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1- Muslim artistic unity and its challengers:

     The overwhelming fact of all Islamic art is its unity of purpose and form. Every where in the Muslim land we can find the same constitutive characterization and development in arts: a preference for stylization, for formalism generative of movements, for limitlessness. The Highly emotive words of the Quran and the Hadith, of the poetry or Islamic wisdom had been used in all Islamic arts and constituted the very special art of Arabic calligraphy.                                                                          
    The aesthetic values of Islam sprang from the deepest emotion caused by the Quran and the meanings involved. The sensory and intuitive faculties, before the discursive reason and understanding, apprehended the aesthetic values in evidence.     

    These Islamic esthetic values were so powerful everywhere the Muslims lived that they produced the artistic unity coming out of the most diverse assemblage of cultures. 
    Islamic art is different from the Western art, classical or modern, and this difference has been the reason of the misunderstanding we can find expressed by the Western historians of the Islamic art. They had very often judged Islamic art by the norms and standards of Western esthetics with few exceptions (Titus Burchhardt, Massignon, Earnst Kuhnel). Their interpretations of the art works as expressions of Muslim culture were blunders at which intelligence blushes. They very often stood before the absence of figures, of drama, of naturalism, in utter bewilderment. They were confused at not finding something of the Western art to which they could relate.                
    Numerous are those who thought that far from contributing anything to the arts of Muslim people througtout time, Islam has restricted or impeded, their artistic tendencies. Some would think that the only aesthetic growth Islam was responsible for was the use of Quranic verses in Arabic (called bigotry by Herzfeld). Some have tried to show that whatever art free of "bigotry" the Muslims have produced was inspite of Islam and against its injonctions. They didn't realize that even the "non ethically "islamic arts like some figurative representations in the palaces and libraries,as well as some music, danse and songs were fully Islamic, aesthetically speaking, not to speak about their infinitesimal place in the total artistic production of the Muslim world .                                                                                                     
II - Transcendence in Esthetics. 

    "Al tawhid", Divine Unicity, means the ontological separation of the godhead from the whole realm of nature. Nothing in the creation can be God or Godly in any sense. God is the totally-other-than creation, totally-other-than-nature and, hence, Transcendent, He is the only Transcendent being. The Quran asserts that "nothing is like unto Him". (42:11). Nothing in creation can be a symbol for God, nothing can represent Him. No aesthetic intuition of God is whatever possible.                                                                                             
    Schopenhauer (the world as will and Idea, London, Routledge, Kegan vol. I, third book, p.217) has defined art as the reading in nature of an essence that is non-nature,and the giving to that essence the visible form that is proper to him . So Art is necessarily the presumption to find in nature that which is not of it. But that which is not of nature is transcendent, and the Divine is Transcendent.                                               
    "Al tawhid" sees absolute beauty only in God and in His Revealed Will in the Quran, His own words. Accordingly a new art befitting this view was to be created.               

    The Muslim artist believing that there is no god but God is convinced that nothing in nature may represent or express God. So the Muslim artist stylized every thing in the nature. By doing that he was removing the stylized object from nature. Stylization became a negationel instrument by which he said "No" to every thing natural, to creation itself. By denying the transcendence in nature, the Muslim artist was witnessing to the truth of the negative aspect of the Shahadah, namely, no other-than-God is God.                                                                                                                 

    This artist went further. He understood that to express God in a figure of nature is one thing, and to express His inexpressibility in such a figure is another one. To realize that God -may He be glorified in His transcendence!- is visually inexpressible, is the highest aesthetic objective possible for man. To judge God, the Absolute, the Sublime, Unrepresentable by anything in creation is to take His Absoluteness and Sublimeness seriously. It is also to behold Him "beautiful-unlike any other object that is beautiful". Divine inexpressibility means Infinity, Limitlessness, Absoluteness, among other things. The Infinite is in every sense the Inexpressible.                                                  

    To express the Inexpressible, the Muslim artist invented the art of decoration and transformed it into the "arabesque", a non-developmental design which extends in all directions and ad infinitum. The object of nature decorated by the arabesque is transfigured into a transparent pattern extending infinitely in all directions. Esthetically, the object of nature has become a window onto the infinite and suggests infinity, one of the meanings of Transcendence.                                                              

III - The Islamic breakthrough in Esthetics.

