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What is Islamic Art? 

In this paper it is my intention to look at the history of Islamic Art and it’s early influences 
that helped form the ‘traditional’ practices of art that have now become synonymous to this 
type of art. Looking back over history it is possible to see how Islamic art has developed 
and with my own Muslim artistic background I hope to bring further clarity to form an 
understanding of what the current Islamic art scene has to offer. 
 
There are some common assumptions associated with Islamic Art, the one most commonly 
being that anything under this label is religious art or created by a religious practitioner. Is 
this truly the case?  

Firstly it is important to see what is commonly understood to be meant by the term ‘Islamic 
Art’. For this we shall refer to Islamic Arts written by Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair, two 
experts in the field of the history of Islamic Art: 
 

“The term ‘Islamic art’ refers not only to the art made for Islamic practices 
and settings but also to the art made by and for people who lived or live in 
lands where most – or the most important - people were or are Muslims, 
that is believers in Islam. The term is, therefore, used somewhat differently 
than such comparable terms as ‘Christian’ or ‘Buddhist’ art: Islamic art 
refers to the arts of all Islamic cultures and not just to the arts related to the 
religion of Islam.”1 

 
There are many factors that play into the identification of such art. Factors include social 
concerns, cultural content, geographical location, art practice and theology. Islam being the 
religion from which the art and therefore the term derives, it is easy to assume that artwork 
within this category must adhere to something within this context. However, we will see that 
it is not necessary to have this religious link in order for art to be termed Islamic. 
 
A brief history and early influences 
 
Approximately 1400 years ago when the religion of Islam first arose in Mecca, Saudi 
Arabia, there did not exist what one would call an ‘Islamic Art scene’. This was simply 
because focus was on theology and a practical application of this centred on the basic 
requirement to understand the purpose of our existence – to obey a monotheistic deity. The 
Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings of God be upon him) came with the message to 
obey Allah (Arabic for God) and it was he who received the revelation of the Qur’an (words 
from God) over the period of 23 years through the Archangel Gabriel. 
 
These revelations came in the local language of Arabic and the verses were memorised by 
the closest companions of the Prophet (pbuh) so as to spread the message to the followers 
of the religion. It was only after the death of the Prophet that all the verses were collated 
and a decision was made to compile the verses into one book. The words of Allah (SWT) 
needed to be made available to more people and be preserved. With this came the need 
for a written form of Arabic that would be suitable for something as glorious as the Book of 
Allah, the Qur’an. 
 

                                                 
1
 Islamic Arts (Art & Ideas), Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair, Phaidon Press Ltd (Jun 1997) 



ISLAMIC ART: Understanding the origins, influences and contemporary developments 
Sara Choudhrey  29/09/2009 

 - 3 - 

 

Figure 1 - leaf from Kufic Qur'an folio,  manuscript on vellum. First half 10th century
2
 

From this was born Arabic Calligraphy, the most revered forms of Islamic Art. Since its 
specific inception many centuries ago for writing the words of the Qur’an it has not changed 
in it’s basic form and still uses the same alphabet, but with many diacritical and stylistic 
developments. This has enabled the Qur’an (in terms of the actual words) to remain the 
same since its revelation and it has fallen upon only a small set of skilled persons to take 
on the responsibility of writing and illuminating it. 
 
It is possible to say this was the first form of ‘Islamic Art’.  From the earliest years the 
traditional method of producing Arabic calligraphy specifically for the Qur’an has been 
taught by masters. The calligraphy used in the Qur’an had to be of a very high standard 
and, without compromise, of utmost beauty. The written forms had to represent the 
linguistic and spiritual beauty of each word. Alongside this, illumination of the pages 
became very marked too. As can be seen in figure 2, and in stark contrast to figure 1, there 
was later much development of decorative elements to convey beauty, however as is 
commonly known this is done without imagery conveying living beings.  
 

 

Figure 2 – Qur’anic manuscript on buff paper, late 15th century
3
 

                                                 
2
 Image from Christie’s auction catalogue: Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds, London 31 March 2009, pg 3 
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Beautification of the Qur’an was encouraged with the repeated mention of perfection and 
beauty in the Qur’an. And the reported saying (Hadith) of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh): 
 

“Almighty Allah is Beautiful (splendid in His perfection) and loves beauty.” 
 
