Chengdu, Qiaomen 
Street Mosque of Lanzhou, Zhuxianzhen Mosque of Henan, and so on. It 
has completely formed a unique Chinese system, and its overall layout is 
mostly quadrangular courtyard style. It occupies a special position in the 
history of Chinese architecture, greatly enriching the tradition of ancient 
Chinese architecture, and has a long history. It is not comparable to the 

15112019 - Mosque Architecture, Present Issues and Future Ideas - SI.indd   8 15/11/2019   5:26 PM



9

REGIONAL DESIGN 

common types of Buddhist architecture that can be seen in their temples 
and palaces. Liu Zhiping gave such a high appraisal, mainly because 
Chinese Islamic architecture not only inherited the shape and style of 
traditional Chinese architecture but also had many creative applications 
and developments, such as the collocation of collocated roofs, front 
curtain and back kiln hall, unconventional plane type and architectural 
combination, etc4. Its innovation and complexity are amazing. It also 
shows the two-way influence in cultural exchange expressed above, that 
is, the Sinicization of Islamic architecture is not a one-way and passive 
acceptance process, but a creative and positive adaptation process. 
The acceptance and development of Chinese Islamic architecture to 
the form, technique, and form of traditional Chinese architecture is still 
going on today. The Mingtang Architecture in Lanzhou is one of the best 
examples.

FIGURE 3
Huajuexiang Mosque.

(Source: https://archnet.org/sites/3973/media_contents/1795)
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The Declining Period of the Republic of China

Since the late Qing Dynasty, on the one hand, the scale, quality, and artistic 
level of new mosques have declined due to war and social decline; on the 
other hand, due to the introduction of Western architectural technology, 
Chinese mosque buildings have also appeared to adapt reinforced concrete 
structure. The mosques built in this period are representative of Shanghai 
Xiaotaoyuan Mosque, Huhhot Mosque, Dongguan Mosque in Xining, Taizi 
Mosque in Lingwu County, Ningxia, etc.

Shanghai Xiaotaoyuan Mosque, built-in 1930, is the pioneer of modern 
mosque depicting reinforced concrete buildings. The Hohhot Mosque and 
Dongguan Mosque in Xining have become a combination of Chinese and 
Western architectural styles.

FIGURE 4
Xiaotaoyuan Mosque.

(Source: https://id.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Berkas:Xiaotaoyuan_Mosque.JPG)

During the 30 years from the founding of New China to the Cultural 
Revolution, mosque buildings in China went from decline to destruction due 
to the overflow of “extreme left” thoughts. Many mosques included in Liu 
Zhiping’s “Chinese Islamic Architecture” have not survived, such as Jining 
West Mosque in Shandong Province, Nanda Mosque in Tianjin, Shizuishan 
Mosque in Ningxia, Weizhou Mosque, Lanzhou, and Linxia Mosques. As 
the “Cultural Revolution” hard-hit areas of Gansu, Ningxia, and Qinghai 
Hui communities, there are only a few mosque buildings left. There are no 
mosque buildings in Lanzhou and Linxia, only the small-scale mosques in 
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Yinchuan and Dongguan Mosque in Xining. The Lanzhou Qiaomen Street 
Mosque, which Professor Liu Zhiping calls “a rare and precious heritage in 
Chinese architecture”, has “a huge and magnificent scroll shed rarely seen 
in ancient Chinese architecture”, and “the spirit of connecting the scroll 
shed with the hall is even rarer”. Now we can only recall it in his book10.

The understanding of the period of the overall destruction of this mosque 
building is very crucial because it is this comprehensive destruction that 
brings about the style transformation of the mosque building in the next 
period.

THE MODERNIZATION OF MOSQUE IN CHINA SINCE THE 1980s

With the end of the Cultural Revolution, religious activities in China have 
gradually tended to normalize. In the 1980s, the mosques that survived 
were gradually reopened, and the destroyed mosques were gradually 
restored and rebuilt, forming the first climax of mosque reconstruction. 
Limited to the social and economic conditions at that time, most of the 
rebuilt mosque buildings were relatively simple, not only the construction 
technology could not be compared with the Ming and Qing Dynasties, 
but also the construction quality was not up to the mark. As a result, the 
rebuilt mosques servers for only about 10 to 20 years and then faced re-
construction8, 11.

