Discuss the significance of Arabic script in Islamic art and architecture.
The art of Islamic script, or Calligraphy as it is also known (V+A Museum 2016), is a common design in many forms of Islamic art. Though the use of Arabic script is a highly significant and effective in the Islamic tradition, this stylistic choice regarding artistic and architectural design is not unique to the culture of Islam (V+A Museum 2016). Chinese and Japanese calligraphy are other examples of significant uses of the technique, as well as for decorative purposes in Bibles from the north-west area of Europe (V+A Museum 2016). Islamic art spans approximately 1,300 years of history and has a large geographical reach, making this artistic movement not monolithic (Khan Academy 2018).  
Kufic was the first formal style of Arabic calligraphy (V+A Museum 2016) and was popular in the first three centuries of Islam (BBC 2018). Kufic was based on geometric principles and named after a city in Iraq, called Kufah (V+A Museum 2016). Kufic was used in manuscripts and inscriptions, including that of early recordings of the Qur’an from the 8th to 10th centuries (Britannica 2018) and artwork in the Dome of the Rock (V+A Museum 2016). This type of calligraphy is known for its angular and “slow moving” (Britannica 2018) alphabet, different to the next emerging form of Arabic calligraphy of the same name which was more cursive in nature and rose to popularity in the 10th century, probably originating in Baghdad (V+A Museum 2016). The newer, more extravagant form of Kufi script could be decorated with leaf and flower forms and shapes and was used in coinage, ceramic decoration, architectural inscriptions and newer Qur’an manuscripts (V+A Museum 2016). Kufic styles of calligraphy had mostly died out in the Islamic world by the end of the 13th century however a type of calligraphy also developed in the Muslim world around the same time is still very popular in the region it originated, more than likely Muslim-ruled Morocco or Spain (V+A Museum 2016). This still popular style is called al-Maghribi and is categorised as a more “rounded” (V+A Museum 2016) style than the previous Arabic calligraphy aesthetics (V+A Museum 2016).
Calligraphy was significant to the Muslim culture for many different reasons. Arabic calligraphy would have most likely been used to transmit text, however through a more decorative format than most textual reproduction of writings such as other religious texts (The Met 2000). This leads into the use of calligraphy in the Islamic culture as an ornament. Arabic script or calligraphy demonstrates the possibilities and uses of this design element in a creative setting, it can sometimes be said to be the “dominant element” (The Met 2000) in decoration. Though calligraphy or script as decoration was very appealing as an aesthetic design, not all Muslim peoples would have been able to read the inscriptions produced in such artwork, despite the mostly legible writings (The Met 2000).
[image: Dome of the Rock]The significance of Arabic script can be shown through the places in which it can be found, for example the Dome of the Rock (fig. 1). The Dome of the Rock contains one of the oldest Arabic calligraphy inscriptions that still exists, written in approximately the year 692 in mosaics (BBC 2018). The inscription is 240 metres long and recites parts of the Qur’an, starting with the bismillah, a phrase that begins each verse of the Qur’an and reads “in the name of God, the merciful and compassionate” (Khan Academy 2018). From the inclusion of Arabic script in such an important building to the Islamic community, we can see that the use of calligraphy was highly significant in the showing of the Islamic faith and used with high regard in presenting the words of the Qur’an.Fig. 1 Arabic script on the Dome of the Rock’s exterior in Jerusalem.