   1) To express the inexpressible
     While the Muslim artist had realized that nothing in nature can express the divine, he realized in the same time that this same nature can express that very truth itself,namely that the divine is indeed infinite and inexpressible. The Muslim artists took that challenge to express sensorily the truth that God is sensorily inexpressible and scored their triumphal breakthrough.                                                                          
     The unique creative and original solution was to represent the stylised plant or flower, a caricature of the real object of nature, a not-nature-in indefinite repetition, in order to deny any and all individuation, and consequently to banish naturalism from consciousness once and for all (to eradicate the tendency to deify the beauty. Only God is Beautiful, the Inexpressible God).An identically repeated object of non-nature does express non-natureness and in the same time Infinity and Inexpressibility. The result is tantamount to the testimony of faith, "there is no god but God, La Ilaha illa Allah", expressed verbally and discursively, for the inexpressibility and infinity which are the content of this artistic representation would suggest themselves as qualities of non-nature. (# nature = finite, expressible)                                                                            

    The Muslim artists therefore found the way for the visual arts to conform with the primal dictate of Islam, the absolute Transcendency of God.                                          

   2) Arab Consciousness and Arab Language 
     The Muslim artist found in the Arabic language the vehicle par excellence for expressing Infinity and Inexpressibility. The Arabic language, the medium of Prophecy, was the first instrument of Arab consciousness and the embodiment of all its categories. The basic geometry of the Arabic language (a root of three consonants susceptible of conjugation into over three hundred different forms by changing the vocalization, adding a prefix, suffix, or "middle-fix-".Whichever conjugation is affected, all words which have the same conjugal form have the same modal meaning regardless of their roots.), and of the Arabic poetry (the constitutive character of the Arabic language is also constitutive of its poetry: Arabic poetry consists of autonomous, complete and independent verses, each of which is an identical realization of one and the same metrical pattern. The poet is free to choose any one of some thirty patterns known to the tradition. But once chosen, the whole poem must conform in each part to this pattern), enabled Arab consciousness to achieve a group of infinity on two dimensions: The infinity of roots' number is matched by infinity of their conjugation. The Arabic language, therefore, like the Arab stream of being, is a system bright at the center (because of Tradition) and fuzzy at the edges which spread indefinitely in all directions. The Arabic poem can be extended in both directions, at its beginning and at its end and without the slightest offence to its esthetique, by its own composer or any other person. Thus each poem is having its own infinite poetical space.  
IV) works of Art in Islam.

      1) Al Quran al karim. The Glorious Quran
     The Islamic revelation, Al Quran al Karim, came as the Chef-d'oeuvre, the sublime fulfillment of all the ideals and norms of that consciousness at once.                           

    The Quran, the Arabic Work of art par excellence had so affected the Muslim mind that it became obviously constitutive of the Islamic esthetics.                                                  

    This aspect of the Quran the Muslims call I'jaz (power to incapacitate) is  placing the reader in front of a challenge to which he can rise, but which he can never meet. The Quran itself defied its audience, the Arabs, with their highest literary excellence, to produce anything "like the Quran "(2:23), and chided them for their failure to do so (10:38; 11:13; 17:88).                                                                           

    Muhammed (SAAS) was called "a man possessed "(18:22) and the Quran "a work of magic" (21:53; 25:4), precisely on account of its effect upon the consciousness of its hearers (69:38-52).                                                                                                 

    The artistic literary beauty of the Quran cannot be apprehended in the translation of the meanings of this Glorious book. The Arabic reader or the one listenning to the reading of the Quran recognizes its poetical effect although the Quranic verses do not conform to any known patterns of poetry. But they produce the same effect as poetry, to a superlative degree. Every verse is complete and perfect by itself. It often rhymes with the preceding verse and contains one or more religious or moral meanings embedded in literary expressions or articulations of sublime beauty. The momentum it generates is so mighty that the recitation impels the audience irresistibly to move with it, to expect the next verse and to reach the most intense quiescence upon hearing it. Then the process starts again with the next verse and the next one and so on.   

    Thus we can see how important was the Quran for the steming out of the artistic feelings in the Arab and more generally the Muslim consciousness.                              

All the new Islamic arts are obtained from the Arabs' past reaching its quintessence in the Quran: their spirit, their principles and method, their purpose and the way to achieve it. These facts prove the ignorance and prejudices many Western historians of Islamic arts show when they say that "From its Arabian past, the new Muslim art could draw almost nothing ". (R. Ettinghausen, "The character of Islamic Arts", in The Arab Heritage, ed. Faris, Princeton Univ. Press, 1944, pp. 251-67).
    Islamic art is a unity because of this foundation, through Islam, in Arab consciousness. It is the categories of Arab consciousness that determined the artistic productions of all Muslims.
   2- Esthetic realization in the visual arts
      A) Un-naturalization

      Islamic visual art, by opposition to the Western one, was not interested in human nature, but in divine nature. " The divine was his first love and his last obsession " (I.Faruki,p.208) .The Muslim artist wanted to stand in the presence of divinity,this was the hallmark of all existence,nobility and beauty .That is why Muslims surrounded themselves with every prop and stimulus inductive of an intuition of that presence . 

