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Looking back at the project proposal for this MA I can recall the desire to leave my aims and 
objectives broad enough to allow wide exploration in my research but still achieve a strong sense 
of direction.  
  
The overall aim I had set myself in the proposal was: 

‘…to produce digital artwork that incorporates in some way the ideas or the 
process for producing Islamic geometric patterns’ 

And the objectives I had set in order to achieve this were: 

- Explore the theories and ideologies that inspire the production of Islamic art 

- Seek knowledge - of artistic methods adopted by traditional and 
contemporary geometric artists 

- Create a collection of patterns that derive from the methods learnt 

- Learn how to make use of interactive technology (e.g. how to create a 
program   that will pass data from a sensor to a pc and back) 

My experience of the project has largely been governed by the time devoted to it in the two year 
part-time format and therefore the time allocated to Unit1 in comparison to Unit2. This was 
significant to me as I felt that much of Unit1 bought about an understanding of the Islamic Art 
scene, as well broadening my experience and presence within it. Essentially, I was able to take-in 
a wealth of new knowledge and thoughts in regards to the subject of contemporary Islamic art and 
process this in order to contextualise my project and practice.  
 
The following image is a chart I created illustrating just some of the variety of topics researched 
and their relation to one another. The clear array of topics and their distance from the original 
subject of either Islamic or Digital art are an indication of the journey taken through carrying out 
my research. 
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Fig 1- Chart indicating some of the subject areas covered during research stages 

 
I made it my intention to tackle the area in the middle – to find common ground and links between 
the two subjects. And soon I did – that they could both be described as practices or as areas of 
theoretical application. 
 
At my mid-point review I received interesting feedback on my findings and work to date. This 
raised questions of Islamic Art and its purpose. I was asked if my work was intended to express or 
explore the link to the Islamic religion. At this juncture I had real doubts as to whether I was being 
true to myself and my practice if I had to choose one or the other. This only led me to search 
further for an answer to my doubts. 
 
It became important for me to look at the Islamic culture represented through art and the artist’s 
role in ensuring this. This also related closely to topics discussed by new media theoretician Lev 
Manovich who has looked at the development and interactivity of technologies in a social context, 
namely the impact of technology on a culture and vice versa.  
 
I was able to indicate a lot of my research on the Islamic Art scene in my Unit1 essay entitled 
‘Islamic Art – Understanding the origins, influences and contemporary developments’. This essay 
tackled the rise and spread of what is typically known as ‘Islamic Art’ and how it has changed 
according to religious, geographical and economical influences. This was an ambitious piece of 
writing in that it was intended to provide an all encompassing, yet brief, overview of Islamic art - 
targeting an audience that is relatively new to the subject.  
 
The essay also provided me with the opportunity to indicate where the current art scene might be 
heading with developments in technology. This is where my own work became highly relevant as 
an example of new practices with traditional links to the Islamic culture or religion. Essentially, I 
was able to identify a gap in current artistic expression with the use of my distinctive practice 
combining digital and traditional Islamic pattern-making. I would use this as a means to express 
an exploration into spirituality, rather than a hard or fast statement of it. 
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At this stage of new confidence in my knowledge of the art scene, I began looking closely at how 
new practices are applied by current practitioners, both Islamic and non-Islamic. Much influence 
came from those practitioners using specialised techniques to produce unique art forms. This 
included artists such as Nja Mahdaoui who paints on papyrus with intricate calligraphy and 
geometrical forms contrasting smooth curves with sharp polygonal shapes. I also found strong 
influence from international artists such as Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, one of the first digital artists I 
looked into upon starting the course, specialising in highly interactive and advanced digital 
installations. And more recently I discovered Sahand Hesamiyan, an Iranian sculptor specialising 
in metal sculptures of 3D geometric forms. I therefore moved into the stage of experimenting in 
practice myself. 
 

