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‘Islam does not permit the representation of human figures’ is this statement true? Give your answer by referring to examples of Islamic art you have studied.

Islamic art is not a non-figurative artform although many Islamic artists avoid using figures in their art because of misleading conceptions of the art and conflicting views held by Islamic scholars. Generally, Muslims believe that the creation pf living beings is unique to Allah, which results in the creation of figurative art controversial. The Quran does not prohibit the depiction of human figures but condemns idolatry. Within a hadith, Muhammad reportedly said ‘whoever makes a picture will be punished by Allah til he puts life in it, and he will never be able to do that.’ This is understood to mean that attempting to create a new being is usurping Allah’s role, which is impossible to do. This text is often cited in the defence of a ban of figurative art, especially by Sunni Muslims. In contrast, Shia Islam is more open to the depiction of human beings in art. Because of this religious sentiment, the human figure in art was often adapted and stylised. Islamic objection to figurative art can be place within a larger context by considering it alongside the Iconoclasm during the Byzantine period.
During the Byzantine Iconoclastic Controversy in the eighth and ninth centuries there was a dispute over the use of icons which resulted in tremendous political, social and cultural upheaval. The Iconoclasts opposed the use of religious images because of the possibility of idolatry and, also, the Ten Commandments prohibits icon veneration,
You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a carved     image- any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or in the earth beneath, or         that is in the waters under the earth. You shall not adore them, nor serve them.         (Exodus 20:3-5) 

Although there was great opposition to the creation and veneration of portraits of Christ and the Saints in the early period of the church, the use of icons gained popularity especially in the Eastern areas of the Roman Empire. The Byzantine government began to use Christian images more frequently on items such as coins, notably, in 695, Justinian II’s government added an image of Christ to the obverse of imperial gold coins, fig 1.[image: ]
Fig 1,
 However, in 726, the Byzantine emperor Leo III publicly condemned the worship of icons. This resulted in them being removed from churches and destroyed. Leo III officially banned there use in 730 which resulted in severe persecution of icon venerators during his successor, Constantine V’s reign. However, the use of these images was re-established in 787 by the empress Irene and the Ecurnenical council at Nicaea. The use of icons was forbidden again in 815 until the death of Theophilus in 842, when his widow restored icon veneration.it is the belief of some historians that the prohibition of icons was a way of emperor Leo III to integrate the Muslim and Jewish populations into Byzantine society. Other historians suggest that the motive was to restrain the growing wealth and power of the monasteries who produced the icons. However, Leo III’s move to prohibit icons could have been because of interpreting the volcanic eruption in the Aegean Sea in 726 as a sign of God’s anger over the worship of icons. It is difficult to determine the true reasoning behind the prohibition; however, it is evident that political and economic divisions occurred in Byzantine society because of the religious conflict. The wealthier Greeks of Constantinople and the people within the Italian and Balkan territories opposed iconoclasm, whereas, the people in the eastern provinces where generally in support of it. 
In the fifty years following the death of the Prophet Muhammad, the Middle East transformed due to the spread of Islam through the conquering of Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Iran by the Arabian armies. In the mid-960s, Damascus was turning into the capital of the Islamic empire, although the people of Damascus may not have understood this as a permanent change because they were still using the coins of the Byzantine Emperors which contained Christian symbolism. However, Caliph Abd al- Malik brought about a coinage reform between 685-705 AD,
When Abd al-Malik saw fit to use the mint to protect against fraud the two            coins (the gold dinar and the silver dirham) that were current in Muslims   transactions, he determined their values as what they had been in the time of            the [Caliph] Umar. He used the iron stamp, but engraved words on it, rather          than pictures, because eloquent words were obviously more congenial to the      Arabs. Moreover, the religious law forbids pictures.[footnoteRef:1] [1: Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History, trans. Franz Rosenthal, ed. N. J. Dawood, 3 vols. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1969), 2:56-57.] 


The caliph’s coinage reform began by adding Arabic to the existing coins to state that they were Arabic coins and at the end of the reform the coins only contained Arabic script, fig 2.[image: ]
Fig 2.
 This can be interpreted as a form of propaganda to establish the new Islamic regime and as an act of Iconoclasm against the religious images that were on the Byzantine coins.

Most mosques contain no figurative images. An example of this can be seen in the mosaics in the great Mosque in Damascus which contain no living creatures. The largest of these panels is the ‘Barada’ which is named after the river that runs through Damascus, fig 3.
[image: ]
Fig 3.
The mosaics within the mosque are believed of convey a vision of paradise, ‘their golden ground contributes the impression of an airless world- a vacuum uninhabitable by the spectator who views them.’[footnoteRef:2] The river is seen as the dividing line between the world of the viewer and the world beyond. The buildings depicted within the mosaics are often interpreted as the ‘lofty chambers of paradise’ as described in the Quran,  [2:  Brisch. K, Iconography of the Mosaics in the Great Mosque at Damascus, p.15] 

And those who believe, and do righteous deeds, we shall surely lodge in the           lofty chambers of Paradise, underneath which rivers flow, there in dwelling   forever… (Quran 29, al ‘Ankabut)
The depiction of Paradise within mosques enables worshippers to view a visual representation of the reward they can get for being a believer of the Islamic religion and acting according to its teachings. The ibn Tulun mosque in Cairo is one of the few mosques to contain representations of the human figure. The external walls of the Mosque are crowned with ornamental battlements in the form of a chain of human figures defending the roof, fig 4.
[image: ]
Fig 4.
Although, it is unusual for mosques to contain representations of human figures, it is not unheard of. Another example can be found at the mosque of Uskaf banni junayd which is the only mosque to contain stucco panels with humanistic images on.

There is a great deal of tension within Islamic culture regarding the representation of human figures within Islamic art. Whilst some artists avoid depicting the human form, opting for geometric designs, calligraphy and arabesques, there are examples of artists using the human form within Islamic art and architecture. Furthermore, the Quran does not prohibit the two-dimensional depiction of human figures, it prohibits idolatry.
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