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To my grandfather, Naji.
May you rest in peace. Your love and support made me what I am today.
I wish you were here to see all the beautiful patterns around us.

To my son, Laith-Naji.
Follow your passion and fill this world with wonders.
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INTRODUCTION


PERSONAL PATTERN EXPLORATION

Studying, drawing and painting patterns were never part of my plan. The path I was paving was to be a university lecturer, just like my mother – the logical way to go. I knew I enjoyed teaching, and a lecturing job would give me a solid and secure future. My grandfather insisted that I further my education into a PhD, which I did. My plan remained the same for my future, but it all changed during the five years of my doctorate.

It is funny how we think we are destined for one path and work towards it for years, but in reality plans rarely stay the same. Every prediction I had for myself changed for the better and led me to beautiful patterns that spoke to my soul more than anything I had encountered before.

Curiosity was the initial motivation that led me to my first pattern workshop with the Art of Islamic Pattern in East London in 2014. Here I realised that all my previous design education was purely Western. I barely knew the names of Arab architects and I had no clue how to draw patterns from scratch using a compass and a straight edge.

A new window of creative ideas opened up after that first class, which led me to many more workshops and art trips of pattern exploration. With each one, I felt more peaceful from within. When I started painting the patterns I was drawing, I felt that I was allowed to think without boundaries; that my thoughts were free from constraints and I could go deep within my own mind. I had not felt those emotions when practising any other type of art.

My state of mind shifted and I found myself enjoying the slowness and the opportunity for silence and reflection. The constant repetition is a place for contemplation and patience rather than frustration. To achieve the symmetrical qualities inherent in patterns requires plenty of repetition, and as David Cranswick told me in a workshop I completed with him: ‘Repetitive tasks lead to a meditative state of mind.’

There are many words to describe the state of mind that occurs while you silently, slowly work on a task: meditation, contemplation, mindfulness, thoughtfulness … however, the name of it is irrelevant; it is the outcome of calm that matters. I hope you too can feel this sense of peace while studying and painting the patterns.

Patterns surround us wherever we go. My favourite patterns are those that come from the Islamic world, especially from the sixteenth century. I loved them so much that I made them the subject of my PhD, which I feel privileged to have completed in 2022. Having the time and opportunity to study any aspect of art and design is such a luxury and a joy. The academic process was difficult, but the beauty of the patterns kept me going. Additionally, the creative community of Instagram and my circle of talented friends in London encouraged me and lifted my spirit each time I shared my patterns with the wider world.

My pattern journey started in London and I thought I would be there forever, but again life changed and I now find myself as the Managing Director of The School of Calligraphy and Ornamentation in Fujairah, UAE. Even after a decade of studying patterns there remains so much to learn and paint that I know I will be kept busy for at least the next ten years. So, the new plan is to not a solid one, but rather to trust the process and to keep on exploring patterns.



THE WORLD OF PATTERNS

The world of patterns is expansive. In a sense, we live within endless patterns, from the formulations of clouds in the sky, to the arrangements of rocks and plants on the ground, to the shapes of flowers around us. Nature itself is an arrangement of patterns, and for centuries artists and designers have been inspired to incorporate them within our lived spaces to the extent that they cover our walls, ceilings and floors. The desire to decorate with patterns has been a human instinct from the beginning of time, as is evident from the development of patterns and motifs found in cave drawings to those we have today.

Every civilisation brought with it a new taste for patterns and a fresh way of seeing the world that later turned into decorative elements. Islamic civilisations continued with their own visual culture in the production and practice of calligraphic, geometric, figurative and biomorphic patterns. The latter will be the subject of this book and will be defined here.

DEFINING ‘ISLAMIC’

The word ‘Islamic’ is conveniently used to describe all artistic expressions and architectural creations, from the seventh to the seventeenth centuries, under any ruler or dynasty that identified as Muslim. However, using the word ‘Islamic’ can be misleading, since it could inaccurately describe a pattern as a religious symbol, or the maker of the pattern as a strictly practising devout Muslim, which may or may not be the case. Additionally, using one word to describe ten centuries of art, craft and architecture will undoubtedly fall short.