 

Fig 2 - Frequency  and Volume by Rafael Lozano-Hemmer (Barbican, London 2008) 

 

 

Fig 3 - Eastern Sun, composite and Aluminium (2007) by Sahand Hesamiyan
1
 

                                                 
1 Image from Sahand Hesamiyan’s official web site: http://www.sahandhesamiyan.com/ (Last accessed: 20/06/10) 
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Whilst learning how to create traditional Islamic patterns through various sources including Daud 
Sutton’s ‘Islamic Design’2 and in attending practical classes run by Adam Williamson and Richard 
Henry (both practitioners of Islamic Art), I began cutting the newly learnt patterns into card, 
replicating architectural application found in windows and screens across the Islamic world. 
 
This was very much an experimental practice which created some beautiful results. Upon further 
exploration I discovered mirror card as an alternative which originally was to create mirror 
symmetry with 2D patterns. The visual effect was stunning and feedback on this was extremely 
positive, both within the institute from my peers and also from external viewers who were shown 
photography documenting my progress through the project. 
 

 
Fig 4 - Photograph of pattern cut into mirror card 

 
Exposure to geometry naturally led to mathematics and complex 3D shapes, a very useful source 
for this being ‘Polyhedron Models’ by Magnus J Wenninger3. This book illustrated how to create 
3d shapes from the simplest forms to the very complex using only paper or card. 
 
I chose to make an icosahedron which is a 3D shape made up of 20 faces of equilateral triangles, 
therefore being easy enough for a beginner to make but complex enough to add some intrigue 
when combined with a pattern. 
 
The icosahedron formed part of a proto-type sculpture, a kind of test installation which could be 
illuminated using motion sensitive lights. 
 
To have made my first prototype of this nature was quite an achievement for me and a key 
development for the practical side of the project. This development occureed towards the end of 
Unit1 and so set a strong foundation on which to build and continue through to Unit2. 
 
 

                                                 
2 Sutton, Daud. Islamic Design: A Genius for Geometry (Wooden Books). New York: Walker & Company, 2007 
3 Wenninger, Magnus J. Polyhedron Models. Cambridge University Press, England, 1974 
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Fig 5 - Ico(ne)sahedron, combining PIR lighting with standard and mirror card cuttings 

 
At the beginning of Unit2 there was one large gap of knowledge I was very conscious. In order to 
rectify this I dedicated the first few months of the unit to fulfilling the last of the project proposal 
objectives – exploring the technological resources available to create an interactive aspect to my 
work. 
 
My goals for interactivity were quite high from the outset. I had decided that my installation 
needed to be an immerseful experience and the best way to do this was to enable the user to 
manipulate the work in some way. As I now had the general idea to create a sculptural piece I 
wanted to find a solution that would take some kind of action and translate that into an aspect of 
the work, ideally in order to change the look and feel of the sculpture, my thoughts were on 
lighting. 
 
Upon attendance to workshops organised at college, I had learnt about and was determined to 
use the Arduino circuit board (electronics prototyping platform) with motion sensors. We were 
shown demonstrations of how this could be used and it was clear there was much potential for 
many types of implementations due to its open-source nature. I aimed to program this to work 
accordingly with Processing, an open source programming language.  
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Fig 6 - Testing with Arduino and motor 

The idea I was going forward with was for the viewer’s movements to be detected and displayed 
through a Processing window in which the position of the viewer would be determined. The view 
would be manipulated to show certain shapes or colours and then projected on to the sculpture. 
 
I spent some time looking for sensors that could be laid on the floor, so that the user’s pressure 
could trigger the projection. However, practical implementation of this proved unsuccessful as the 
sensors I required (matrix array, pressure sensitive pads) were unavailable in large sizes and 
were also very expensive. Unfortunately, the time invested into researching this as an option 
could not be bought back. But it was a very necessary learning curb and has made me a lot more 
aware of the kind of sensors and hardware to be used for different types of projects. 
 
