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‘The glorious light of

civilisation streams

- all date from a time that is often

. oflight.
. screens and coloured glass, the light

- ceramics invented by medieval
. Islam that have an iridescent quality.

: shine right through Islamic art:

- west for the sake of'it. It’s just that
_ Islamic art soared to heights of
. mathematical sophistication and

. very appeal of European creations
- tended to lie in their savagery. The

from a world that put

Europe in the shade

Islam from the 7th century onwards,

Albukhary gallery of from Egypt to Spain. Many of the
thelslamic World n}oslt beautiful achievemex};cs
o of Islamic art are site-specific
B . tish Museum, London ensembles of architecture and
L 2.0 8.8 ¢ decoration: the Ben Youssef madrasa
in Marrakech, the Alhambra
Jonathan Jones palace in Granada. How can a
museum convey the play of light
and geometry that makes these so
he best way to get to intoxicating with single tiles and
the British Museum’s fragments of pottery?
new gallery of Islamic The British Museum does it
artis via the Sutton Hoo | with state-of-the-art display cases
gallery. That way, you petfectly spaced so that wherever
first take a trip through | youlook there is something new

Anglo-Saxon England, past Celtic
gold, Viking jewels and treasures
from the burial of a 7th-century king.
These artefacts, lurking in shadow,

to catch your eye, a subtle mix of
natural and artificial light and, most
of all, a clear thread of argument.

We see how Islam forged its own
aesthetic from classical influences,
religious imperatives and a scientific
sensibility from the start. ~

In western Europe, the Roman
empire was gone. In the east,
however, it survived as Byzantium.
A Byzantine marble capital (the
decorated top of a column) carved
with regularly spaced clusters of
grapes and intertwining foliage
shows how the playful, almost
abstract transformation of nature
into art in Rome and Byzantium gave
Muslim artisans-a model for an art of
symmetry and pattern.

The cliche that Islam forbids all
representation is demolished: there
are human as well as animal portraits
throughout. But we do see how the
abstract was preferred in mosques.
And objects such as anastrolabe
from 1240 show how it was the Arab
world that preserved and extended
ancient Greek mathematics during
the middle ages.

“All this comes together in the
“arabesque” vision that flows
through this gallery like the music of
the spheres. From filigree metalwork
to sumptuous Ottomian clothes, the
same intricate system seems to join
one object to another in an invisible
network of cosmic connections.
What western historians would

called the dark ages. Then you step
out of that gallery and into a world

Streaming in through patterned

spills over lustreware, the glazed -

Such luminous clarity seems to

what you see here resembles the
Enlightenment in 18th-century
Europe - an age of reason that, in this
case, started in the 8th century.

Iam not trying to knock the

abstract calm at a time when the

Sutton Hoo helmet is a glaring totem
of primal power.

By contrast, the first thing you see”
in the new Islamic gallery is a fresco
portrait and well-preserved carved
wooden panelling from Samarra in
Irag. Dating from the ninth and 10th
centuries respectively, they bear
witness to arich urpan civilisation.

Itisnot easy to conveyina
museum the artistic glory of the
lands converted and conquered by

<4 Kufic scriptin
marble, madein
Egyptin AD967.

» A brass
incense burner
from Syria,
inlaid with silver,
€1250-1300.
Farright, apair
of doves by the
artist Manal
al-Dowayan

label the arabesque is an ordering
of nature grounded in geometry.
Images from the observed world
(hares, trees, fruit) are absorbed
into a precise yet complex and
opulent structure that suggests the
underlying laws of the universe. It is
spiritual but it is also scientific.
Tiles from 13th-century Iran
show the full glory. They are
designed to tessellate intricately
in a pattern of stars and crosses.

A A Mughal Hamzanama (India, 16th
century), above, and a 17th-century
watercolour of a boy from Iran
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| Even removed from that overall

geometrical splendour, each tile is
aseductively intricate interlacing
of plant stems and constellations
of buds, with hares and leopards
posing in the abstract forest. Tiles
from 16th-century Istanbul show the
same inner harmony, this time with
bolder colours and a more extrovert
fluidity of flowers. .

The gallery is a kind of miracle.
It sees beyond individual objects

A An Uzbek woman’s ikat coat from
¢1870-1920, top; an enamelled
glass mosque lamp, from Egypt or
Syria, c1330-45, and an astrolabe,
c1240

to grasp and communicate the
principles and intellectual power
that gite Islamic artits infectious
harmony and abundance. Yet it does
that without oversimplifying.

Within the continuity there are,
it seems, inexhaustible details. The
story of Islam is told chronologically
down the centre of the L-shaped
space with side cabinets that explore
everything from the archaeology of
lost cities to the distinctive footwear
of the Ottoman empire. You can go
into the biography of Timur - the
conqueror known in the west as
Tamburlaine - or the technology of
glazed ceramics.

There is far too much to explore in
onereview, but thisis not an
exhibition to get a ticket for and see
once. It is one of the museum’s
permanent displays. It feels like a
pivot of those displays, relating
world history’s lines of influence and
exchange in an arabesque that flows
through time, connecting continents
and making their interdependence
as clear as a fountain.

The gallery opens tomorrow