However, the ban against using imagery with people or animals originates from the 
following Hadith where the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) was reported to have said:     
 

“The most severely punished of people on the Day of Resurrection will be the image-makers, those 

who tried to imitate the creation of Allah.” 
 
As Muslims adhere to the teachings of both the Qur’an and the Sunnah (the actions and 
sayings of the Prophet), the above comment becomes quite important in a religious 
context. 
 
As the message of Islam spread with the expansion of the empire into Europe and Asia so 
did the wealth of the leaders of this great empire. Investments into buildings and crafts 
increased and secular artefacts became easily attainable for those who could afford them. 
The establishment of two differing types of arts became more prominent too – those that 
fell into religious and those that fell into secular. An ornate wall hanging with calligraphic 
quotes from the Qur’an or Hadith would remain in a religious environment; whereas a tin 
bronze ewer with a gazelle depicted on the front (see figure 3) would remain very much 
within a secular environment. A patron may well have requested for either of these to be 
produced for his household or as part of his local mosque. 
 

 

Figure 3 - Early Islamic High tin bronze ewer, Central Asia 8th/9th centruy
4
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                   
3
 Image from Christie’s auction catalogue: Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds, London 31 March 2009, pg 11 

4
 Image from Christie’s auction catalogue: Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds, London 31 March 2009, pg 32 
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Mosques were decorated with calligraphic elements usually surrounded by patterns, most 
commonly in the form of geometric and arabesque tiling. Geometric pattern-making existed 
in previous cultures (Greek, Byzantine, Persian, etc) but Islamic developments in this area 
were very significant most likely due to this style of décor being highly suitable for religious 
objects and buildings. Craftsmen were able to add their own distinctive touch combined 
with the local styles (as the empire expanded in to new lands with different decorative 
methods and skills exchanged by the locals) to create patterns which became ever more 
complex and unique to the Islamic world. 
 

 

Figure 4 - detail of decorative calligraphy and patterns on The Dome of the Rock
5
 

 
Islamic artefacts and crafts therefore were the sole examples of the arts in the early 
centuries of the Islamic movement and these are what will commonly be found in Museums 
across the globe today.  
 
In figure 5 and 6 below we have a stunning example of craftsmanship in the form of a 
Lobmyr dish, produced in the West but in the decorative style of the East.  
 
Craft-making, Arabic calligraphy (for scripture) and geometric patterns are the key 
traditional arts that have remained in existence within the Islamic art scene from its earliest 
period. These categories are quite clear and distinguishable because of their unique 
characteristics that can differentiate them from another.  
 
Of these categories, the one most affected by industrial developments during the turn of the 
19th century would be the crafts. In historical settings a master craftsman would have been 
commissioned to produce a stately metalwork piece, this being a luxury the average person 
could not afford. Household luxuries are not of the same nature anymore and are now 
readily available through mass-production. There are only a handful of craftsmen who 

                                                 
5
 Image from Salaam web site: http://www.salaam.co.uk/themeofthemonth/march02_index.php?l=4 (last accessed 

14/09/09 00:35) 
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continue the tradition of handcrafting products for those who are willing to commission 
them. 

 

Figure 5 - A Lobmyr enamelled glass dish, Vienna, circa 1878
6
 

 

 

Figure 6 - Detail of Lobmyr glass dish (as above) 

 
However, something seems to be holding Islamic Art in the past, or at least, this is the 
impression the subject has gained. In much of today’s literature on Islamic Art we find 
ourselves looking through the historical changes in Islamic art and architecture alongside 
the timeline of Islamic empowerment. The expansion of the empire was of relevance to the 
production of art and architecture but many of these discussions seem to end with the 
Ottomans of the 18th century. 
 
After the Islamic empire regressed there remained pockets of Muslim societies in parts of 
Europe, the Middle East, the Indian Sub-continent and the Far East. The concept of one 
ruler for the entire Muslim population had dissipated to individual rulers of each nation. 

                                                 
6
 Image from Christie’s auction catalogue: Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds, London 31 March 2009, pg 156 
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Amongst all the political changes came social changes too which in turn affected the arts.  
According to Stephen Vernoit, in his essay ‘The Visual Arts in Nineteenth-Century Muslim 
thought’ (p.19), the turn of the century meant a new attitude to addressing Islamic thought 
on art.  “This transformation was marked especially by the judgement of the Egyptian 
theologian Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905) who put forward in a fatwa (religious ruling) a 
clear argument in favour of the legality of figural images…”7 especially for educational 
purposes. This movement away from the strictness of prior years meant that imagery could 
be more accessible and publicly acceptable. 
 
