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B 

irthmark Theory, an ex-
hibition at London Print 
Studio by Libyan-Cana-
dian artist Arwa Abouon, 
playfully uses traditions 

and phrases of Islam to give a sub-
tle message that it is a blessing to 
be from two cultures, not a curse.

Abouon deals with themes such 
as identity, duality and spirituality 

in her work and the importance of 
her family in her life is clear.

Her work, she says, “results from 
dynamic interactions between per-
sonal reflections on human nature, 
to meet and see the world as it is, 
and the multiple perspectives of 
my own gaze”. Her work is usually 
photographic but she also uses vid-
eo or design.

“The themes addressed in my 
works stem directly from my life 
experience as a female artist living 
and working between cultures,” 
Abouon said in a statement posted 

by the studio, “and yet the aim is to 
show how a single person’s ‘double 
vision’ can produce images that 
possess much wider social effects 
by collapsing racial, cultural and 
religious borders. In other words, 
the images, which are seemingly 
autobiographical in nature, move 
beyond mere autobiography.”

Birthmark Theory, Abouon’s 
first solo exhibition in Britain, fea-
tures the Mirror Mirror/Allah Allah 
diptych, in which Abouon raises 
religious and gender issues by us-
ing the Muslim veil as a symbol to 

question inner versus outer spir-
ituality and in which she concludes 
that the most important thing is to 
see herself through God, as one of 
his human creations.

In the I’m Sorry/I Forgive You 
diptych, Abouon uses an Islamic 
geometric design pattern as a back-
ground to the gentle act of contact 
between her parents, set in the pri-
vate space of worship at home. The 
piece is to point out both the acts 
of love and compassion and want-
ing to elevate them as visual monu-
ments in themselves.

“My work results from dynamic 
interactions between personal re-
flections on human nature, to meet 
and see the world as it is and the 
multiple perspectives of my own 
gaze. My works are usually photo-
graphic but sometimes integrate 
video, design or additional installa-
tions,” she said.

Also on display is the Abouon 
Family picture, in which each 
member is positioned to denote 
his or her role in the nuclear unit. 
While the father stands tall pro-
tecting the siblings, it is the mother 
who gazes straight into the camera. 
Holding her prayer beads, she rep-
resents a “pillar of faith” that for 
Abouon stands as a reference to the 
Quranic verse that says “paradise 
lays beneath the mother’s feet”.

Born in Tripoli, Libya, in 1982, 
Abouon belongs to the Amazigh 

ethnic group indigenous to North 
Africa and studied design art at 
Concordia University in Montreal, 
where she lives and works.

Abouon said she seeks to ask 
questions through her images and 
provoke discussion about religion 
and identity.

“I question my own place within 
a so-called Western culture on the 
one hand and an upbringing in a 
Muslim household on the other,” 
she posted on her website.

On the Birthmark Theory web-
site, Abouon was quoted as saying: 
“My ultimate aim is to sculpt a finer 
appreciation of the Islamic culture 
by shifting the focus from political 
issues to a poetic celebration of the 
faith’s foundations. I hope my work 
is always visually intricate in the 
subtleties within its voice.”

The exhibition is part of the Nour 
Festival of Art, which runs in Lon-
don until November 8th, an annual 
showcase of Middle Eastern and 
North African arts featuring music, 
film, food, exhibitions, talks and 
dance.
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T 

he fragments of manu-
script are old, among 
the oldest examples of 
the Quran ever found 
but they certainly don’t 

predate the Prophet Mohammad, 
as some excitable media outlets 
claimed.

Some of the oldest fragments of 
the Quran are on display at the Uni-
versity of Birmingham. The pages 
have been carbon dated to between 
568 and 645, meaning it likely pre-
dates the rule of Caliph Uthman, 
the third of Islam’s four Rightly 
Guided Caliphs, responsible for the 
compilation and canonisation of 
the Quran in its current form.

According to some accounts, Uth-
man ordered the destruction of all 
other copies of the Quran. Howev-
er, the two pages, now part of the 
university’s Mingana Collection, 
somehow escaped the purge. At 

the latest, the two leaves were com-
pleted less than 20 years after the 
death of Prophet Mohammad — the 
person who inscribed them would 
very likely have been alive during 
the lifetime of the Prophet and may 
have been one of his companions.

Susan Worrall, director of special 
collections at the Cadbury Research 
Library at the University of Bir-
mingham, said: “The radiocarbon 
dating has delivered an exciting re-
sult, which contributes significant-
ly to our understanding of the earli-
est written copies of the Quran.”

The two leaves show parts of Su-
rat al-Kahf, Surat Maryam and Su-
rat al-Taha in early Hijazi script, an 
early form of Arabic writing that is 
very angular and does not include 
dots or diacritical marks but is still 
legible to modern readers.

“We are thrilled that such an im-
portant historical document is here 
in Birmingham, the most culturally 
diverse city in the UK,” Worrall said.

Away from the uproar surround-
ing the age of the two seventh-
century leaves, the story of their 

discovery or rediscovery in the ar-
chives of the Birmingham Universi-
ty in between the leaves of another 
older Quran manuscript is also in-
teresting.

It was researcher Alba Fedeli 
who made the finding. “I was able 
to recognise that it was composed 
of two groups of leaves, coming 
from two different manuscripts,” 
she said.

Historically significant discover-
ies are not just made at archaeolog-
ical digs but also among uncatego-
rised or mis-categorised artefacts 
and documents in university and 
museum vaults as well, Fedeli said.

“Libraries, museums and ar-

chives have collections that are 
waiting to be studied, understood 
and shared,” she added.

Muslims and non-Muslims from 
across the world have headed to 
Birmingham — a city with one of 
the largest Muslim communities in 
the United Kingdom — to see these 
long-lost fragments of Islam.

Visitors have taken to pinning 
notes complimenting the exhibi-
tion at its entrance.

“This is how you bring commu-
nities together and increase inte-
gration and openness,” read one. 
“A truly spiritual experience. The 
revelation in each manuscript is 
invaluable,” read another.

“When I saw these pages I was 
very moved. There were tears of 
joy and emotion in my eyes. And 
I’m sure people from all over the 
UK will come to Birmingham to 
have a glimpse of these pages,” 
Muhammad Afzal, chairman of the 
Birmingham Central Mosque, told 
the BBC.

But just what do the two pages 
reveal? That is the question that 

Fedeli is wrestling with.
“Two pages cannot say a lot as 

they are only a fragment, a piece 
to be connected with the other 
early Quranic fragments scattered 
all over the world. All these early 
Quranic manuscripts, all together, 
are the oldest witnesses we have 
about the beginning of Islam. They 
can shed new light on the historic 
[nature] of Quranic text, but they 
should be studied in comparison 
and connection with other manu-
scripts. This is the research I am 
pursuing now,” she said.

As for the media’s preoccupa-
tion with the precise age of the 
manuscript, Fedeli is less under-
standing, saying that carbon dat-
ing is just one tool that academics 
use. “The results of radiocarbon 
analysis give us a period and not a 
precise year. The results should be 
used as a piece of a bigger part in 
connection with previous results 
based on the analysis of the script 
and the text as well as in connec-
tion with the analysis of other 
manuscripts.”
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The pages have been 
carbon dated to 
between 568 and 
645, meaning it 
likely predates the 
rule of Caliph 
Uthman.
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Abouon uses an 
Islamic geometric 
design pattern as a 
background to the 
gentle act of contact 
between her parents.


