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Washington

R 

arely do the divine and 
artistic occupy the Na-
tional Mall in Washing-
ton and never before has 
the Quran dominated one 

of its famous museums before The 
Art of the Qur’an: Treasures from 
the Museum of Turkish and Islamic 
Arts (TIEM) at the Freer and Sackler 
Galleries of the Smithsonian Insti-
tution. The exhibition showcases 
more than 60 Quran manuscripts 
and detached folios from collec-
tions in Istanbul and Washington.

The show is the first major ex-
hibit of Qurans in the United States 
and the most significant in the West 
since the 1976 World of Islam Festi-
val at the British Museum. The age 
of the 47 TIEM pieces shown at the 
Sackler spans 1,000 years, from the 
late seventh century to the early 
17th centuries. They cover North 
Africa to South-west Asia. In 1914, 
Ottoman officials, fearful for the 
survival of the holy books as World 
War I loomed, gathered them into 
a soup kitchen of Istanbul’s Su-
leymaniye mosque and TIEM was 
born.

“I believe the timing of the exhib-
it is quite important, especially see-
ing what we’re going through in the 
world today. To me, 2016 seems like 
the modern Dark Ages,” said Yildi-
rim Ali Koc, vice-chairman of the 
board of Koc Holding, the exhibit’s 
main sponsor.

“Sadly, the perception of Is-
lam in the West today is far 
removed from the con-
cept of tolerance. 
We are naturally 
saddened 
and deeply 
concerned 
about efforts 
to associate 
Islam and 1.7 
billion people, 
one-quarter of the 
world’s population, 
with terror and vio-
lence.”

In creating the show, 
the TIEM and Sackler cu-
rators’ mission was neither 
religious nor political. Curators 
Massumeh Farhad and Simon Ret-
tig said they did not encounter Is-
lamophobia while organising the 
show, only the opportunity for 
scholarship and sharing the art of 
the Quran with Americans. “Mus-
lims are not different from Chris-
tians or people of any other faith,” 
Rettig said.

“Through the exhibition, the 
American public has an opportuni-
ty to discover another aspect of the 
Islamic world,” he said. “The exhib-
it breaks all the misconceptions we 
can have about a great civilisation. 
Some people won’t like it but it will 
help to construct a dialogue. The 
beauty of the works might change 
the minds of some people.”

He and Farhad present the holy 
book thematically, not chronologi-
cally. Two mulberry-painted rooms 
titled The Qur’an: God, Prophets, 
Believers, Prophethood and Com-
munity give way to a case of cal-
ligraphic implements and a table 
for children’s activities. Below a 
stairway lie two folios from a mon-
umental Quran created in 1400 in 
present-day Uzbekistan. The pages 
measure more than 1.5 metres in 
length and about 1 metre in width.

Next, blue walls matching the la-
pis fields of the illuminated Qurans 
surround viewers for lessons on 
Chapter and Verse, Ink and Gold, 
and Power and Prestige. In the last 
room, visitors can watch a video 
of Mohamed Zakariya, one of the 
world’s foremost calligraphers. 
They hear only the sound of his 
bamboo pen as it scratches across 
the page. By the end of the show, 
visitors might feel humbled, even 
corrupt, like errors floating in a 
Quran’s margins, ready for cover-
age with an artful cartouche.

“Massumeh and I spent a month 
and a half in Istanbul at the mu-
seum,” Rettig said. “It was nearly 
overwhelming. These Qurans are 
vehicles of divine blessing. They 

have an aura, whether you believe 
or not. They move you, touch you.”

Some of the Qurans were en-
dowed to religious institutions, 
some for private use. In the early 
years of Islam, calligraphers includ-
ed no vowel or diacritical marks. 
They placed few words on each 
page, the better to recite them. 
Gradually, new scripts developed. 
Burnished paper overcame parch-
ment and workshops opened. 
Calligraphers and illuminators 
separated into specialties. Artists 
incorporated gold, red, bits of green 
and non-oxidised silver to fields of 
blue and white. Embellished or not, 
in single or multiple volumes, the 
text remained the same.

People who cannot see the living 

words can visit the exhibit virtual-
ly. On the Sackler website — http://
www.asia.si.edu/exhibitions/cur-
rent/art-of-the-quran/default.php 
— readers can view pages of a few 
of the Qurans and trace the jour-
neys of other manuscripts through 
an interactive map.

A panel showing the different 
styles of calligraphy, their history 
and geographic origin would have 
added to the show, online and live.

Sensitive expert or discomfited 
novice, believer or non-believer, no 
one should miss the show, which 
closes February 20th.

Mary Sebold is a Washington-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

The Art of the Qur’an 
graces Washington’s 
National Mall
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The show is the first 
major exhibit of 
Qurans in the United 
States and the most 
significant in the 
West since 1976.