I then contemplated using Flash. I had seen many examples of where a web camera feed had 
been manipulated using ActionScript. This set up also enabled interactivity based on movement 
within the camera’s view. The advantage to this type of approach was that I would not need to use 
physical sensors and therefore cut out a lot of wiring from the installation. It did, however, also 
mean no need for the Arduino. In a way this was good, as I would spend less time learning how to 
use it and more time on other aspects of the project. However, I also felt I was slightly letting 
down my ambition to do something really challenging. But I needed to be realistic too.  
 
Being realistic also led to the realisation that Flash was judged to be unreliable based on past 
experience from students. It would also take much longer for me to learn enough of the coding 
language in order to build and customise my own version of the application needed. With time 
running out I returned to Processing.  
 
I re-familiarised myself with the Processing interface by attending Leon Barker’s (PhD student 
with SCIRIA4) workshops. We tested various options at which point I became aware of the 
OpenCV library. This appeared to be the ideal solution, as it allowed for a camera feed to be 
interpreted much as the Flash examples and also included customisable parameters. I adjusted 
the settings and was able to set up a simplified feedback of the camera’s view in black and white. 
I then inverted the colours and also adjusted the amount of detail played back on the screen.  The 
aim was to keep the effect simple but intuitive so the user could see their movements were having 
an affect on the light projection. 
 

                                                 
4 SCIRIA - Sensory Computer Interface Research & Innovation in the Arts 
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Fig 7 - basic view of camera as seen through OpenCV implementation 

 
Simultaneously, I was looking into how I could utilise the properties of mirror card, namely the 
reflective surface and flexibility of it in a material that was a lot more stable, strong and long 
lasting. I had contemplated using mirror-card for a very large sculpture as my final piece if it did 
not mean cutting it out by-hand and risking it falling apart when installed.  
 
I looked at many options including specially treated acrylics, double-sided mirror card (which 
could not be found in any size larger than A4), wire meshing and then finally metal sheeting. 
 
Metal was the ideal solution as it was strong and shiny. The next considerations were whether to 
choose aluminium, or stainless steel, the thinnest either was available, the cost, minimum order 
requirements and how easy it would be to cut a pattern into them. 
 
The main decision that needed weighing up was the cost-effectiveness of the cutting, as it would 
now be very costly not only to acquire metal sheeting but more so to have it cut with my pattern. 
Knowing of laser cutting through the college’s 3D resources I made enquiries on getting the metal 
cut in a similar way. It came to my attention that there was another, possibly cheaper, option in 
the form of water-jet cutting.  
 
Using this method, water is applied at an immensely high pressure with a liquid abrasive in order 
to cut metal of up to 20mm thickness. The benefit of this form of cutting as opposed to a laser was 
that the edges of the cutting would not be burnt. With my sheeting being at the thinnest available 
of 0.7mm (to allow flexibility when shaping later), I could not risk it becoming distorted by the heat. 
I therefore proceeded with the water-jet option instead. 
 
The next step was to produce the necessary files to supply to the cutting company. The amount of 
time and changes that went into this was incredibly surprising and unpredictable. 
 
I chose Pat7 as my final pattern for the sculpture. This was the most recent and most challenging 
of all those I had learnt to draw. It is built around a 10-point star therefore creating much 
symmetry and playfulness in its dispersion of shapes on an invisible grid. The detail of the pattern 
was visually pleasing as well as something that worked in both black and white digital formats and 
when cut out from mirror card. 
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Fig 8 - Various stages of drawing and building up Pat7 

 

 

Fig 9 - Pat7 was cut into mirror to test reflective effects 

I spent longer than I envisaged neatening my final pattern. It was very important not to risk 
inaccuracies which would then be visible in the final piece. Although this took a long time, I am 
glad I did not give up on it, as I discovered many imperfections along the way. Once these had 
been corrected I imported the file into Illustrator and used the trace tool to convert the image. 
However, all details of sharp corners or small angular shapes were becoming curved and 
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indistinctive. Instead of the neat ordered appearance of a well structured and complex grid of 
shapes, I was getting an almost cartoon-like effect to the drawing. Changes to the settings did not 
rectify the problem. 
 
