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Tilework, Alhambra de Granada, Spain

Tilework, Royal Artisan School,
Tetouan, Morocco
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Water fountain, UNESCO Medina, Tetouan, Morocco

The carved designs on the stone base are suggestive of a pre-Islamic culture,
while the tilework is typically Islamic and has a strong visual dynamic.
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"The works in this exhibition resulted from a residency at Green Olive Arts in
Tetouan, Morocco during the summer of 2018/1439 and subsequent studio
work in Australia. The exhibition continues a seties concerned with generative
art, art made from an underlying mathematics or geometry, and there have
been previous projects and exhibitions in Turkey, India and Sri Lanka. In each
case the artworks relate to the specific cultural context and the work in this
exhibition has been influenced by traditional artworks in Tetouan’ s
UNESCO-listed medina.

The term Islamic art can have a geographic, historic and aesthetic application
but the principal characteristic of most Islamic art is the use of structure and
geometry to create form and the extent to which this is often connected with
architecture. However, the use of geometry was also prevalent in Islamic
societies before the introduction of Islam as can be seen in textiles, such as in

S.E. Asian songket and Persian weaving for example.

The historic span of Islamic art and its regional differences were apparent to
me duting visits to Iran and Morocco in 2018/1439 and previous visits to
Turkey, India, Malaysia and Indonesia where history, culture and climate are
also an influence. However, the medina in Tetouan has examples of Islamic
art that can be linked to the broader culture of al-Andalus on the Iberian
Peninsula and particularly Granada from where Muslims (and Jews) fled to
Morocco in 1492/897. The Islamic presence in Ibetia had lasted from 711/92,
nearly 800 years of interaction across the Mediterranean for which Tetouan
was the main port; the town was rebuilt with an Andalusian influence by
refugees fleeing the Reconquest in Spain.! This connection accounts for the
stylistic similarities between artwork at the Alhambra and in Tetouan, even
though the works in Tetouan are generally smaller and have a more public

context, particularly those in passages of the medina.

The distinction between art, craft and design as understood in the West is
important when considering Islamic art where the concept of the individual,
subjective and expressive attist is not historically appropriate. Indeed, The
Royal Artisan School in Tetouan — known as Dar Senaa in Arabic - where
students start as young as 14, primarily teaches technique and a lecturer there
stated duting my visit that; zznovation conldn’t happen without first mastering the
tradition. 'This is a much different emphasis to most Western art schools where

young students are expected to innovate.

Ananda Coomaraswamy may be correct when he says; # will be seen that everyone
is thonght of as making use of the work of art in his own way 2 but we should also
consider the intention of the creator/attist when trying to understand att,
even if we accept that in the absence of written explanation, meaning is
implied in the artworks. We should also be aware that intention and meaning
aren’t necessarily fixed and that relationships to art change over time.

Meaning (content) might also be secondary to function (form) and this may be

a characteristic of Islamic art in certain contexts.

Islamic art could be considered as purely decorative, from a semiotic
standpoint, as a form of religious expression/expetience or as an expression
of status and social relations depending on context, such as in a mosque or
palace for example. Much has been written about the transcendent quality of
Islamic art and the role of beauty in relationship to God, with the expetience
of art capable of directing the viewer towards an intuitive connection with the
infinite. As Ibsen al- Faruqi states: The aesthetic realns, the beautiful, is what directs
attention to Allab. . .1o stimulate in the viewer or listener an intuition of, or an insight into,

the nature of God and man'’s relation to him.3

The transcendent quality attributed to number and geometry by the Greeks
had influenced Islamic culture with the sense that number (and geometry) is
discovered, ideal, metaphysical and exists independently of human culture. In
this context the creator/artist is revealing something that already exists rather
than expressing his individual insight; ....... withont showing the marks of a
subjective individualistic inspiration.* Tt seems ironic then that Greek texts on
geometry, which had been translated into Arabic were reintroduced into
Western culture after the Dark Ages via Islam’s presence in Europe and of
course cultural interaction extends to all aspects of human life, including

language, science, food, architecture, etc.