Baghdad

T 

he old neighbourhood, 
with its minute details 
depicting traditional Iraqi 
architecture and people’s 
daily lives, looks real and 

vibrant. From the decorated build-
ing façades, the imposing carved 
doors with copper handles, oil lan-
terns hanging on walls at the en-
trances, the oud in the corner and 
the old carpets thrown on balconies’ 
railings, Ammar Azzawi’s miniature 
models represent the Iraqi capital’s 
fading architectural and cultural 
heritage.

Azzawi, a 30-year-old Iraqi artist, 
spent eight months working on two 
replicas of Baghdad’s old quarters 
to reproduce its heritage for future 
generations.

Some of the details depicted in 
Azzawi’s models have long with-
ered away due to urban develop-
ment and years of conflict and ne-
glect. “I had to rely on old photos 
that documented and illustrated 
these areas, exploring every minor 
detail to make my models the clos-
est to reality and as genuine a repro-
duction can be,” he said.

“I am trying not to miss on any 
details because I see it as a duty to 
transmit our beautiful heritage to all 
those who have been deprived from 
enjoying it,” Azzawi added.

Although he did not study fine 
arts at university, Azzawi, who de-
veloped his talent and passion pri-
vately with the support of his fam-
ily, sees himself as an artist with a 

mission. “By creating such minutely 
detailed scale models, I am actually 
perpetuating Iraq’s (architectural) 
heritage,” he said.

“My deepest wish was to study 
fine arts and sculpture as part of 
my academic studies but because 
of favouritism my application was 

rejected at the faculty of fine arts, 
so I had to settle for economics and 
management to complete my high-
er studies.”

Azzawi has been collecting minia-
ture models of cars and motorcycles 
since childhood, a passion that he 
developed by joining the Iraqi Club 

of Miniatures Amateurs.
“I cannot describe how thrilled 

I was while creating models from 
clay and cardboard,” he said. “I 
used to amaze my friends in the 
neighbourhood with my creations. 
Although I had some disappointing 
experiences, it did not stop me from 
trying again and again until I got the 
result I wanted.”

The minute replicas necessitated 
long hours of hard work in the small 
workshop that Azzawi set up in his 
family home in an old quarter of 
Baghdad. “Some of my dreams I 
have actually realised in this small 
space, including my first exhibition 
using the diorama technique,” he 
said.

A 3D replica or scale model is cre-
ated. It is typically used to show 
historical events, nature scenes or 
cityscapes for purposes of educa-
tion or entertainment. Dioramas are 
commonly used in museums.

Although the art of constructing 
miniature models is considered a 
contemporary exercise that is pop-
ular across Europe, Iraqi artists lag 
behind and have difficulties catch-
ing up, according to Iraqi sculptor 
Karim Khalil.

“There is a big gap between art-
ists in Iraq and those in other coun-
tries, be they Arab or Western coun-
tries, because art has become very 
particular and it is difficult for us to 
stay up to date,” Khalil said.

Without being overly enthusias-
tic about miniature reproductions, 
Khalil said: “There is no harm in 
developing this art, on condition 
not to copy the West or reproduce 
a Western culture that is not linked 
to our Iraqi environment or one that 

would be resisted by the people 
who are living under difficult secu-
rity and political circumstances that 
made them isolated and detached.”

Khalil bemoaned the drop in cre-
ativity among Iraqi artists, noting 
that “art in Iraq is influenced by im-
ported ideas from the West”.

“There is no Iraqi creativity as it 
used to be in the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s 
of the last century, though some art-
ists have succeeded in transliterat-
ing and transmitting Iraq’s realities, 
which I call ‘Iraqisation’ of art, leav-
ing their fingerprints in cultural and 
fine arts circles,” Khalil added.

Nonetheless, Azzawi is deter-
mined to develop his hobby of 
building miniature models illustrat-
ing the heritage of Baghdad.

“It is a great pleasure to be able 
to transform evidence into a small-
scale reality. For this, I can use any 
available material that gives me 
the aspired result, including metal 
wires, wood and plastic, which are 
easy to manoeuvre. But not all ma-
terials are available in the Iraqi mar-
ket, necessitating sometimes to find 
alternative constituents,” Azzawi 
said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Miniature models help preserve Baghdad’s heritage
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Miniature models by Iraqi artist Ammar Azzawi are meant to 
transmit Baghdad’s architectural heritage to future generations 

(Oumayma Omar)

Ammar Azzawi’s 
miniature models 
represent the Iraqi 
capital’s fading 
architectural and 
cultural heritage.

Massumeh Farhad (R) and Simon Rettig, curators of the exhibit The Art of the Qur’an: Treasures from 
the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, look at pages from a 1.5-metres by 1-metre Quran displayed as 
part of the exhibit at the Sackler Gallery in Washington, on October 20th.


