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Abstract:

The Kufa Mosque, as one of the oldest and most significant mosques of the Islamic world, has historically performed multiple functions in
religious, political, social, and cultural domains. This research, with an interdisciplinary approach, examines the historical, narrative,
jurisprudential, and artistic status of the Kufa Mosque in Islamic texts and in the mirror of contemporary Orientalist studies. The findings of
the study indicate that, in Shi‘a thought, the Kufa Mosque is more than a place of worship and is presented as an eschatological axis of
expectation for the appearance of Imam al-Mahdi (may God hasten his reappearance) and as the center for the establishment of a global
divine government of justice. In Shi‘a narrations, this mosque is mentioned with numerous virtues and is considered the locus of manifestation
of the Alavid utopia. Orientalists of the 19th and 20th centuries also studied the ritual, political, and symbolic functions of this mosque,
identifying it as an example of the intertwining of religion and politics in early Islamic civilization. Furthermore, the architectural and artistic
dimensions of the Kufa Mosque—from the simple structure of early Islam to the magnificent ornamentations of later periods—reflect the
cultural and religious transformations in Islamic history. The Kufa Mosque holds a central role in Shi‘a religious rituals, particularly in the
ceremonies of the mid-Sha‘ban night and in supplications of anticipation, and is perceived as a bridge between Islam’s historical past and its
promised religious future. Accordingly, a comprehensive study of the various dimensions of this mosque contributes to a deeper
understanding of the doctrinal, social, and artistic dynamics within Islamic civilization.

Keywords: Kufa Mosque; Mahdism; Islamic Eschatology; Orientalism; Islamic Architecture; Global Government of Divine Justice; Alavid
Utopia; Anticipation of Deliverance.
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Extended Abstract

The Mosque of Kufa stands as one of the most ancient and significant religious monuments in Islamic history, embodying
multiple functions that extend far beyond the conventional scope of a house of worship. Established in the year 17 A.H. during
the governorship of Sa‘d ibn Abi Waqqas under the command of Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, it was from its inception
conceived not merely as a prayer hall but as a multidimensional urban institution integrating political, social, and educational
roles (2, 3). The early Islamic urban fabric, particularly in Iraq, was deeply shaped by such congregational mosques, which
acted simultaneously as arenas for adjudication, military organization, and transmission of Islamic sciences. In this regard,
Kufa epitomized the formative synergy between religion and polity in nascent Islam. When Imam ‘Ali transferred the caliphal
seat from Medina to Kufa, the mosque achieved unparalleled centrality, functioning as the nerve center of governance,
jurisprudence, and intellectual life, while becoming the locus for some of the most foundational sermons recorded in Nahj al-
Balagha, which addressed principles of justice, political accountability, and the ethos of divine governance (4, 14). Thus, the
historical trajectory of the mosque reflects not only the architectural evolution of Islamic sacred spaces but also the dynamic
entanglement of religious symbolism with political legitimacy.

Historically, the Mosque of Kufa evolved through successive renovations, expansions, and artistic embellishments that
mirrored the shifting socio-political conditions of the Islamic world. Early descriptions underscore its initial construction with
mud-brick walls and palm trunks, forming a square enclosure with an open courtyard (16). Subsequent reconstructions,
particularly under the Umayyad governor Ziyad ibn Abihi, introduced fortified brick walls and minarets, signifying both the
stability of Islamic rule and the mosque’s growing civic role (8). Later interventions by al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf and the Abbasids
underscored its continuous importance, while its use as a venue for military councils, judicial sessions, and distribution of
public funds exemplifies its multi-layered institutional nature (20). In the Buyid and Safavid periods, with their explicit Shi‘i
orientations, the mosque was further monumentalized through expansions of its sacred precincts, reconstruction of the mihrab
associated with Imam ‘Ali, and artistic programs reflecting Shi‘i devotional identity (9). These renovations culminated in the
Safavid embellishments of calligraphic inscriptions and tilework that conferred upon the mosque a dual role as both a shrine
and an architectural exemplar of Islamic art (17, 18). In the modern era, restoration initiatives under UNESCO have sought to
preserve its structural authenticity while addressing challenges posed by conflict and natural decay (21, 31). Hence, the
historical arc of the mosque attests to its enduring vitality as both a spiritual hub and a mirror of Islamic political authority
across centuries.

