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[bookmark: _GoBack] Discuss the significance of the Arabic script in Islamic art and architecture.

The Arabic script is one of the most widespread writing systems in the world, and while originally it was used to write the Arabic language, it has been adapted to write several other languages such as Persian, Pashto and Urdu to name a few. The spread of this script could perhaps be linked to the spread of Islam, as the most common inscriptions found today are from after the birth of Islam. We are told by Ahmad that the Arabs before the time of Islam relied heavily upon oral tradition in order to retain information. Despite this reliance on oral tradition the Arabs of this time did have a writing system, however this script was seen as “rudimentary, ungainly and imperfect” (AHMAD, 1984: 119). From the beginning of Islam, the Arabs were driven to develop their script in order to record and hand down “every syllable of the Qur’an with exactitude” (AHMAD, 1984: 120) to the generations that came after them. From this need those within the community of Muslims, the people tied together by their religion and the words of the unlettered Prophet, Muhammad, became the greatest of Calligraphers, and produced masterpieces which Ahmad claims have never been surpassed or equalled. 

[image: ]The significance of the Arabic script within Islamic art and architecture could be revealed to us through the study of the prestige to which writing holds within Islamic religion and how the script is applied to religious and everyday objects, and buildings, these are the topics to which I will be focusing on during this essay. Within the foreword of the book Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic World (1999) we are informed of the fact that “Arabic calligraphy symbolizes the cultural culmination of a remote historical tradition whose origins are rooted in the history of the Near East” (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 19), which is the region that is believed to be the birthplace of writing, a tool developed to record man’s memory and therefore his history. Arabic, like any other writing system began as a means to transmit a message, however it soon “developed into an art form in itself” (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 20), this could be said to be due to the fact that with the advent of Islam, “which avoided iconographical representation” (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 20), the people chose to illustrate the beauty of the message through words, this can been seen in figure 1. This in itself shows us the significance of the Arabic script within Islamic art, as writing became a form of art in order to embody the beauty of the message that Muhammad had presented to them.Figure 1: Koran written in Naskh, Iran. (The David Collection, 2018)



Although Islam is not the only culture to incorporate writing within art, it is the only culture that features writing as “the main, and sometimes the only, element of decoration” (Esposito, 1999: 222). This was not always the case however, and the fundamental change was brought about due to the “pivotal role of writing in religion” (Esposito, 1999: 223), this is illustrated through a pair of verses that tell us of “two noble recording angels” (Esposito, 1999: 223) that sit on the shoulders of every person to record their every action and thought. One angel records the good deeds, while the other records the evil and these “will be tallied for the final accounting in the Book of Reckoning” (Esposito, 1999: 223). It is no surprise then that writing has become so important within Islamic culture, as from this point books and their production became a considerable art form. At the same time as the Quran was presented in Arabic, the language then became the lingua franca for the region, “uniting the vast area” (Esposito, 1999: 223). 

[image: ][image: ]It is possible to find inscriptions in any media or material, and as Esposito tells us it’s even possible to find inscriptions on mediums that have such technical limitations that it makes “it extremely difficult to incorporate a running text” (Esposito, 1999: 224). For example, textiles would find this difficult, as although it could be said to be somewhat easy to be able to weave a symmetrical pattern on a loom, it would however be difficult to manoeuvre the loom in order for the directional design to read in one direction. That being said, this does not mean that within Islamic art they have not accomplished this feat. The Kiswah, as seen in figure 2, which it could be said to be a religious object, for example is testament to this fact. The Kiswah is a black embroidered cloth that is placed over the Kaaba, a building that is significant within the Islamic religion, as well as art, by the fact that it is the location of Muslim pilgrimage within Mecca, and is the direction, or qibla, of the Salat, or five daily prayers performed by those who follow Islam. The Quranic verses are embroidered in gold, and in the calligraphic style of Thuluth meaning one third, which was developed in the 9th century, and is so called for the fact that one third of each letter is sloping. This style of calligraphy is the longest surviving calligraphic style that is still used today for “calligraphic inscriptions, titles, headings, and colophons” (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 48). The importance of the Arabic script can be seen from this example because the people mastered putting text on a textile, this could be due to the religious importance of the Kiswah. Other than that the significance of the script is also illustrated by the fact that a new Kiswah is made every year, with the tradition stretching back before the time of the industrial revolution. So in order to have a new Kiswah with the Quranic inscriptions embroidered on it every year shows us the esteem to which the Islamic people hold Arabic script. Objects that are made from expensive materials, will most of the time have inscriptions that name the patron or the user who commissioned the objects. An example of this would be a candlestick that was donated to the mosque of the citadel of Damascus (Figure 3) as the inscription on the candlestick, written in Naskhi, “lists the names and titles of the Patron: Jani Bey” (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 59). This shows us that some within the Islamic community felt the need to mark objects as theirs or to show how generous they could be and the best way to do this was through inscriptions.  Figure 2: The Kiswa, Mecca. (KiSuta, 2012)
Figure 3: Candlestick, 15th century, Damascus
 (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 59)