With the expansion of the British colonies towards the East there was an increase of 
Western influence and new approaches to the arts. For some Muslim nations it was their 
first encounter with ‘fine arts’. As more artistic institutes started teaching European art in 
places such as Cairo, Istanbul and Morocco, the decrease in local art meant a recline in 
specialised traditional craft production. Mass produced western oriented products were 
more in demand to accommodate tourism as well as trade and export. 
 
Historically there was a lot of activity in the first half of the 20th century with both the world 
wars and then the need to settle back once this was over. Vernot continues: “After the end 
of the second world war, one by one the Islamic nations regained their independence, 
gradually recovered their self-confidence and once again started to realise the significance 
of, and take pride in, their rich heritage.”8 
 
This movement back to self acknowledgement and appreciation of local arts did not mean a 
complete u-turn back to the ways of old where the traditional arts were completely revived. 
Mass production, industrial values for the economy and advances in technology meant that 
the arts would need to fit in to another realm of the culture. 
 
A new generation of artists were taught with a European approach and so they became 
practitioners of western methods and styles but were still embedded in a rich local culture 
with Islamic roots and beliefs. 
 
With the education system having been influenced by the west, there were not only the 
western artistic attitudes that could be accommodated but also the Islamic roots and beliefs 
that could be incorporated. This was the beginning of a new era of Islamic art. 
 
Contemporary Islamic Art 
 
In recent years there has been a limelight on the Middle-East for understandable reasons 
and due to political and social changes across the globe. From a western perspective there 
has been an increased desire to understand and examine the cultures that differ so much 
from that of the west. 
 
In response to this desire and with a varied awareness of the East, many national and 
international galleries have exchanged artwork, for example from London to Dubai or Iran 
to London. A significant aspect of this exchange is that the exhibited artworks have been 
targeted towards a growing audience – the general public and not just in specialised 
environments or institutes. 

                                                 
7
 Islamic art in the 19

th
 century: tradition, innovation, and and eclecticism, Issue 6260. Volume 60 of Islamic history and 

civilization. Doris Behrens-Abouseif, Stephen Vernoit, BRILL 2006, pp.19-35. 
8
 As above 
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Arabic calligraphy 
 
One such exhibition was Word into Art: Artists of the Modern Middle East, shown at the 
British Museum, London, in 2006 and then again at the Dubai International Financial 
Centre, UAE, in 2008. As indicated by the title, this exhibition focused on the use of Arabic 
words and writing in artwork produced by artists in the Middle-East. Calligraphy being the 
most notable form of written art, let alone Islamic Art, it is not surprising that this made up a 
large part of the work on display. However, these did not appear only in their usual formats 
– for example photography, sculptures and other mixed media were used to present these.  
 
One of the exhibited calligraphers was Osman Waqialla (1925-2007). A Sudanese born 
artist he graduated in art in Khartoum, came to study in England and then went on to study 
Arabic calligraphy. Under the guidance of the Egyptian master calligrapher, Sayyid 
Muhammad Ibrahim at Cairo's School of Arabic Calligraphy, Waqialla gained his Ijaza 
which meant he had passed with the approval of a true master to a level of high skill and 
perfection. Waqialla therefore learnt his practice in the traditional method of passing a 
specialised skill from master to student, who then attains permission to practice himself and 
possibly teach others. 
 

Figure 7 - Proportional lettering
9
 

 
The beauty of Arabic calligraphy is the grace with which each letter is 
fully given its right amongst the other letters whether in the midst of a 
word or midsentence. 
 
The nature of this particular calligraphy compels the practitioner to 
complete his work to the highest standard, the proportions between 
letters, spacing and sizing being a way to measure this. Gaining an Ijaza 
from a master is one way to ensure that you have reached such a high 
level where proportioning the letters then comes naturally. This is the 
benefit of immense practice and training.  
 
Arabic calligraphy must also comply with the rules of proportion; the 
letters’ sizing is produced by following the dot system as illustrated in the 
image on the left. The dot is produced by a single short stroke of the 
calligraphic pen to the width of the nib. 
 
These dots (dependant on the size of the calligrapher’s pen) are used to 
measure the height and width of each stroke of the letter. A master 
calligrapher will naturally be able to determine these measurements due 

to the many years of training and the perfecting of his skill. 
 
