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INTRODUCTION

ISLAM is the youngest of the three 
great Semitic faiths, of which the other 
two are Judaism and Christianity. All 
three were born in the austere terrain 
of the deserts of the ancient Middle 
East, a land of harsh climates and deep 
silences.  The people who have shaped 
Islamic culture — Arabs, Seljuks, Turks, 
Berbers, Mongols — were nomadic, and 
the nomadic psychology agrees with 
certain basic Islamic principles and was 
crucial in the creation of Islamic art. 

Islamic art and the nomad in the 
environment of the desert share 
certain perspectives. Both understand 
that the world is impermanent and 
material life is fragile; both favour 
concise thought, action and expression. 
They do not want to be cluttered with 
unnecessary ‘baggage’, either physically 
or psychologically; generally speaking, 
the purity of Islamic art lies in omission. 
Where form is created, the Islamic 

Lion with a message, in the Arabic Tawqi  script: ‘Ali ibn 
Abi Talib, may God Almighty be pleased with him and 
honour him.’  The Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, Ali 

was called the ‘Lion of God’ for his bravery 

artist, like the desert nomad, is keenly 
aware of the importance of rhythm, light 
and shade.

The word Islam means ‘complete 
surrender’ and a Muslim, a follower 
of Islam, is ‘one who submits’. The 
submission involved is to the will of 
God, and one of the hallmarks of Islam 
is its humble recognition of the enormity 
of the Divine and the contingency of 
the merely human.  Islam is a complete 
way of life, a culture and a civilisation, 
of which the Muslim religion is a very 
important, but not the only, part.

For the sake of simplicity, diacritical signs have been 
omitted in the transliterations from Arabic     

A NOTE ON ARABIC NAMES
Conversions into the roman alphabet express  correct 
pronunciations as nearly as possible.  Thus Makkah 
and Madinah are preferred to the more familiar Mecca 
and Medina.  (This accords with usage by the School 
Curriculum and Assessment Authority.)  

“A highly recommended resource”

This is a refreshingly adaptable series for 
schools...the selection provides a comprehensive 
and flexible series of pictures which, used in their 
entirety, provide a balanced introduction to each 
faith...the notes are clearly produced and provide 
a good overview of the faith.

Teachers from all key stages will find them 
a valuable resource although they will be of 
particular relevance at key stages 3 and 4. They 
could work very well in group activities.
RE Today (reviewing the printed version)
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‘Wherever the hour of prayer 
overtakes you, you shall perform it.  

That place is a mosque’

The Five Pillars
The whole edifice of Islam rests on what are 
called the Five Pillars:
Attestation of faith (shahadah);
Prayer (salah);
Fasting (sawm); 
Giving of alms (zakah);
Pilgrimage to Makkah (hajj).

Attestation of faith is the belief that ‘there 
is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his 
Prophet’.  This, the central pillar, enunciates 
the unity of God; the other four pillars express 
this unity in social terms:

Prayer should be performed five times a day: 
at dawn, noon, mid-afternoon, sunset and 
nightfall.  Daily prayers may be offered from a 
variety of places — an oratory, prayer rug or 
mosque.  Whatever the Muslim is doing at the 
time of prayer must be interrupted to attend to 
worship.  As the Prophet said:

‘Wherever the hour of prayer overtakes you, 
you shall perform it.  That place is a mosque’. 
(Hadith transmitted by Bukhari — collected 
sayings of the Prophet).

Many leading lights of Islamic civilisation, 
especially in the areas of philosophy and 
the sciences, were Jews and Christians, 
and Hellenistic culture also made important 
contributions.  In agricultural and economic 
life Islam shared many features with other 
contemporary civilisations — for example 
it developed a type of feudal system (iqta) 
which has elements in common with both 
European and Japanese feudalism.  But 
these influences, borrowings and shared 
features were put together and developed 
in an original and distinctive way, always 
against the background of a rigorous belief 
in the universality and omnipotence of Allah.

Fasting takes place once a year, for a month, 
when no food or drink must be taken between 
sunrise and sunset.  This month of abstinence 
is called Ramadan and includes prohibition 
on such activities as smoking and sex.  When 
he instituted the fast, the Prophet said it 
would serve several functions: to provide an 
opportunity to break usual habits and really 
value what we usually take for granted; to 
remind us of what it is like to be poor and go 
hungry, and to purify our body of toxins.

Giving of alms to the poor and needy is a 
compulsory duty to the Muslim, and generally 
speaking Muslim communities are scrupulous 
in looking after the welfare of their less 
fortunate members.

Pilgrimage to Makkah is the climax of a 
good Muslim’s life.  Many Muslims will save 
up throughout their lives so as to be able to go 
with their family on the pilgrimage.

Prayer mat or wall hanging

The Ramadan fast is broken by the festival 
of Id al-Fitr, lasting for several days and 
celebrated by much feasting.  Houses are 
often redecorated, donations made to the 
poor, and presents exchanged.  The festival 
starts when the new moon is first sighted;  but 
since the night sky is not always clear, this 
can lead to controversy.
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ADVICE FOR TEACHERS

Studying religions through their 
works of art can support teaching 
and learning in Religious Education 
in both learning from and learning 
about religion.

Learning about religion
 r This resource contains concise 

information about the teachings, 
beliefs, practices and forms of worship 
within Islam.

 r An extensive collection of images 
which can be used as a stimulus for 
investigation and dialogue, helping to 
develop skills of analysis, interpretation, 
and explanation.

 r Content that helps to build a 
thorough vocabulary of specialist terms. 

Learning from religion 
 r The combination of images and 

text can encourage students to be 
observant, creative, curious, informed 
and reflective.

 r It can enable them to make 
connections between religious belief 
and real people and events.

 r It can encourage questions 
about identity and belonging, 
meaning, purpose, truth, values and 
commitments.

 r It can help to stimulate 
conversation around individual 
responses to artistic expressions within 
a religion. 

Also supports Art teaching
 r By helping to build awareness 

of the cultural, historical and social 
context in which art is used; developing 
understanding of how art expresses 
meaning, and how it is often directed 
for a specific audience and purpose.

 r By providing many opportunities 
to encounter, explore, compare and 
contrast works of art from different 
periods, places and perspectives.

 r By allowing students to investigate 
different styles of artistic expression, 
develop personal responses to art 
styles and use these to draw on for 
their own art.

Other aims
 r Themes and concepts have been 

suggested that relate to specific images.

 r Possible activities are suggested 
which can be adapted to meet specific 
learning objectives at different key 
stages.

 r These can be used as starting 
points to stimulate questions and 
discussion about aspects of religious 
study or to develop extension activities. 

Working with the pictures 
 r Click* looking at the images to 

see the 30 selected works. Click on the 
required image to go to the captioned 
picture, which can then be printed out 
and/or displayed on a whiteboard. 

*Please note that the links are not active in this preview