The mosque occupies an exalted position in both Shi‘i and Sunni religious literature, where it is portrayed as more than a
sacred site but as a locus of divine favor and eschatological promise. Shi‘i hadith sources, such as those preserved in al-Kafi
and Wasa'il al-Shi‘a, record traditions attributing immense spiritual merit to prayers performed therein, with one obligatory
prayer equated to the merit of an accepted pilgrimage (7, 23). Narratives also link the site to the prayers of prophets from Adam
to Noah, thereby rooting its sanctity in primordial sacred history (5). Jurists such as Shaykh al-Tusi articulated distinctive
rulings regarding ritual practices in the mosque, including the recommendation to perform full prayers while traveling,
deviating from the general rule of shortened travel prayers (24). Sunni sources also acknowledge its spiritual status: Sunan Ibn
Majah contains reports extolling its merits (26), while 1bn Hajar al-‘Asqalani affirmed its sanctity in Fath al-Bari (27). Even

Ibn Taymiyyah, often critical of exaggerated veneration of sites, conceded its recommendable nature (25). Collectively, these
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juridical and narrative traditions underscore the mosque’s role as both a sanctified space of ritual and a locus for eschatological
expectation, particularly in Shi‘i theology where it is explicitly tied to the advent of the Mahdi (6).

Western scholarship, particularly in the 19th and 20th centuries, engaged with the Mosque of Kufa as a key to understanding
the institutional dynamics of early Islam. Orientalists such as Van Vloten depicted the mosque as a military-political institution
integral to the structuring of Arab tribal society and the administration of conquered territories (10). Similarly, Lammens
emphasized its role as an early fusion of religion and politics, framing it as a center of resistance during the caliphate of Imam
‘Ali (8). These accounts, while often marked by both admiration and critical bias, highlighted the mosque as a paradigmatic
case of the socio-political functions of Islamic sacred spaces. Later contributions by Goldziher contextualized its significance
within broader Islamic theological and legal traditions, particularly in relation to messianic expectations (30), while modern
scholars such as Bulliet stressed its enduring relevance in Shi‘i identity and movements (29). Eliade’s comparative theory of
sacred space identified Kufa as an axis mundi in Shi‘i eschatology, where cosmic order and social justice converge (12). More
recent interdisciplinary studies by Mervin underscore how the mosque functions in Shi‘i collective memory not only as an
architectural site but as a locus of eschatological hope and communal identity (9). Thus, Orientalist and modern Western
discourses collectively illuminate the multifaceted meanings ascribed to Kufa, albeit through varying epistemological lenses.

Architecturally, the Mosque of Kufa encapsulates the trajectory of Islamic religious architecture from austere simplicity to
ornamental sophistication. Its quadrangular plan with an open courtyard and hypostyle halls became a prototype for later
mosques across the Islamic world (16). The Buyid and Safavid interventions introduced decorative programs that blended
artistry with sacred symbolism, such as the monumental mihrab attributed to Imam ‘Ali, inscribed with early Kufic Qur’anic
script, representing one of the rare surviving specimens of early Islamic calligraphy (17). Safavid tilework, characterized by
turquoise and lapis hues interlaced with geometric and vegetal motifs, transformed the mosque into a visual embodiment of
spiritual ascent (18, 22). These embellishments not only reflected aesthetic developments but also conveyed theological
messages of transcendence, order, and divine beauty. The mosque thus serves as a canvas where shifts in artistic style, from
plain early forms to ornate Safavid embellishments, paralleled the evolving religious identity of Muslim societies. In
contemporary times, preservation challenges have made Kufa an exemplar of the tensions between safeguarding authenticity
and accommodating devotional practices, with UNESCO-led efforts striving to balance historical integrity and living tradition
(21). Therefore, the mosque remains both an artifact of Islamic art history and a living stage for the interplay of faith, politics,
and culture.

Eschatologically, the Mosque of Kufa holds unparalleled importance in Shi‘i theology as the prophesied seat of the Mahdi’s
universal governance. Reports attributed to Imam al-Bagqir declare that upon the Mahdi’s advent, the mosque will expand
miraculously to accommodate the faithful and serve as the epicenter of divine justice (5, 6). This conceptualization of Kufa as
the axis of global justice situates it at the heart of Shi‘i messianic imagination, embodying not only hope for salvation but also
the socio-political aspiration for the triumph of the oppressed over tyranny (9, 12). Ritual practices such as pilgrimages on the
eve of mid-Sha‘'ban and the recitation of eschatological supplications reinforce the living connection between this sacred
geography and Shi‘i devotional life (13, 28). In sum, the Mosque of Kufa is not simply a monument of the Islamic past but a
symbolic bridge between history and eschatology, between communal memory and future expectation. Its enduring significance
resides in its capacity to embody the layered intersections of theology, politics, architecture, and art across Islamic civilization.
By linking the justice-oriented legacy of Imam ‘Ali with the messianic anticipation of the Mahdi, the mosque persists as a

timeless emblem of the Shi‘i vision of divine governance and ultimate redemption.
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