Combining this traditional practice with the knowledge gained in a London based university 
such as Camberwell School of Art, Waqialla was able to approach his work with a new style 
and cultural exposure outside of Central Africa. This enabled him to bring together the 
traditional skills with the input of his newfound knowledge and experience of learning from 
the West. 
 

                                                 
9
 Image from http://www.sakkal.com/ArtArabicCalligraphy.html (last accessed 15/09/09 01:18) 
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In figure 8 we can see Waqialla’s Kaf ha ya ayn sad (letters from the Arabic alphabet) 
which shown as part of the Sacred Script section of the exhibition: 

 
Figure 8 – Kaf ha ya ayn sad, by Osman Waqialla 

 Ink and gold on vellum laid down on cream coloured paper, 1980 

 
Kaf, ha, ya, ayn, sad, are five letters that appear in chapter 19 of the Qur’an. These 
individual letters are mysterious and appear in different combinations within the Qur’an. 
The viewers’ understanding of the language or lack thereof becomes an unnecessary factor 
due to the choice of subject. Even a Muslim Arab would not be able to explain the 
significance of these letters, other than knowing they are significant for an unknown reason, 
therefore only the general context from which they arise. 
 
Waqialla has emphasised the five letters by enlarging them significantly using the Thuluth 
script. Viewers are able to appreciate the shapes and spaces between these by following 
the smaller verses around the outer walls of the larger letters. This piece becomes an 
aesthetically representative work not just a literary one.  
 
Although in his other more commercial works Waqialla experimented with colour, forms and 
different texts, when it came to the above piece from the Qur’an he chose to use simple 
black and white colouring with only the stops between ayahs (verses) within the smaller 
text to add elements of colour. This choice of limited colour complies with the traditional 
approach of keeping the sacred words in a simple colour palette but instead beautifying the 
words through the shapes of the letters themselves. 
 
However, Waqialla has broken from the traditional convention of using horizontal structure 
in Kaf, ha, ya, ayn, sad. The large letters in a vertical formation, with the smaller text 
following the shapes of the letters is a contemporary approach to presenting sacred texts. 
The Qur’an itself would never be presented in this form but a piece such as this would be 
ideal for display within a non-religious environment where the owner would like a reminder 
of his faith – be it in their office or home. 
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Despite the fact that Arabic calligraphy has reached all continents of the globe within the 
Qur’ans that are now readily available to all, the middle-east is still seen as the hub for 
‘Islamic Art’.   However, a new label of ‘Middle-Eastern’ art has helped in show casing art 
work from a region which is predominantly Islamic in faith but no longer indicative of 
carrying only this banner. Does this label become restrictive? One may question how long 
you have to live in the region before you could assign it as a label to yourself. 
 
Fine Art 
 
In recent exhibitions of Middle Eastern artists, such as Unveiled: New Art from the Middle 
East at the Saatchi Gallery in London (Jan 30th – May 9th 2009), many of the artists were of 
Middle Eastern origin but now have moved away to live in America, UK or Europe. If they 
live there long enough to become full citizens do they then become Western artists? 
 
The title of this exhibition implies that there is something new to discover, things as yet 
unseen. It also brings to the visitor’s attention the question of a veil – what does it hide? 
The public is encouraged to question what the work in this exhibition will reveal about the 
Middle East.  
 
Artists exhibiting here have come from media hotspots of the Middle East such as Iran, 
Iraq, Israel and Palestine. All places that have experienced war or conflict and therefore the 
portrayal of these places to a western eye would be of tension and unease. Attending an 
exhibition could possibly be an eye-opener for them, as the ‘new art’ is intended to reveal a 
side of the culture that has not previously been seen. 
 
There is a great variety and mix of work presented at this exhibition which if not defined by 
the region, would be more difficult to group together. The subjects that have been chosen 
by each artist include the political, to spiritual, from entertainment to torment.  
 