      B) Stylization
     The Muslim artist used stylization to denaturalize nature. Stylization means the absence of variation and development. All the leaves and flowers in the same drawing were made alike. 
      C) Repetition 

     Repetition is the deathblow to naturalism.All idea of nature is banished thanks to repeating the stalk,leaf and flower over and over again,and making them proceed one from another indefinitely,in a manner not existing in nature. Thanks also to the line, straight, broken, circular, jetting or trajecting, in free- lance designs or geometrical figures. Lines could be combined with the stalk-leaf-flower material to tell the beholder more eloquently the "geometrizing", un-naturalizing aspect intended. 
   The work of arts becomes in essence an infinite field of vision if repetition is subjected to symmetry and thus extending equidistantly in all directions. 
    In the miniatures of Persia, un-nature is achieved by stylization of the animal, and by giving the human faces and bodies no individuation, no character and no personality. Through stylization, a flower or a man can represent un-nature. Stylization gives this effacement of personality and character we can see in the Persian miniature having a plurality of human figures indistinguishable from one another.
    D) Movement and unit
      Like the Arabic poem, the miniature is made of many parts, detached from one another and each constituting an autonomous center of its own. The spectator contemplates a given center in the miniature, bearing in mind that there are other centers and ad infinitum to which he may move.                                                                 
    The movement is compelling in all painting and decoration,from one unit in a design to another,and then from one design to another,from one whole field of vision to another as in the great portals,facades or wall .But that movement is never conclusive,the vision of the spectator must continue;he has to see the production of continuation in the imagination;the mind must set itself in motion requesting to behold infinity.                                                                                                                     

   The arabesque with its momentum-generation pattern surrounds the Muslim lover of beauty, bursting into infinite space in all directions. He is thus put in the contemplative mode necessary for an intuition of the divine presence.                                                 

      E) Arabesque
      Is the definitive characteristic in all Islamic art. It is rightly called Arabesque because it is Arab as Arabic poetry and the Arabic Quran are Arab in their esthetique. Its presence transforms any milieu into something Islamic, and it is what gives unity to the arts of the most diverse peoples professing Islam. Essentially, it is a design composed of many units or figures which join together and interlace in such a way as to cause the spectator to move from one figure or unit to another in all directions, until the vision has crossed the work of art from physical end to end. The figure or unit is complete and autonomous, but joined to the next one. The more closely related the figures are, the more resistance to the movement is put up by the circuity and brokenness of the lines, the more powerful is the arabesque's momentum. The greater the momentum, the easier the imagination's taking off beyond the physical boundary of the work of art.                                                                                         

    Arabesques are floral or geometric, depending on whatever they use "tawriq"(the stalk-leaf-flower), or the geometric "rasm" (figure) as artistic medium. The geometric figure can be "Khatt"(linear) or"rami"(trajectory) if it uses, multicentered curved ones. It may also combine all these together and be called "rakhui".                     
    Arabesques are planer if they have two dimensions, as most decorative ones on wall, doors, ceilings, furniture, cloth and carpets, books covers and pages have. They can be spatial, or three dimensional, constructed with pillars and arches and the ribs of domes. This kind is the distinguished specialty of architecture in the Maghrib and Andalousia, especially in the great Mosque of Cordoba and Al Hamra palace in Granada where a whole dome is made of innumerable interlacing arches standing on visible columns. The hight momentum can propel and launch that person willing to move with its rhythm to immediate intuition of infinity, and perception of the infinity and inexpressibility of the transcendent realm of not nature, of not-creation.                         
     F) Calligraphy 

      The Muslim consciousness being so possessed by the conviction of the Transcendent Divinity, wanted to see it expressed every where. That consciousness was anxious to find ways and means to proclaim this divine presence. Its genius brought forth a great-effervescence of pattern making. The infinite variety of arabesque was not enough for its genius in the visual arts. It was looking for a higher way to express the inexpressible transcendance. Islamic genius rose to the challenge. They found it in the language used to transmit the word of the Transcendental Divinity. Muslims accorded to the Quran the utmost respect and beautification. Its writing became the sublime esthetic par excellence.
    In the space of two generations, the Islamic artist realizing to the full the sensory intuition of the divine, divine inexpressibility and unrepresentability in consciousness transformed the Arabic word into a visual work of art. It was carrying in aesthetic signification given to the sensory intuition, totally different from the discursive meaning given to the sensory intuition, to the understanding. This new art, like the rest of the arts, was subject to the Islamic vision. The visual capacities were developed so as to constitute an arabesque.                                                                                               