[bookmark: _Hlk506325101][image: ][image: ]In the realm of the everyday it can be possible to deduce the significance of the Arabic script within art, through its use within everyday objects such as food containers and coinage. When it comes to food containers, an example would be one that can be found within the Bassem Hajj Ali collection in Beirut. This 12th century object, which can be seen in figure 4, is engraved with pseudo Kufic, which is an imitation of the calligraphic style Kufic which is thought to be “the oldest of the Arabic scripts” (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 39). We are told that from the times of the Umayyad’s Islamic coins “have been decorated exclusively with writing” (Esposito, 1999: 223), an example can be seen in figure 5. Normally, on the front side of the dinar you can see that the centre is filled with a profession of faith that could possibly continue around the edge, with the rest of the space being filled with a verse from the Quran. On the other side of the dinar, it is not uncommon for the centre to be filled with a Quranic verse while the edge contains “the invocation, mint and date” (Esposito, 1999: 224). These everyday objects that contain Arabic script illustrate to us its significance within not only art but within everyday life. These inscriptions are constantly seen, which in a way could be seen as the intent of the calligraphers, especially with those objects that contain Quranic text. Figure 4: Food Container, 12th century, Seljuk, Iran. (Calligraphy in the Arab and Islamic world, 1999: 40)


The Arabic script has even moved beyond those small objects to become a part of more grandeur works of art and architecture. The earliest of which would be the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem (Figure 6), which as Esposito claims, “shows a sophisticated use of inscriptions executed in glass mosaic” (Esposito, 1999: 226). Although the mosaics on the outside were replaced in the 16th century, the interior has preserved the original mosaics, which are the most lavish to have survived from ancient or medieval times. There are two long bands of inscription that are written in gold letters on a blue background that encircles the [image: ]octagonal arcade and are pious and Quranic in nature. Again, as they are written in Arabic script this highlights the scripts importance within Islamic art and architecture, as it is presented within one of Islam’s holiest places. Not only does the Arabic script hold significance within past Islamic art and architecture, it also holds importance within the modern sphere, as they are prominent within the mosque that was “erected in 1984 at King Khalid International Airport in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia” (Esposito, 1999: 227) as seen in figure 7. Similar to the Dome of the Rock the text is inscribed in a large band that encircles the dome’s base, [image: ]however the script “is entirely from the Quran” (Esposito, 1999: 227). Although the verses end with a statement that those who are more generous towards pious works will be rewarded. The emphasis of the writing within the large band in itself can illustrate its importance, however the statement at the end could be referring to the “motives of the patron in founding the mosque” (Esposito, 1999: 227), and the need to be presented as generous within the written record. Figure 5: Gold Dinar, minted for the Umayyad caliph Abd al-Malik in 696. (Esposito, 1999: 223)
Figure 6: Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem. (Esposito, 1999: 226).


To conclude, as you can see there are many ways in which to interpret the importance of Arabic script within Islamic art and architecture, and I have only highlighted a few. Within the religious sphere it is illustrated through its use in the writing of the Quran, and the verses that highlight the importance of writing through the two angels. Moreover, the use of Arabic script in writing the Quranic verses on the Kiswah, that would have been difficult to produce but was otherwise mastered. Furthermore, the use of the Arabic script to mark things as property or as gifts, is an interesting point, in that it does exhibit the belief that the text will be believed and so embodies the significance of the script itself. This crosses over to the use of the script on everyday objects such as the food container and in the case of coinage. The food container will be seen every day so the message of the script will be seen many times, and for the coins, beyond the value of the metal, it could be said that the actual value of the coin is within the “invocation, mint and date” (Esposito, 1999: 224), this too highlights the value of the Arabic script. The use of the script on a grandiose scale could also be an indicator of its significance within Islamic art and architecture as it can be seen and read clearly by all who go to the locations that I have observed, but also to all other locations which have used the Arabic script within its architectural design. Lastly, although mentioned briefly, the different calligraphic scripts that can be used in reference to the Arabic script could also be seen to emphasise the significance of the Arabic script in that calligraphers over time have taken it upon themselves to develop these styles in the hopes of making the Arabic script evermore beautiful within Islamic art and architecture.Figure 7: The Dome of the mosque of King Khalid International Airport, Saudi Arabic. (Esposito, 1999: 227).
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written in Persian dates only from the eleventh century.

These two inscribed wares—the shroud and the bowl—both date from the
tenth century, but inscriptions are found on objects created throughout the his-
tory of Islamic civilization, from the earliest times to the present. The earliest
work of Islamic architecture, the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, shows a sophis-
ticated use of inscriptions executed in glass mosaic. In the sixteenth century the
Ottoman sultan Siileyman (r. 1520-66) had the mosaics on the outside of the

The Dome of the Rock in Jerusaleum was extensively decorated with glass mosaics like those
that survive on the interior. Those on the exterior were replaced with tiles first in the six-
teenth and again in the twentieth century, but it may well have had inscriptions like those on

the interior.
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Writing remains a potent theme in modern Islamic art. The
dome around the King Khalid International Airport, built in
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in 1984, is inscribed with verses from
the Quran about God’s glory.
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