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PLATE XV:
(21) A linen fragment with silk tapestry in red and
blue, containing inscription in the name of Al Hakim,

the Fatimid Khalif and his heir Abdel Rehim (1014~
1019 A. D.) in the Arabic Museum, Cairo,
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In conclusion, Islam asks its followers not to neglect this
world (Koran chap. XXVII, 77). Moreover, it is tolerant
towards all pleasures of life as long as they do not transgress
any of its rules. It draws the attention of its adherents to the
different creatures that surround them and it sharpens their
power of observation which is considered one of the lunda-
mental principles of fine art. All these tendencies encouraged
the Muslims to produce that glorious art which bequeathed
to most of the styles that succeeded it, a rich inheritance,

(€o-/1atr/18 5kl 805 Gl
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as if they have nothing to do with fine arls, but when
thoroughly understood their indirect though effective relation
spon becomes clear.

The “hisba ™ is an office introduced by the Muslims and
based on many verses of the Koran. The *Muhtasib™ who
fuliils the function of this office has to enforce what is legally
right and to prevent illegality. He maintains public law and
order and supervises market dealers and tradesmen. In the
industrial sphere all craftsmen: weavers, dyers, goldsmiths
etc., had to follow the rules of the “Muhtasib” in order to
avoid punishment by him in this world or by God in the life
to come. The most essential rules are accuracy in work,
honesty in dealing with customers or buyers and the preven-
tion of frauds practised in connection with merchandise.

Industrial guilds flourished in the middie ages under Islam.
It is unnecessary to discuss their origin here whether they
were survivals of the Byzantine guilds or arose through the
Isma'ili religious sect. The important thing which concerns
us here is thal they standardised the quality of industrial
products through their different regulations.

Both the *“Hisba" and the industrial guilds improved
industrial objects to a great extent.
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The “Wagqf” (inalienable property for different social and
religious purposes) is another Islamic institution that helped
in developing Muslim art. One of its fundamental rules is
to spend the revenue of these “Wagis'"' on maintaining them
and what is left after this is given to the heirs. To this insti-
tution we owe many architectural monuments and a great
number of objects of industrial arf. It was very important in
encouraging activity of architects and craftsmen,
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The representation of living beings in art was not entirely
forbidden, (plates: IX, X.) as the Koran does nol contain
any formal prohibition, but Muslim artists did not pay much
attention to this aspect of art because of the doubis thrown
by the Hadith (the Prophet's traditions) on the matter. So
Muslim artists limited their activity in this sphere and directed
their skill fowards geometrical designs where they excelled
and reached a standard barely attained by others,

oy

There is.no formal prohibition in the Koran of using gold,
silver or silk; but the traditions regularized the use of these
things and contained some restrictions aimed at preventing
people from falling into luxurious indulgence. Silken garments
were prohibited for men, Wishing to evade this commandment
without formal disobedience, the weavers inwove designs in
silk tapestry on linen or woollen robes. Gold or silver plates
and bowls were forbidden by traditions. Although this prohi-
bition was not strictly observed, yet it compelled the artists
and crafismen to adopt technical refinements in the use of
ordinary materials. They made vessels of a material that would
give the impression of similar splendour without actually
violating religious precepts. Thus pottery covered with
lustre paintings or glass decorated with gilt and enamelled
ornaments were produced, and gold and silver incrustation on
brasswork was made. Here the religious effect on industrial
art is indirect (plates: XI, XII, XIII, XIV, XV).

+
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Beside these positive and negative precepts, there are
still other religious factors that may seem, at the first sight,
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Paradise is materially described in the Koran in many
passages. This description which appeals strongly to the
senses may have inspired the Muslims to build their magni-
ficent palaces. They soon, however, realised that it was not
right to dwell in this splendour and luxury and to pray in
mean and primitive mosques, and thus they began to pay
great care to religious as well as domestic architecture. Their
legacy in this sphere is well known. It is sufficient to refer
to one feature : £. e. the dome which they inherited quite
small and limited in ils use, and transmitted to posterity much
enlarged and so often employed that it became one of the
calient characteristics of Muslim architecture. (plate VIII).