In fact, in the Arabic language and other native languages of the Islamic world, such as Urdu, Persian, Turkish and so on, it is uncommon to use the word ‘Islamic’ outside of a religious context, especially in reference to art. In Arabic literature before the twentieth century, the word ‘Islamic’ was not used in the context of art, but instead more specific titles were referenced, for example, the name of the exact dynasty that the art comes from: Andalusian, Ottoman, Mamluk, Safavid, Seljuk and so on. Therefore, we have to be aware of the presence of many more classifications and categorisations within the catch-all ‘Islamic’ description.

In some instances, the word ‘Islamic’ is used to describe the unifying quality of art, crafts and architecture that is usually found in the Islamic world. This is a valid point because there is almost a brand-like outcome in the types of shapes, motifs and styles that have been produced to beautify buildings, books and objects.

In the Western world, the use of the word ‘Islamic’ has become common, to the point that not using it can be confusing to readers who are seeking these patterns – hence the use of the word in this book’s title. However, I would like to highlight that using the word ‘Islamic’ here does not carry religious connotations; instead, it refers to the Islamic countries where these patterns populate surfaces.

PATTERN TYPES

Patterns from the Islamic world have been categorised into four main types: calligraphic, geometric, biomorphic and figurative. Even though these are the four most common types of pattern, this should not negate the fact there are other types of pattern that are not usually mentioned or studied.

Calligraphic is the first pattern type since it was the first visual expression and written format to record the word of God: the Quran. The second type is geometric, which is extremely important as it was used as the basis of many major monuments. As the name suggests, the patterns are based on geometry and mathematical rules that are created from a series of circles and lines forming star-like arrangements. Geometry is the ground, structure and skeleton of other decorative patterns such as the third type, known as biomorphic (or Nabati) patterns. The fourth pattern type, figurative, is less common than the first three but there are many examples of it, especially on tiles in palaces, schools and story manuscripts.

The focus of this book is on the third type: biomorphic /Nabati patterns. The word ‘biomorph’ means derived from plants and elements of living organisms, and is used to refer to curved, circular, free-flowing shapes and motifs. Some of these shapes resemble flowers that have been stylised and taken from nature, while others are abstract forms without an identical natural source. This style of pattern has been referred to previously as ‘arabesque’, meaning Arab style, which is an inaccurate description since the most popular examples of biomorphic patterns originate from non-Arabic speaking countries such as Turkey, Iran and India.

Biomorphic patterns are known by other names, depending on which language you use. For example, in the Arabic language, it is referred to as Nabati, which literally means from plants or plant based. In Farsi, there are two main words: Islimi, which refers to any organic form, and Khatai, which refers specifically to floral motifs. In Turkish, the same word, Khatai, is also used to describe floral motifs, and the word Rumi – in reference to patterns drawn by the Romans – describes other non-floral organic shapes. It is noticeable that both Farsi and Turkish have more vocabulary in the field of patterns  since both nations are still teaching and practising this art form. For example, in Turkish, the word Yaprak is used for leaves and Penc refers to circular flowers. Another example is that in Farsi, the word Toranj is used to describe certain inorganic shapes. There are many other words that can give us a deeper understanding of motifs that we do not have in the English language.

For a long time, Islamic biomorphic patterns have not been considered a worthy subject of study in academia, hence the minimal resources. However, interest is growing, which is evidenced by the number of students that have been attending workshops in London and worldwide.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is divided into three parts to help you understand Islamic biomorphic patterns better. The first part will give you a brief historic overview of their development. In the second part, you will study 12 historic patterns from the basic grid to the motif arrangement. The third part explains how to paint these patterns using two styles: the contemporary approach and the classic, more traditional illumination style.

Be reassured that you do not need previous drawing or painting experience to excel in this art form; this drawing style is systematic and does not require you to imagine things that you have not seen before. In fact, the practice of drawing biomorphic patterns relies heavily on using historic references to understand the visual language of the Islamic countries. You are welcome to innovate with motifs and styles later on, but this should not be a concern when starting out.

The purpose of this book is to familiarise you with the visual language and teach you to see the patterns in a more analytical way. It should serve as a starting point into the world of pattern exploration. Learning from the masters of this art is always the first step. Before even thinking about creating your own designs, you should understand what came before you and how the motifs worked in harmony together. Think of the motifs as words of a foreign language; you would not be able to speak a new language, create sentences and communicate without learning the words first.

This is an art book that includes practical guides to drawing the patterns, but it contains more than steps to follow. The practice of drawing and painting patterns is meditative and thoughtful; it is an abstract way of connecting more deeply with our creative thoughts and the divine inspiration behind them.
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