An example of a spiritual piece is the very striking room-filled work of ‘Ghost’ by Kader 
Attia. Upon entering the room it appears that you’ve walked into a women’s prayer area. A 
room full of women kneeling in mid prayer, some leaning further ahead than others but 
seen from the back it is hard to judge if they are reciting silently or meditating between 
prayers. It is a mass of shiny shawls that cover their heads which then seem slightly odd 
and out of place as we are familiar with seeing women in black overalls from Middle 
Eastern countries. These women look to be covered in shawls made from tinfoil, reflecting 
the overhead lighting to shine back at us. Walking further into the room and then turning 
back to see their faces you are met with nothing but a hollow shell made of the foil. 
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Figure 9 - front view of Ghost by Kader Attia 

 

 

Figure 10 – close-up of Ghost by Kader Attia 

 
These women are most likely Muslim, not only because of the clothes they appear to be 
wearing but also due to the position they are sitting in which is emulating the Muslim 
method of praying. The artist originates from Algeria, a predominately Muslim country. For 
these reasons we will assume the piece is depicting a group of Muslim women. 
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According to the exhibition brochure, the figures “synthesise the abject and divine” possibly 
because when in prayer a person is in their most humble state before God. The Divine is 
not represented in this piece but the belief in it is.  

Are these women dedicating their time to worship God? If so, their devotion is represented 
through their actions as well as their apparel. They have committed to a level of servitude 
to God that tells of their station in life – servants of God.  The term Muslim itself translates 
to ‘one who has submitted to God’. They are willing to give up time and their concerns of 
appearance in order to fulfil their purpose in life – to worship their creator. 

Or are they empty shells of sorrow? Being a Muslim bought up in western society I feel it is 
important to consider how this work must look to a non-Muslim or someone with lesser 
knowledge of Islam. The body language could be interpreted as rows of women seeking 
mercy from their Lord. The gaping dark holes looking like mouths crying out for some kind 
of redemption. As with any art that is open to interpretation, unless the viewer knows some 
background to the artwork, or some of the context in which is has been created, they may 
read it in a completely different way to what another reads. 
 
The exhibition brochure then goes on to say that the work questions “modern ideologies – 
from religion to nationalism and consumerism – in relation to individual identity, social 
perception, devotion and exclusion”. Issues of identity and social perception are certainly 
the key elements communicated through this work.  

The topic of ‘Women in Islam’ is a heavy one. There appears to be a strong bias from the 
west to believe that they are oppressed due to the mainly male leadership of Muslim 
nations and women’s lack of position in workplaces as well as the difference in 
appearance. It might appear that women are restricted by the rulings of their religion more 
than men because they have to cover up more. However, in the East the perspective is 
very different and these same women feel quite liberated and valued as they are respected 
for more than their appearance.  

In the Islamic religion there is a great emphasis on equality even within the prayer room, for 
example, this is marked by men or women standing side by side in rows of no ranking or 
hierarchy. Before God everyone is equal. 

In relation to the topic of religion in Ghost it is also intriguing to see that Attia decided to 
leave the faces invisible. Does this come from the early Islamic ruling not to illustrate the 
faces of living creatures? Amongst the other pieces on show at this exhibition it would 
actually be quite unusual for the work to be linked to this important religious reference 
within Islamic faith, as it appears to be out of place. In contemporary Middle Eastern art it is 
certainly not the ‘norm’. 

In light of the aspects discussed above – could Ghost be classified as religious art? Does it 
comply more with the notion of ‘Islamic Art’ in its basic form and in its most obvious 
definition? The answer could very easily be yes. 

Attia’s work may not fit the description of traditional Islamic art and we may also struggle to 
fit it within one of the categories we identified earlier but it does exist in today’s art scene in 
general and it means there is the need to allow less stringent labelling. Some things cannot 
be defined and perhaps shouldn’t be to enable further interpretation.  
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Crafts 
 
There are few investors in the development of Islamic Art and those that do exist are 
reminiscent of the patrons of many centuries ago where a famous calligrapher would be 
asked to propose décor for a mosque. 
 
At the Victoria & Albert Museum in London the Jameel Gallery which was commissioned by 
the Jameel family of Saudi Arabia, has become world renowned and houses 10,000 
artefacts of historical significance. The crafts on display here include pottery, textiles, 
tapestry and household items made from a number of materials. This has allowed for 
Middle-Eastern traditional art and now contemporary art to be bought to the attention of the 
west and presents them in interesting ways.  
 
Most recently the same investor launched the Jameel Prize 2009 encouraging nominations 
to be put forward where some method of traditional Islamic art/practice has been applied to 
the artwork.   
 
In bringing together artists exploring traditional practice whilst producing work in the current 
art scene we have a merging of new with old. It is not common to find craft-making on a 
specialist basis within the Islamic Art scene unless you look very hard for it. However, 
jeweller Sevan Biçakçi, a Turkish Jewellery Designer, accomplishes this with interesting 
results.  
 