Fiyg
Thus, Islam, by some of its positive attitudes has influen-
ced calligraphy, ornament and architecture, but still, it, through
some of its negative precepts played a prominent part in art
production.

Usury or illicit gain “Riba" is frankly prohibited in the
Koran (Chap. I, 276). This possibly led wealthy persons to
surround themselves with all the luxury that art could provide.
History and literature describe, in detail, the luzurious lives
of the Khalifs, princes, nobles and the rich. The luxury of
the Abbasids in Baghdad and Samarra, of the Tulunids in
Misr, of the Fatimids in Cairo and of the Umayyads in
Cordova are well known. Luxury, no doubt, helps the develop-
ment of fine art and the museums of Muslim art in Egypt,
Europe and America are full of these treasures of art which
once embellished the houses of the Muslims in the Middle
Ages, and, prove the ability and talent of Muslim artists and
craftsmen,




The Muslim artist did not invent new devices, but he
melted the different decorative motives he had at hand in his
crucible, mixed them with his religious philosophy and handed
them down in a new style which gives the impression of a
clear and strong personality,

Floral and animal motives were much stylized in Muslim
art. This stylization did not emanate from lack of power to
observe or inability to draw, but may be, most likely, a result
of that creed which every Muslim believes: that everything
will perish and it is only God who is constant and permanent
(Koran chap. XXVIII, 88-chap. LV, 26, 27). Thus it was
not considered right to copy faithfully the beauty of nature
which is transitory or to preserve in painting or sculpture
what is condemned to perish.

A “horror vacui™ and a tendency to overload the work
with details are among the characteristic features of Muslim
omament. These may be, most probably, due to the desire
of the Muslim artist not to create any shape that might delude
him into fancying that he was able to create like God, or
induce him to fall in love with his own creation like Pygmalion;
or mislead those who see his art to forget God, the real Creator,
and to think only of man, (plates: IV, V.).

Another feature of Muslim ornament is the modification of
devices i. . an animal may develop into a spray and the spray
evolve into a band etc. This variation of representation may
possibly be due to the belief of the Muslims in the stability of
God and the instability of all other creatures (Koran chap, VI,
76-79). (plates: VI, VII),
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Judaism frankly prohibited all art activity (Exodus XX,
4,5). Christianity asked its followers to disdain this life and to
think only of the life to come (Matt. VI, 24, 25). Such prin-
ciples which deny the beauty of this world and disdain ma-
terial things and urge people to reglivus devotion, are hardly
likely to encourage fine artz,

Islam, on the other hand, seems to be the only religion
that contained positive as well as negative attitudes which
helped, to a great extent, in creating a definite art. In the
following lines we shall sum up, as far as possible, these
different attitudes.

1_
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Muslims consider the Koran (their sacred book) io be the

* Word of God revealed in Arabic to the Prophet Muhammed

(Koran, chap. XX, 112). People speaking the most varied
languages and belonging to the most varied races, when
converted to Islam, were thus obliged to learn the Arabic
scripts and to adopt the Arabic alphabet. God, moreover
swore by the pen (Koran chap. LXVII, I}. This gave callig-
raphy a very high position in art among Muslims and caused
it to play a predominant part in all art productions. Archi-
tectural monuments and industrial objects contain Koranic
verses, pious formul®, blessing for the owner or eulogies on
the reigning prince. These were written, mostly, in a very
decorative style easily formed through the nature of Arabic
characters. Islam, thus, through this positive attitude helped in
developing calligraphy so that it attained a higher position

than in any other art. (plates: 1, II, III).'P

{1) Plates are arranged from right to left, following the Arabic
text; their description is at the end of that text.
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