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Painting and decorative arts are no strangers to the Islamic world. As far back as the
early eighteenth century, we observe artists such as Abdullah Murad (c. 1690-1760) who
is said to have produced several paintings depicting the urban landscape of cities such
as Damascus and Hama. Only one painting by Murad is known to survive today in the
collection of the National Museum of Damascus." Notwithstanding the paucity of author-
itative historical records, it seems that most of his pieces were commissioned by the
wali of Hama, As‘ad Pasha al-Azm, to decorate his palace, a practice attuned to the long
tradition of artistic patronage in the region. Indeed, as Manal Ataya, advisor of Sharjah
Museums Authority, states, “The Islamic world has a rich history of art patronage, with
a legacy that has influenced and shaped the artistic landscape globally. Islamic patrons
recognized the significance of art as a means of expressing religious devotion, celebrating
beauty, and fostering cultural exchange. Their support allowed artists to flourish and
reach extraordinary heights — whether in architecture, calligraphy, manuscript illumina-
tion, or the decorative arts.”

A pivotal moment in this history was in 1904, when Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905), the
grand mufti of Egypt, issued an edict permitting the depiction of the human form, thereby
putting to rest any disputes surrounding this topic. The fatwa was titled “Images and
Statues: Their Benefits and Legality.” In it, he proclaimed, “So long as paintings are not
a distraction from religious duties and that no blessing is sought from the image, then it
is permitted.” The mufti's decision* came with two important caveats: Muslims could not
seek blessings from these portraits, nor should the act of painting preoccupy them at
the expense of their Islamic duties. Soon after this decision, the highest of Islamic juris-
prudence, was made, Prince Youssef Kamal (1882-1967) founded the Fine Arts College in
Cairoin1908, offeringeducation to some of Egypt's most renowned painters and sculptors.
Abduh’s landmark decision set the stage for a new generation of artists who would explore
the intersections of faith, society, and modernity. As part of their artistic practice, many
Arab artists drew inspiration from Islam, the dominant religion in the region, which impacted
various facets of life, including architecture, society, education, and other aspects of
culture. Islamic teachings and practices also varied in terms of geography, with each region
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adapting its cultural practices and output to Islam and vice versa. From Mughal India to
Fatimid Egypt and Andalusian Spain, various cultures retained an unquestionable element
of Islamic art recognizable to someone, as Georges Marcais (1876-1962) put it, with even “a
modicum of artistic culture.” In this essay, we shall discuss how Islam influenced modern
Arab art, addressing artworks that explicitly depict Islamic motifs and those that draw
inspiration from Islamic teachings.

Islamic Influence on Twentieth-Century Arab Artists

Among the most notable modern Arab artists was Egypt's Mahmoud Said (1897-1964), who
trained as a judge and also studied at the prestigious Académie Julian in Paris after the
First World War. One of the most famous instances of Islamic tradition in modern Arab art
is Said’s 1936 painting Le Zikr,? which measures 130.5 cm by 1617 cm. According to Egyptian
scholar Nadia Radwan, the painting “represents the Sufi ritual consisting of the rhythmic
pronunciation of the name of Allah, the Prophet (PBUH), and his qualities in tandem with the
continuous swaying of the body, head toward the ground.” Sufism is practiced by roughly
15 percent of Egyptians and is characterized by spiritual and physical aspects of prayer.