In the collection on display at the specially assigned studio gallery in the V&A we find, 
amongst the other nominees, 5 hand-crafted rings, very large and ornate in vibrant colours 
in shades of green and blue, colours which were frequently used during the Ottoman era.  
 
It is only on closer inspection you can see that the large stones that form the centre-piece 
of each ring actually contains something within.  One ring looks to be holding a miniature of 
one of the famous mosques of Istanbul, the colourful domes being the well known and 
identifiable features of the buildings. It is like a snapshot of the city where Sevan Biçakçi 
grew up. 

 

Figure 11 - rings hand-crafted by Sevan Biçakçi
10

 

 

                                                 
10

 Image taken from: http://universes-in-
universe.org/var/storage/images/media/images/islam/2009/jameel_prize_2009/07_sevan_bicakci/577363-3-
eng-GB/07_sevan_bicakci.jpeg (last accessed 15/09/09 15:23) 
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Another ring looks to be painted with the tiniest of mosaic murals depicting tiling usually 
found in the famous Turkish baths. These rings become a reflection of time and place - 22nd 
century accessories and historically decked Istanbul full of architectural icons. However, the 
bespoke nature of these rings and the amount of time and labour that goes into making 
them means these are no ordinary accessories.  
 
Just like the Mughal era which is one of the most famous of the Islamic dynasties for 
producing jewellery, the idea of crafting isn’t just about possessing a precious stone set in 
gold but being able to show how the skill in creating something of beauty. An item of 
jewellery that has symbolic or even referential meaning goes a step ahead and could 
endure the test of time. 
 
Geometry and pattern-making 
 
The final category of geometric patterns is possibly one of the best recognised around the 
globe and is not restricted to Islamic art. Islamic geometric patterns have become so 
familiar to architects, artists, fashion and interior designers not to mention mathematicians 
and scientists that it becomes such a vast subject in itself to explore. At a basic level they 
are collections of shapes in sequences that produce repetition and symmetry in patterns. 
The accuracy and preciseness with which they are created enhances their aesthetic 
appeal. At a complex level the patterns are said to represent cosmological systems and 
inspire a higher understanding of the concept of life. 
 
The historical relevance of these patterns stretches back to well before the rise of Islam but 
it was the Islamic period in which they were developed to advanced levels connected to the 
enthusiasm of the Arab’s to increase mathematical exploration into cosmology and 
astrology.  
 
The traditional method for creating Islamic patterns is using a compass and straight edge 
where by a series of circles around a central dot can be joined in order to create a grid. 
This grid can then be divided to produce more shapes that fit within the circles and around 
them. Some patterns have been given specific names, as they are said to evoke the notion 
of spiritual concepts. This is illustrated by Daud Sutton in his book “Islamic Design: A 
Genius for Geometry”. On pages 8 and 9, Sutton has described the pattern ‘The Breath of 
the Compassionate’: “…a tiling of smaller diagonal squares, half of which expand and the 
other half of which contract”. In a similar way there are many more patterns which hold 
symbolic meaning of the Divine and represent His characteristics as mentioned in the 
Qur’an for example where He has been described with many attributes and names. Some 
say these are of a metaphorical nature and others that they are literal. This, therefore, is 
more suited to be represented in abstract forms of patterns rather than other kinds of 
imagery. 
 

 

Figure 12 – Illustration from Islamic Design: A Genius for Geometry, Daud Sutton, pg 8
11

 

                                                 
11

 Sutton, Daud. Islamic Design: A Genius for Geometry (Wooden Books). New York: Walker & Company, 2007. 
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Figure 13 - Illustration from Islamic Design: A Genius for Geometry, Daud Sutton, pg 9
12

 

 
In the images above a sub-grid is created upon the concentric circles. The shapes are 
produced by connecting the vertices of crossing lines allowing for further shapes to be 
generated within the spaces of the grid. 
 
The use of sub-grids also benefits arabesque pattern-making which is used to accompany 
calligraphy as a background or border. Most notable characteristics of these arabesque 
patterns are the inclusion of vine scrolls, rosettes and palmettes. Vegetation is another 
‘safe’ form of decoration is Islam because it evokes the concept of a flowering paradise and 
reminds Muslims of the many descriptions of this wondrous place, as found in the Qur’an.  
 