In much frustration I resorted to creating the pattern manually. This was a difficult stage for me as 
I knew my personal deadlines, let alone the official ones, were nearing and the longer this took to 
do the longer it would take for the company to cut my metal and the longer it would take for me to 
sculpt it. My time-management and multi-tasking skills were being put to the test.   
 
 

 

Fig 10 - screenshot showing how original hand-drawn pattern was built on in Photoshop 

 

 

Fig 11 - final pattern in black and white jpeg format 

The pattern had been corrected in many ways and I had also ensured it was cropped to allow for 
tessellation and easy tiling by the company. Admittedly it still wasn’t perfect but what I could 
notice about the pattern was not something that would be apparent to someone unfamiliar with 
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pattern-making. I also think this element of imperfection links back to the theory of only Divine 
creation being perfect and so it was a form of humility to allow for slight imperfection in my work. 
 

 
 

Fig 12 - Export settings in Illustrator for CAD compatibility, vector paths in light blue 
 
Once this task was completed it was evident that the pattern was much improved. I was finally 
able to send this to the water-jet cutting company. The company provided me with the following 
image which illustrated how the pattern would be tiled and appear in relation to the dimensions of 
the sheet to be cut. 

 

 
Fig 13 - image sent my Waterjet cutters with final pattern loaded on their computer for cutting 
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This simple image was exciting to see and impressive due to the intricacy of the pattern at this 
scale. 
 
The waterjet cutting itself took approximately 5 hours and was then delivered to me within two 
days. I was very nervous as to how this would turn out. Unfortunately I found that the metal did 
not have a mirror shine as I was expecting.  
 

 

Fig 14 - unwrapping the cut aluminium sheet 

 
The following image (Fig 15) gives an impression of what I was aiming for in terms of reflectivity. It 
was achieved using mirror-card in simple curves: 
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Fig 15 - prototype of sculptural shaping using mirror card 

 
My other worry of whether I could mould and shape the metal was allayed once I handled the 
sheeting. It was very bendable and as I wanted to hand-bend the metal to form my sculpture it 
was very ideal to work with. However, I felt it could still be worked with. Having the pattern cut into 
this size of metal was quite lovely to see and was added motivation to persevere regardless of the 
slight disappointment. 
 
The last few months of the course became very busy and stressful within a short space of time. 
All my personal deadlines amounted to being delayed, even though I had given myself 
contingency time to work with. This was mainly due to the unpredictable nature of bringing the 
practical aspects of the final piece together.  
 
For the first time in a year and a half of the course I felt that being part-time was not to my 
advantage. I experienced frustration in having to concentrate a lot more of the project work in 
fewer days which led to an overlap in tasks which could have done with more time spent on them. 
To add to this I faced challenges in terms of not having a studio to work from, being far from 
college and also not being able to utilise all of the college resources when I was able to attend. 
 
However, I am not sure that this would have significantly affected the final outcome of the project 
and by devoting many more evenings to the work, instead of just a few full days, meant I was able 
to accomplish the aims I had set myself for Unit2 within the time available.  
 
During the last two months of Unit2 and therefore the busiest time of the course, we began 
organisation of the end of year degree show. The organisation was taking place on two levels, 
firstly within the Digital Arts group and secondly the whole MA Visual Arts group. As it is one show 
encompassing all pathways, it was necessary to have consistency in aspects such as signage 
and processes for invites and press-releases.  
 
Being a student rep and taking my role quite seriously I attended as many meetings as I could. 
The MA reps group was made up of active members from each pathway and enabled us to share 
information from our group’s progress of setting up for the show and to make decisions together 
that would affect everyone. This was a healthy experience of teamwork which enabled an easy 
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and smooth communication of information to everyone exhibiting in the show. There was most 
definitely a need to multi-task even under the pressured time leading up to the show and final 
assessments. 
 