After entering the 21st century, with the further promotion of reform and 
opening up the market economy, the economic life of the vast majority of 
Muslims in Northwest China has been greatly improved, and a new round 
of mosque reconstruction climax appears again. This wave of rebuilding 
climax is not the “religious fanaticism” seen in some people’s eyes, but 
the inevitable result of the above historical logic. In the current wave of 
reconstruction, the crude buildings built in the 1980s are facing gradual 
replacement by new reinforced concrete buildings, and their architectural 
styles will show a more diversified orientation; and this trend of development 
is consistent with the trend of urbanization and modernization in China at 
that time.

MOSQUE AND THE LIFE AND MOBILITY OF MUSLIMS IN CITIES

Mosque is the center of Muslim community. It is the place to perform 
prayers, carry out education, inherit culture, inherit traditions, and gather 
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people to discuss, settle disputes, help the poor, exchange, and cater 
for the community. It plays both communal and religious functions and 
plays an irreplaceable position in the Muslim community. Therefore, in 
history and reality, where Muslims live together, there will be mosques 
the serve their communities. Mosques in China are usually integrated 
with Arab-Islamic culture and Chinese culture12. At the same time, they 
combine regional culture. They are not only the most magnificent and 
solemn buildings in the community but also the material landmark. They 
are also spiritual landmarks in the cognitive and classification system of 
the surrounding Muslims. Mosque creates a homelike environment for 
the Muslims to experience the love and warmth of their beliefs, and feel 
the significance and value of life.

According to the trend of population migration, Muslims in China have 
the characteristics of migration from village to town, town to county, 
county to central city, central city to metropolis. From the perspective of 
occupational status of migrants, it is mainly the migration of some regional 
industrial groups from rural areas or cities to big cities, such as Qinghai 
Hui, Sala, and Xinjiang Uygur into coastal cities to open restaurants; 
Henan Mengzhou, Changge and other places Hui migrated to Quanzhou, 
Guangzhou to operate leather based industry. From the regional analysis 
of migration, it has the characteristics of migration from inland areas to 
coastal cities, from western areas to central and eastern areas. Particularly 
noteworthy is that in recent years, there has been a trend of migration to 
cities where Muslim activities have existed in history, although the early 
Muslims communities had generally declined in the planned economy 
era11.

There are two reasons for the migration mentioned above characteristics: 
one is the attraction of Mosque cities to Muslims; the other is the prosperity 
of urban commerce in developed areas, the developed market, and the 
humanization of policies, which have a “pull” effect. Traditionally, there 
are mosques and after the arrival of new immigrants, they will quickly 
construct their social network through mosques, share the social capital 
formed with mosques as the center, and provide the basic network support 
for immigrants to enter the city. And cities with developed markets, open 
policies and prosperous commerce can attract Muslim businessmen to 
enter the industry in a short time, thus rapidly gathering a certain number 
of people to build a harmonious religious community.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Over the past 10 years, the style of newly built mosques has tended 
to imitate that of the Middle East region. This trend makes the religious 
symbols of mosques emphasized but severely separated from the 
connection of geographical and cultural context. The development of Islam 
in China cannot be understood as “Sinicization”. Firstly, the products of the 
Sinicization of Islamic architecture are the two major Islamic architecture 
systems in the Mainland and Xinjiang. Secondly, Islamic architecture in 
the interior of China is not passively accepting and imitating traditional 
Chinese architectural techniques and styles, but creatively inheriting and 
developing them. Thirdly, the Sinicization of Islamic architecture has its 
distinct characteristics of the times and changes synchronously with the 
development of Chinese society as a whole. The conclusion is that it is 
unrealistic to require Chinese Islamic architecture to remain in the era of 
big roof architecture in the Ming and Qing Dynasties without renewal today 
when traditional Chinese architecture is declining, and modern architecture 
is developing towards diversification.

Also, is there an architectural style called “Arab style”? The answer is “No”. 
Islam is recognized as a world religion, with a variety of localized styles; 
in the field of Islamic art, the most representative is the art of architecture 
and calligraphy. Therefore, “Islamic Architectural Art” does not mean “Arab 
Architectural Art”. In the contemporary Arab countries, there is no unified 
“Arab architecture”. Therefore, the assertion of “building an Arab-style 
mosque” is meaningless in itself. If there is a more unified style of Islamic 
art, it is completely normal for Chinese Islamic architecture to inherit, 
develop, and transform this style, which adds not only new content to the 
treasure house of Chinese culture, but also contributes new content to the 
world Islamic culture.
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