These patterns become visual representations of spiritual theories of creation, whereby 
continuing and ever-repeating patterns are said to symbolise the eternity of God and his 
ever-present nature, as well as his continued ability to sustain and nurture creation. 
 
As there is also a link to the golden section and Phi and the idea of naturally pleasing 
proportions that are linked to the idea of beauty, a link to science in nature and divine 
creation is inevitable. 
 
Mathematicians and scholars of the early 11th century developed complex patterns which 
also explored divine symmetry as they combined their knowledge of Pythagorean theory for 
example, with the creation of patterns using these ratios. The fact that Phi or the golden 
ratio is evident in nature means that a direct link to a formula of creation can be envisioned. 

                                                 
12

 As above 



ISLAMIC ART: Understanding the origins, influences and contemporary developments 
Sara Choudhrey  29/09/2009 

 - 16 - 

 
 
Exploring the work of a modern day geometric artist, Zahra Hussain, we will see how the 
very traditional art of Islamic patterns is presented in a contemporary light. 
 

 

Figure 14 – Desert Rose by Zarah Hussain: Hand-ground watercolour on Khadi paper, 50cm x 50cm 
(2004)

13
 

The majority of Zarah Hussain’s patterns have been painted using watercolours and acrylic, 
producing vividly coloured canvases. Her work is very bright and vibrant, exuding a very 
positive vibe. Her choice of colour palettes are also very natural, enhanced by the use of 
watercolours. In figure 14 we have an example of a canvas painting, Desert Rose, evoking 
visions of a flower garden with the desert touch added with the use of bright yellows.   
 
This is an example of visual representations of abundantly flowing gardens in an abstract 
form. It could be argued that this work holds deeper meaning and value especially for a 
viewer who may believe in the reward of an afterlife in paradise and is reminded about the 
chance to revel in its beauty.   
 
The arrangement of these shapes is a typical Islamic construction yet the materials are 
unusual if compared to traditional media on which it is illustrated. These patterns would 
only have been applied to something of practical use in the past. For example, similar 
patterns have been used for the design of tiles on mosques, the interior of a palace 
courtyard, a large mosaic fountain, and even to decorate smaller objects.  
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 Image taken from web site of Zarah Hussain: http://www.zarahhussain.co.uk/index.php?page=15&display=170 (last 

accessed  07/09/09 23:25) 
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Illustrated forms of patterns would never have been presented as a work of art in this form 
whereas it would be more the case for calligraphic commissions. Sketches and flat 2d 
drawings or artwork for viewing in other forms would simply have served the purpose of 
assessing the proposed design to be carried out on a particular object or building. 
 
It is a relatively recent addition to the contemporary Islamic art scene where we now have 
paintings of Islamic patterns. And these are now being taken even further with the use of 
digital and dynamic content where they can be manipulated and animated. In figure 15, 
below, we have a still image of Zarah Hussain’s installation ‘Beauty of Abstraction’. 
 
In this installation the patterns appear to evolve from one to another, with changing colours 
and audio creating a meditative atmosphere. The viewer is able to stand and watch the 
evolving shapes and may find themselves in a hypnotic state of peace reminiscent of the 
many hours of meditation that some Muslims abide by. Could this be intended to 
encourage the ideal state for deep contemplation? 
 
Some of the patterns shown change sizes and look to grow bigger as they fade outwards 
and this echoes the theory of infinity and space and also the mysteries of the unknown 
universe which, according to scientists, is said to be expanding. 
 

 

Figure 15 - Still from Beauty of Abstraction installation by Zarah Hussain
14
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 Image taken from web site of Zarah Hussain: http://www.zarahhussain.co.uk/index.php?page=15&display=226 (last 

accessed 0/709/09 23:20) 
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Figure 16 - Beauty of Abstraction installation by Zarah Hussain
15

 

 
By using a digital platform to showcase her work Zarah Hussain has enabled it to move into 
a new stage of contemporary art where it is not hampered by advancing trends. Society is 
always changing and technology is one example of the fast moving environmental factors 
that push us to further ourselves as humans. We seek more knowledge of our 
surroundings; try to find explanations for our existence so as to understand our purpose in 
life.  
 
