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Long before Macau was a city of glamour, it was a protected bay where 
Chinese �shermen sought refuge from the treacherous sea. Their piety built 
the A-Ma Temple in the Ming Dynasty, a serene sanctuary within the rocks to 
the merciful Goddess of the Sea, A-Má. Incense they would burn here, their 
prayers for safe passage on the breeze. 

The temple's history is woven into the actual name "Macau." Upon the �rst 
Portuguese sailors' arrival in the 16th century and questioning about the 
place's name, they were commanded to state "A-Má Gau" (the Bay of A-Má). 
Such a short, honest answer, which was the product of the devotion of the 
local people, became the common name we know today.  is considered the 
�rst and oldest temple in Macau.

For centuries, it has been a witness in silence, watching a small �shing village 
become an international hub. It has o�ered solace through alternating regimes 
and centuries, a constant source of culture and spirit. Its listing as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site �nally acknowledged what individuals had long realized: 
this is the sacred ground in which the soul of Macau was born.

The temple consists of six main parts: Gate Pavilion, the Memorial Arch, the 
Prayer Hall, the Hall of Benevolence (the oldest part of the temple), the Hall of 
Guanyin, Zhengjiao Chanlin - Buddhist Pavilion.

It has suspended itself on its rocky hillside for millennia, and the materials it's 
made of are the reason that it appears so timeless and serene.

Instead of steel and concrete, the temple exhales granite and wood. I could feel 
it the moment i stepped in. Cool solid granite pavement stones, and  pass by 
massive stone walls that appear to erupt just from the earth. This 
locally-quarried granite provides a sturdy foundation, and it's also been 
lovingly carved by master artisans into guardian lions, beautiful gateways, and 
poetry-engraved tablets.

Above them, the beautiful pavilions are an engineering wonder of ancient 
wood construction. The ingenious system of the skilled craftsmenholds, up the 
legendary swooping roofs, covered in gleaming glazed terracotta tiles. The 
contrast between the deep natural wood grain and stunning green or yellow 
tiles is simply breathtaking.

What is truly magical is how the temple appears to breathe and live in harmony 
with its environment. It wasn't dropped into the landscape; it was constructed 
to match the contours of the hill according to ancient Feng Shui beliefs. 
Courtyard areas open up to let the wind through, and the scent of incense rises 
from burners which are chiseled out of the same stone you're standing on. It is 
this deep harmony of solid stone, elegant wood, and spiritual purpose that 
elevates the A-Ma Temple to not just a structure to see, but a tranquil sanctuary 
to feel.

The A-Ma Temple wasn't built; it was hand-crafted with care. Imagine 
stonemasons, dust in their hands, patiently carving granite into watchful lions and 
verse-inscribed words. Wood-workers, familiar with every plank of wood, �tting 
beams together without nails, creating the sound of silent joinery, they used a 
genius interlocking bracket system called dougong, �tting pieces of precious 
hardwood together like a 3D jigsaw puzzle—all without a single nail. The gleam of 
the roofs came from tile-makers who mastered the alchemy of color deepening 
glazes.

 Conservators are now like doctors, tenderly preserving the ancient wood and 
stone alive, while temple priests see to it that incense and prayer rhythm �ow 
continuously to make the art of worship unbroken. For the maintenance of the 
temple whenever possible, restorers use original materials (such as speci�c types 
of wood, ceramic tiles, stone) and traditional construction techniques (such as 
wood joinery without nails). The goal is to maintain historical authenticity.

:

Author: Anonymous craftsmans and builders of 
the Ming dynasty
Date:  1488
Location: Barra Square, Macau Peninsula, Macau
 
Promoter / Owner:  Cultural Institute of Macau
Contractor: Funded by donations from local 
�shermen and traders to ensure the protection 
of the goddess A-Ma (Mazu)

Function: Taoist temple and place of worship 
dedicated to the goddess A-Ma (Mazu), the 
goddess of the sea and protector of �shermen.
Area: 5.000 m2
Current state: In good condition
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