    In opposition to what was practiced everywhere, the Arab artist began "by joining the letters, so that instead of seeing a letter, the eye could at one glance and with one sensory intuition see not only the whole word, but the whole sentence or line. Then, the Arab artist plasticised the letters which were prolonged, contracted, inclined, stretched, spread, straighten, bent, divided, thickened, narrowed down, enlarged partly or wholly. The alphabet became an obedient artistic materiel in the hand of the calligrapher.                                                                       

    The third step was to press into service all that has already been learnt in the art of the Arabesque, especially floration and geometrization, not only to decorate the writing,but to make writing itself an Arabesque in its own right. The newly acquired plasticity of the alphabet enabled the  calligrapher to make it a freely undulating line, capable of bursting and complete in itself, symmetrically arranged or widely scattered, following the esthetic overplan to be developped  . 
    Finally, the calligrapher "opened-up" the alphabet so it could receive the arabesque decorations and to merge with it constituting thus one large arabesque.                                       

    The Islamic artist made it possible for the other arabesque to emerge out of the writing and for the writing to emerge out of them. Thus, the Arabic writing as an arabesque transformed the alphabet, the ultimate medium of the discursive understanding into an aesthetic medium, productive of an aesthetic intuition sui generis. Since Arabic writing has become an arabesque, it can enter any work of art and stand there de droit, regardless of its ideational content. It is above all ennobling it by complementing its esthetic value.                                                                                

    With the reverence accorded to Holy Scripture the art of writing spread quickly, became the public art, mobilized the greatest talent and entered every moment of the Muslim's life: In stone, stucco or wood, paper, skin or cloth, house, office, shop and mosque, on every wall and ceiling. The esthetic sensory intuition produces a stronger "launching"of the imagination on its flight towards the idea of reason than any arabesque. For the spectator capable of reading its discursive content,Arabic writing will produce through intellection, a further specification of the imagination's objective and a further momentum of its movements towards that objective.                 
    The Arabic calligraphic copying of the Quran became the most popular art in the Muslim world across the centuries. The limitless profusion of copied texts of the Holy Book executed by or belonging to people of all levels along side the written opinions proove it.                                                                                                                    

     A well known vizir (Muhammad Abu Ali Muqlah, according to Al Zamakhshari in Asas al Balaghah, (s.v."Qalam", cited by Naji Zayn al Din, Mussawar al khat al 'Arabi, Bagdad. Al Majma al Ilmi al Iraqi, 1288/1968, p. 372) compared writing to poetry and assigned to "composition" the same esthetic function in the two arts. He numbered 5 cardinal virtues of the art of writing.                                                                               

1-
Al-tawfiyah: giving the word its full share of the letters of which it is composed so that relation between the whole and parts is balanced and harmonious.                         
2-
Al-ilmam: giving every letter its due of space and power or emphasis.                      
3-
Al-ikmal: giving every letter all that accords with its visual personality expressed in posture standing rightness, lying flatness, resolute bentness, self abandon, experienced curvedness.                                                                                                   
4-
Al-ishba': giving every letter all that is demanded by its internal audial personality expressed in finesse or assertion.                                                                                  

5-
Al-irsal: the jetting of the line in free movement unhampered by either hesitation or inner inhibition, thus generating momentum of high speed.                                            
    Abu Hayyan al Tawhidi in his Ilm al kitabah (The Science of Writing) said: "Generally, writing is spiritual designing with material means ". (Naji Zayn al Din, p.396)                                                                                                                 

    Many important scholars of the middle ages like Ibn al Nadim, Ibn al Athir, al Qalqashandi, etc...Took pride in the fact that Arabic writing had been more developed than any other, that it had reached heights of beauty, expression and glory absolutely unparalleled and that it had been invested with the supreme value- the religious one -as the vehicle and expression of Divine Wisdom. For anyone, this esteem is justified by the Quran which hallowed writing in a verse opened with an adjuration by the pen and writing (68:1-2; 96:3-5).                                                                                                          
Conclusion 

    All arts exercise an ennobling and humanizing influence on those who appreciate it. Greek and Renaissance arts enhanced man's esteem of himself and inspired his imagination and will to greater heights of self-realization. The humaness it taught him merged in his consciousness with the Divine, the ultimate standard and hope. In Islam, art attempted and achieved a similar task of ennoblement, humanization and self-realization. But it did so by putting man constantly in the divine presence. The idealism Islamic art generated was never Promethean, boastful or defiant. 
    Islamic art, never loosing from sight the Divine Being non-Human and Transcendent, disciplined itself through this consciousness of its own humaness. It was a limitation by transcendent values which are better "seen" and "appropriated" by standing squarely in front of them than by "confusion" with them.
The greatness of Islamic art is identically that of the religion of Islam itself; namely, always to strive after and ever to keep the distance from the supreme, transcendent reality. 
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