The training to become a calligrapher was not limited by gender as it was a skill both men and women could participate in (BBC 2018). Calligraphers were highly regarded by many people, including other artists in Islamic society (BBC 2018), making it a very important job. This presents the significance of this type of Islamic art in the society in which it was used. It can be seen through how highly regarded calligraphers were that the art form was also viewed highly. Throughout Islamic history, spanning hundreds of years, lineages were created of highly skilled and widely regarded calligraphers, or practitioners of Arabic script (BBC 2018). This fact has led to a “strong heritage” (BBC 2018) of calligraphers based on the use of Arabic script to transmit knowledge and study of the holy text, the Qur’an from one person to another, or from one community to another (BBC 2018).
Another way in which the significance of Arabic script can be seen is in the use of calligraphy in Islamic coinage. It can be said that the coinage associated with a certain geographical point can present a lot of information about said place. Unlike Islamic coinage, more westernised currency historically has a much different outlook on what should be depicted on coinage in comparison to the Islamic tradition (Islamic Arts 2012). In the Hellenistic world, especially the early Roman Empire, the preferred artwork to adorn coinage was the portrait (Islamic Arts 2012), similar to what is seen on current British currency, which contains images of the Queen and in more recent additions Winston Churchill and Jane Austen. This popular design of currency was seen again during the renaissance period, where a millennium later it became popular once more (Islamic Arts 2012). Other cultures however do not share the same opinion on coinage design, Islamic and Chinese society developed a different coinage aesthetic in comparison to western European opinion (Islamic Arts 2012). Islamic coinage has been known to hold up to 150 words upon it (Islamic Arts 2012), rather than a portrait making it stand apart from western currency. This form of [image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/8d/Hamdanid_gold_dinar%2C_Nasir_al-Dawla_and_Sayf_al-Dawla.jpg]Arabic script or calligraphy is significant to show the values of Islamic society and how the culture is functioning at the time the coinage was minted. The text found on coinage (such as the example of fig. 2) throughout many centuries of Islamic culture, namely the first six and a half centuries (Islamic Arts 2012), can be used to determine the state of Islam at that time and imitate the hierarchy of power during these centuries and can also potentially show us where they were minted (Islamic Arts 2012). Arabic script in coins often depicts the year the coin was manufactured and even occasionally the month, or the day as well as sometimes presenting the name of the town where the coin was minted also (Islamic Arts 2012). Though this was not necessarily of significance to the Islamic culture at the time, it is very significant to historians and archaeologists in a modern context as it allows us to coordinate certain coinage to a time period and even often a place, supplying more context to studies of places, years, political and power struggles, economic factors throughout history and many more subjects that coinage can be a useful tool within, making Arabic script in this context highly significant. Fig. 2 Gold Dinar coinage from the 10th century.

[image: Image result for jisr jindas bridge]Another situation in which the Arabic script in the form of calligraphy has been significant to modern day historians and archaeologists is in the dating of many archaeological sites, including the Jisr Jindas bridge (Vermeulen and D’Hulster 2005). The Jisr Jindas bridge is located between Lydda and Ramla and has been dated to 1273 purely from the date inscription on the bridge (Vermeulen and D’Hulster 2005). The bridge’s inscription can be seen on both sides of the architecture framed by a pair of lions, both of which are each holding a small creature in their paws (Vermeulen and D’Hulster 2005). This can be used in the opinion of how Arabic script is not as significant to Islamic art and archaeology as we at first may think. In this scenario the Arabic calligraphy is significant only for the purpose of dating archaeological sites, which although is important to modern day historians, was not necessarily significant to the medieval Islamic culture. Fig. 3 A close-up image of the Arabic script on the Jisr Jindas bridge between Lydda and Ramla.

Similar to the Dome of the Rock, there are many other extravagant buildings of worship that were adorned with beautiful pieces of Arabic script. The Suleymaniye Mosque, which is part of a “kulliye-type complex” (Discover 2004) where it has the central position on the complex (Discover 2004). The Mosque can be found in a district of Istanbul which also has the name Suleymaniye, which is where the title of the Mosque originated (Discover 2004). The Suleymaniye Mosque itself is considered to be the work of Sinan, a master of architecture and is said to be the pinnacle of his career (Discover 2004). However, the Arabic inscriptions within the Mosque are by the calligrapher Karahisari Ahmed Effendi and can be found on the north side of the prayer hall (Discover 2004). Unlike the Dome of the Rock however, the Suleymaniye Mosque’s Arabic inscription is not of a religious nature meaning it is not significant in a religious respect. Instead, the calligraphy within the Suleymaniye Mosque is more alike that of the Jisr Jindas bridge, where instead it is used to date the architecture (Discover 2004). The inscription dates the building roughly to the year of 1550 AD (Discover 2004). This again presents calligraphy and Arabic script as significant to the dating of art and architecture only. 
[image: Tile fragment]Another use for Arabic script is for purely decorative purposes, however these usually still contained some portion of informative detailing, whether to date the artwork or architecture or to provide religious information. The tile fragment shown in figure 4 is from an inscription above the doorway that led to the tomb of Buyanguli Khan, the descendant of the Mongol conqueror Genghis Khan found in Bukhara in Uzbekistan (V+A Collections 2018). This tile fragment is one of many that covered the building of the mausoleum containing Buyanguli Khan’s grave, which were carved with Arabic script and calligraphy and made from carved earthenware and glazed (V+A Collections 2018). An argument can be presented from this that Arabic script is significant as an art form, as it is regularly used as a popular style of art, this opinion is heightened considering that Arabic calligraphy is used to adorn the graves of people with high significance in the Islamic culture. Fig. 4 Tile fragment from Bukhara.

To conclude, Arabic script can be seen to be significant for several different reasons, including decorative purposes, the dating of artwork and architecture and also for the spreading of religious information. These uses present an art form that requires a high level of training and skill as well as multiple uses, making it an important part of Islamic culture. 
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