Another artist who attempted to capture this Islamic ritual was Naima El Shishini (1929-2018),
who combined her studies in Islamic heritage and architecture as well as the Qu'ran with
philosophy and history to produce meditative scenes. In a 1960s painting entitled Sufi
73 Ceremony in the Barjeel Art Foundation collection, the artist depicts a crowded scene in
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a Cairo neighborhood with drums, dance, and even a horse where the characters blend
into the background in color and form. Such paintings attempted to capture not only the
majestic, physical aspect of Islamic traditions but also their spiritual essence. Sufi traditions
were also captured in an abstract manner, such as in the works of Shakir Hassan Al Said
(1925-2004), a key figure in Irag's modern art movement who used art for spiritual reflection.®
Al Said pursued painting under Jewad Selim (1920-1961) at Baghdad's Institute of Fine Arts
and co-founded with him the Baghdad Group for Modern Art. He later studied in Paris
and returned to Baghdad to teach and develop his art philosophy, the One Dimension,
which explored the space between the visible world and the divine. Influenced by Sufi
thought, Al Said often used holes and lacerations in his works to transcend traditional
pictorial surfaces.’

Numerous artists chose to depict Islamic traditions and rites in their paintings. The most
common are the prayer scenes, architecture, and Islamic rites such as Sufi practices.
Among these artists was Azouaou Mammeri, born around 1890 in Kabylia, Algeria.”® He
developed a passion for painting, eventually receiving guidance from Swiss painter Edouard
Herzig and French Orientalist Léon Carré. In 1916, Mammeri moved to Morocco, where
his career flourished. Teaching in Fez, he immersed himself in the city's vibrant culture,
sketching and painting scenes of everyday life intertwined with Islamic elements, including
Qur'anic schools, mausoleums, and mosques.



Another example from the Maghreb region is Mohammed Racim (1896-1975), recognized
early for his drawing talent. Racim began his career copying Islamic decorative motifs in
state workshops. He later became the first Muslim artist to receive Algeria’'s Grand Prize
for Arts in 1933 and a scholarship to study in Paris. There, he discovered Persian, Mughal,
and Andalusian miniature paintings, and he began blending these traditional styles with
modern figurative elements. By the late 1930s, Racim became a major cultural figure in
Algeria, known for his works portraying an idealized, pre-colonial Algeria and celebrating its
prosperity and artistic heritage before French colonization. According to Roger Benjamin,
“The pictorial option chosen by the miniaturist Mohammed Racim insists on Islamic roots;
it might best be described as an indigenous neotraditionalism.... The frames of his tempera
miniatures were painted with great learning in traditional arabesque decoration, yet the
pictorial inserts, with their vistas of old Algiers and scenes of precolonial Muslim life,
construct a perspectival picture-space. The result is a hybrid, a cross-cultural marriage of
manners that spoke ... to quite different constituencies.”"

Arabic calligraphy played a significant role in the culture of the eras before and after the
birth of Islam. The oldest known Arabic writing found in Saudi Arabia dates to circa 470
CE, and the significance of the Prophet’s scribe Zaid bin Thabit also attests to the prom-
inence of Arabic script in the history of Islam. More recently, the twentieth century saw
a number of artistic movements inspired by Arabic letters and Islam. Among the artists
at the forefront of such trends was Libyan Ali Omar Ermes (1945-2021), who merged
Islamic thought with international artistic styles and whose work was positioned at the
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intersection of faith and artistic expression. Ermes served as an art consultant for the largest
exhibition of Islamic art known as “The World of Islam Festival” in London in 1976, inaugurated
by Queen Elizabeth II. The festival was significantly backed by the United Arab Emirates
(UAE), which offered to its founder Paul Keeler to cover half of the cost.” Ermes’s practice
drew from the Hurufiyya movement, founded by Madiha Umar (1908-2005). Researcher
Charbel Dagher defines this movement as typified by “artworks that engage with the Arabic
language — letters or texts — as a visual element or material for composing.”® Although the
movement, characterized by calligraphic motifs and abstract geometric shapes, is regarded
as a twentieth-century phenomenon, its origins lie many centuries earlier. Ermes’s artworks
often depict a single Arabic letter in large format, reflecting the beginnings of certain Islamic
verses or the rhythms of Arabic poetry. In an interview, Ermes once stated, “For me, person-
ally, among what | wanted to explore was the static power of the letter; sometimes the single
letter has such a powerful impact on its own that you don't actually need to put hundreds
of tiny letters around it, or create a patchwork or pattern out of letters."*
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Drawing from the Hurufiyya movement, prominent Emirati artist Mohammed Mandi (b.
1953) studied at the Arabic Calligraphy Improvement School in Cairo, graduating in 1977.
Following that, he moved to Turkey to continue his training under Turkish master calligra-
pher Hassan Chalabi (b. 1937). Chalabi specialized in the Thuluth and Naskh scripts, skills he
transferred to many of his students, including Mandi, whose works appear in the currencies
of Syria, Bahrain, and the UAE. One of Mandi’'s most notable accomplishments is working
on the interiors of the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque in Abu Dhabi.