In her artist’s statement Hussain says: 
 
“In my work the use of colour is very important, I believe that colour and the use of light and 
dark gives my work a sense of vibration which in combination with the geometric pattern 
has a very specific effect on the person viewing the piece. Geometry is a spiritual and 
timeless art and when we contemplate this art we are being drawn inwards to a deeper 
self-reflection and centeredness”16 
 
By combining the application of space, shapes and the theories related to maths that 
govern the workings of the universe and then presenting this in a form that is compliant with 
society’s desire for new media, Hussain is opening up her work to a wider public and to one 
that may well be more responsive. The viewer’s understanding of the underlying 
geometrical theories may be very basic but if anything they may come away with the 
knowledge that this type of Islamic art goes beyond geographical or cultural boundaries, 
beyond social demands and beyond human desire or superficial goals. It can even be said 
to hint at the meaning of life as long as the viewer is prepared to read more into it. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Islamic Art has stood firm for many centuries albeit in different forms and styles but has 
also evolved with the passing of many conflicting empires, political upheavals, social 
changes and geographical spreads. It has taken from different cultures and given 
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 Image taken from web site of Zarah Hussain: http://www.zarahhussain.co.uk/index.php?page=28 (last accessed 

07/09/09 23:26) 
16

 Quoted from artist statement as featured on Zarah Hussain’s web site: 

http://www.zarahhussain.co.uk/index.php?page=20&this_page=1 (last accessed 08/09/09 00:29) 
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something back to each. It has also connected people from all over the globe and has 
allowed expression from different backgrounds and through different means.  
 
Being a female Muslim, and an artist, my impression of Islamic art is quite personal and 
subjective simply because I can identify and relate to it on many levels or at least where it 
comes from. I also believe myself to be sensitive to implications of subjects raised within 
this art scene. My understanding of any issues it addresses is internally rooted to my 
beliefs. It also means that my perception of these issues is viewed from an Islamic context 
and as a woman who has chosen to adhere to the rulings of the faith.  However, I also have 
the advantage of being of a western upbringing. Being born and bought up in London I 
have grown with knowledge from a broader viewpoint on many matters. Therefore I aim for 
my output to be considered and informed within the sphere of Muslim thought not tied down 
by geographical origin. 
 
My own work is intended to bring together aspects of theology and practice discussed in 
this paper, but to also produce work that can be considered in any context not just the 
religious. My working process begins with producing traditional Islamic patterns with a 
compass and straight edge just as it was practiced centuries ago. I then present this in 
many formats including digital displays. This has been heavily influenced with the 
technological advances I have grown with and have felt the need to keep-up with, as is 
instinctive to a member of today’s society.  
 

 

Figure 17 - Digital print of canvas art by Sara Choudhrey 

In the fast pace of life we have developed, it seems only fitting to accommodate a modern 
approach to the arts too. In general we expect more and we expect it faster. And in order to 
keep up with the demand and expectations of the society we live in perhaps more modern 
art needs to be accessible, maybe even in a digital form as an alternative or compliment to 
an original non digital piece. Internet broadband, for example, has increased massively in 
speed and has enabled the use of online gallery viewing. Perhaps this would also be a 
better way to inform and educate the masses, whether the work is intended for that 
purpose or not. With this view, going digital is going forward. 
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Figure 18 - Space, shape and light by Sara Choudhrey 

 
Relating in some way to the work of Zarah Hussain, my next goal is to create an interactive 
installation that takes the traditional practice of pattern-making to new depths. I aim to 
combine the spiritual relevance of Islamic patterns with the use of physical changes within 
a space, such as changes in lighting. With my current experimentation, as illustrated in 
figure 18 above, the effects of this are proving to be interesting. The result of light shining 
from behind the patterns casts some alluring yet distorted shapes and gives a pleasant 
physical ambience to the atmosphere. Seeing how this atmosphere can be manipulated 
and/or retained within a gallery space will be an interesting challenge. 
 
The religion of Islam may have been the starting point for this kind of art but it certainly isn’t 
the ending one. The examples provided throughout this essay, and with the background of 
each of the practitioners discussed, it is clear to see the variety and motivations of the 
different work within the Islamic art scene. Utilising the strong link to traditional skill based 
arts and the passing of these through many generations means that it is timeless. A final 
question that arises is that although the work can be identified as belonging to Islamic art 
does it need to be defined and labelled in a very specific manner by fitting into one of the 
categories? This remains a subjective matter that possibly only an individual artist has a 
right to indicate if they so wish.  
 
The historical mapping of Islamic art which continues to today certainly allows for an 
‘Islamic Artist’ to expand across new boundaries. The religious namesake allows for a 
global audience not contained to only the East or West – something to be utilised. 
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