My contribution to my own group’s organisation of the show included the creation of floor-plans 
drawn to scale with detailing of power sockets and indicating the structure of the room. These 
were used to allocate space to each student according to their project needs.  
 
I also contributed lightly in the final press-release copy which I felt needed to make our work 
sound more exciting and unique to the public. This was then forwarded to college staff with whom 
I liaised to provide examples of key projects from our group. This was added to the mix of other 
pathways examples and so gave the Digital Arts group an opportunity for exposure to a wider 
readership aimed to encourage visitors to our exhibition. 
 
The experience of working with others, including some very active full-time students, in organising 
the show has made me realise the many aspects that need to be considered when putting an 
exhibition together. There is much work to be done and we have been lucky enough to have 
dedicated peers to work with in order to fulfil this learning outcome of the course. However, 
regardless of this being an assessment criterion, I enjoyed and looked forward to the prospect of 
showing my work amongst my peers in a dedicated exhibition.  
 
This was not only because I feel I am part of a strong creative group but also because it will allow 
for us to gain feedback from an audience who has not been exposed to our projects before hand. 
Therefore they will have fresh eyes and thoughts on our final work, something I am eager to tap 
into in order to feed back into my future work. 
 
In thinking of the future I had the encouraging opportunity to apply for further research whilst in 
the midst of Unit2. Thoughts on this arose early in Unit2 and I quietly looked into this whilst 
continuing the project work.  
 
I put forward a proposal for consideration by TRAIN (Transnational Art, Identity and Nation) at 
CCW (Chelsea, Camberwell and Wimbledon) Graduate School. The line of investigation would 
extend my recent findings and look for answers to the new questions raised through the MA 
research.  
 
Below is a general summary of my research proposal:  
 

Title: An investigation of contemporary Islamic art practice in Britain and the role of 
the artist in shaping this art scene 
  
The purpose of this research is to highlight current activity in contemporary British Islamic 
Art and to look closely at the artists who enable its development. 
 
As this particular type of art is not considered ‘mainstream’ it is categorised in a very 
different manner to other art scenes which affects both perceptions of the art and the 
choices made by the artists producing it. 
 
There is a strong need to understand how definitions, categorisations and identification of 
this art is established and used for curatorial purposes as well as artistic development. In 
the past these issues have been researched and addressed through historical comparisons 
which do not accommodate the adoption of contemporary practices nor the influences and 
impact of new technologies. 

 
Upon a successful interview I was offered a place at CCW graduate school which was another 
boost to my confidence as a researcher as well as a practitioner. Doing this Phd also means I can 
continue with the support of a professional network in an established and reputable institute. 
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Therefore, feedback, which is always essential and highly valuable from these sources, will be of 
a high standard. 
 
As this will be practice-based research, I am looking forward to developing my current practice 
even further. In particular experimenting with and developing my work with metals and mixed 
media. 
 
In summary I have to say that the journey I have taken from project instigation to completion has 
been enjoyable, educational and from my perspective successful.  
 
This was helped by the reflective process throughout both Unit1 and 2. I believe that this 
approach to learning, whereby the student processes their experience of learning in an analytical 
way, has really enhanced my outlook on higher education, in particular practice-based research. 
 
I feel positive that this process can be successfully applied to further academic and practical 
pursuits, where actions can be followed by self-education through observance of results both 
successful and challenging. 
 
By indicating just some of the areas I came across during the course and my ambitions for future 
work, I hope to have provided a glimpse of the immense number of topics covered and skills 
developed.  
 
I feel I have made a huge leap as both an artist and as a student and that I have achieved a lot, 
both tangible and intangible, and will hopefully continue to do so post MA. I also feel as though I 
am on the verge of something fresh and unique and more importantly with something significant 
to contribute within the contemporary Islamic Art scene within Britain. 
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