Depictions of Holy Sites and Muslim Figures in Arab Art

The holy city of Mecca was also the subject of a number of paintings by modern Arab
artists, starting with Saudi painter Abdulhalim Radwi (1939-2006). In his 1987 painting The
Day of Hajj,"> Radwi employs his cubist style to depict a crowd of men and women as well
as shapes of tents and mountains, perhaps in reference to Mount Arafat, where Muslims
converge as part of Hajj. Radwi also includes Arabic text — specifically, the words Labbaik
Allahuma labbaik. This talbiya, or form of prayer, is recited to invoke submission to Allah
along with the Muslim profession of faith known as the shahada — “There is no god but
God” —which appears on the top left of the painting. Moving to contemporary art, Saudi
artist Ahmed Mater's work fuses art, science, and concepts of identity and religion. In his
work Magnetism, a cuboid magnet that resembles the Kaaba in Mecca is surrounded by
thousands of iron particles repelled by the magnet and kept in constant tension. Mater,
whose career began as a medical doctor, often blends the past, represented by tradi-
tional Islamic arts, with the present through the prism of innovation in modern medicine.
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He also brings together two subjects often placed against one another: faith and science.
Another Saudi artist, Lulwah Al Homoud, works with geometric compositions and takes
inspiration from the Kaaba. Her processes comprise the intricate symmetry of Islamic forms
and align the spiritual with the mathematical, highlighting a delicate balance between
realms of logic, language, and mysticism.

In a nod to the Renaissance fresco School of Athens by Raphael, we see an attempt by
artist Mahmoud Hammad (1923-1988) to portray sixteen of the most renowned scientists
of the Islamic world. This 1988 painting is currently on display at the Sharjah Museum of
Islamic Civilization on a long-term loan from Barjeel Art Collection. Hammad, one of the
most renowned Syrian artists, utilizes his modern artistic skills to give a face to some of
the most prominent Muslim scientists. Although Raphael’s famous painting did depict
Ibn Rushd (or Averroes, the Muslim polymath), he did so by depicting him toward the side
and in the background. Hammad's representation, in contrast, places him in a prominent
spot. Other Muslim scientists portrayed include Avicenna or Ibn Sina, who wrote almost
450 works on a wide range of subjects, including the notable tomes The Book of Healing
and The Canon of Medicine.

Islamic Influence Beyond Muslim Artists

Islamic influence was not limited to Muslim artists. Saloua Raouda Choucair (1916-2017),
a Lebanese pioneer in abstract art, who is said to have held the very first abstract art
exhibition in the Arab world in the 1940s, was very much influenced by scientific and



mathematical concepts, as well as by the laws of physics and mechanics. In her carefully
constructed sculptures, she uses an experimental approach with modular forms, lines,
and curves drawn from the tradition of Islamic design, held together with the principles of
physics. According to her official biography, “While enrolled in some philosophy classes at
the American University of Beirut (AUB), she was told by one of her professors that Greek
art was superior to Islamic art because Islamic art lacked human images. This was the
catalyst for her commitment to pursue the artistic expression she found so essential."®
Thus, Choucair's pursuit of exploring artistic concepts inspired by Islamic teachings served
as a lifelong passion.

Working around the same time as Choucair, Nahil Bishara (1919-1997) was a Christian
Jerusalemite and pioneering sculptor, painter, and said to be the first non-Jewish student
to be admitted into the Bezalel School of Art in Jerusalem. Several of her paintings depict
the iconic Dome of the Rock and Al-Agsa Mosque in Jerusalem, which holds important
religious significance to Muslims worldwide. Al-Agsa Mosque is considered to be the third
holiest site in Islam, and it is the place from which the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) is said
to have ascended to heaven.

Arab artists have drawn inspiration from various schools and movements. For example,
Egypt's Nazek Hamdi (1926-2019) was greatly influenced by Indian symbolism, incorporating
the South Asian use of batik into her work, having studied at the Kala Bhavana Institute of
Fine Arts in West Bengal. Others, including Morocco’'s Mohammed Melehi, drew inspiration
from New York's skyline, creating works such as .B.M. (c. 1962-1963). Similarly, Islamic princi-
ples provided inspiration to Arles-based artist Mehdi Moutashar, born in Hilla, Irag, in 1943.
Moutashar graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts in Baghdad in 1966 and spent seven
months teaching art in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. Moutashar then attended the Ecole nationale
supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris starting in 1967. His work interrogates concepts of Islamic
art, such as space, scale, and directionality as well as Western notions of abstraction.
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It is not only Arab art that drew inspiration from Islamic traditions. In nearby Iran in the
1960s, a modern art movement called the Saggakhaneh gained traction —the term refer-
ences the water fountains found across Iran and the Middle East. The movement, some-
times described as “spiritual pop art,” drew from everyday items that decorate Iranian
homes, including rugs, beads, bowls, and other utensils. Artists like Parviz Tanavoli (b.
1937), one of the key figures in this movement, created sculptures and paintings integrating
traditional symbols with modern abstract forms. Later, artists such as Monir Shahroudy
Farmanfarmaian (1922-2019) combined Islamic geometric patterns with modernist abstrac-
tion, particularly in her mirrored, mosaic works that have gained international acclaim.
Another key figure, Shirin Neshat (b. 1957) has produced work that often explores themes
of identity, gender, and political power. She incorporates photography, video, and film in
her practice to engage with the contemporary Iranian experience in both its historical and
modern contexts. According to Katrin Nahidi, “Saggakhaneh represents in Iranian art histo-
riography the first successful translation of global modernism into the Iranian context."”
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Ultimately, it was an edict from a much-respected Islamic scholar that enabled the estab-
lishment of the Fine Arts College in Cairo. That pioneering scholar, Muhammad Abduh, was
widely regarded as a liberal reformer and key figure in the Arab Nahda, or renaissance, of
the late nineteenth century. Abduh’s position as the grand mufti of Egypt gave his opinions
or fatwas significant weight, with Muslims near and far adhering to his judgments. Soon
after Abduh'’s declaration, other art schools opened in the region, such as Iran’s Academy
of Fine Arts, the Madrasa-i Sanayi-i Mustazrafa, founded in 1911 by artist Kamal al-Mulk
(1852-1940) as the country's first.

Oftentimes, modern Arab art is seen as a continuation of Islamic art. That is not exactly
true. In fact, many artists who practice in the Arab world today are not even Muslim. Islam,
however, being the dominant religion, has provided a great deal of inspiration for artists,
Muslim and non-Muslim alike, including Kamal Boullata (1942-2019), a Christian who was
mesmerized by what he called “the intricate Arabesque patterns adorning the Dome of the
Rock™® that he observed as a child growing up in Jerusalem. That said, modern Arab art
should not be seen as a mere continuation of Islamic art, although it has provided signifi-
cant inspiration. Modern Arab art has drawn inspiration from various sources — Western,
Eastern, modern, ancient, and religious — to create a unique series of movements and
schools stretching from Casablanca to Baghdad and from Beirut to Abu Dhabi.
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