In the West, mathematics tends to be functional, associated with science,
technology and design, the systematic character of which precludes the type of
subjective meaning we associate with art made by an individual. In Islamic
cultures, number and geometry also have a symbolic function that points past
rationalism, which Burckhardt considers;. .. #he limitation of intelligence to the

measure of man alone.> Tslamic art can seem impersonal and systematic, more
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like design, but it operates outside of the meaning framework Western culture
associates with design, possibly because it doesn’t have a concrete functional
purpose like contemporary designed objects.

While it is not possible to eliminate meaning (content) from art, perhaps we
can look at Islamic art as more affective in terms of poetics, feeling and

intuition; less concerned with a specific message.

Pattern can have a visual dynamic where individual elements act in concert to
create a field of experience (or energy), moving the subject - object
relationship away from the ego of both the subject and the creator of the
object. The Moroccan scholar, Mohammed Hamdouni Alami notes that
harmony was an essential component in the study of mathematics in Islam,
having both a visual and aural aspect though the study of proportion in
relation to sound in music. He also explores a connection between structure
and poetics in Arab culture and structure in architecture. For Alami art has an
effect much like music and is the product of energy; .... for energy and the forces it
generates are the sources of all qualities: beanty, and delicacy — in a word, aesthetics — are a

matter of energy.

Here, pattern is conative, aimed at an emotional response from the viewer, an
emotion that is not considered superfluous as exemplified in the West by
Adolf Loos’ book Ormnament is a Crime. Admittedly, context is important, and
pattern can also be cognitive, or even cartographic as is the case with a QR
code that is aesthetically like tiled pattern. In Islamic art meaning (or energy)
doesn’t rely on shape or gesture but on their restraint, which creates a
relaxation or freedom from message and the emanation of poetic experience.
The shift from a referential to a poetic emphasis involves a type of play within
the constraints of a structure. Alami again: Previousty, I noted that in al-Jahiz’s
view, the effects of song are similar to those of decoration, and the function of poetry is similar
to that of architecture.” With Tslamic art the patterned artwork unites the finite
and infinite; unity and multiplicity, while integrating with architecture to create

an experience for the viewer.

The connection between music and art also exists in the West, for example,
M.C Escher’s work was strongly influenced by both a visit to the Alhambra
and the music of Bach, with both artist and composer using a systematic
approach around rhythm, repetition and symmetry.8 In my own work I aim
to create a sense of energy or presence through working with structure and I

am interested in both the experience of making art and the experience of the

viewer. The cultural context in Tetouan has allowed me to question
assumptions about art in my own culture, while appreciating the work of local

artisans whose work is so publicly accessible in the medina.

I have been fortunate and grateful to exhibit my work at the Museum of
Religious Heritage at the Luqash Madrasa in the UNESCO-listed medina. The
Luqash family were Motiscos expelled from Spain during the 17th /11th
century inquisition and members of the family served as secretaries to the
Sultan, as governors of Tetouan, and as port administrators. They established
the school and mosque, which is built in an Andalusian style and became a
museum in 2004/1425.

My large artworks mirror the vertical format of patterns prominent in the
medina and they have been made to fit around the courtyard arcade.
Interestingly, the smaller works, which are extracts adapted from the large
ones, feel like Western modernist paintings even though they have the same
forms and colours. The absence of the repetition seen in the overall patterns
and the reduction to individual elements produces a focus that is more static

and self-contained.

I am happy to acknowledge that there is a good deal of subjectivity (or
possibly innovation) involved in creating the works and that the process of
making art is important to me. Being absorbed in process can be a holistic
experience even if moving from the comfort of one’s own culture is
challenging. Tradition is important but culture also requires change and
adaptation, which in today’s interconnected world is often presented as
novelty. If we are open to it, cross-cultural interaction can be rewarding and
my artworks in Tetouan’s medina were made to celebrate a shared cultural
heritage, which can evolve with continued creative interaction.

Kevin Todd

1. https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/837. Accessed Feb 23,2019

2. Quoted in: Jones, L. 2000. P3. The hermeneutics of sacred architecture: experience, interpretation, comparison. Vol 2.
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass.

3. 1bid. P105

4. Titus Burckhardt, 1967. P107. Sacred art east and west: it’s principles and methods. Perennial Books, London.

5.1bid P103

6. Hamdouni Alami, M. 2011. P46. Art and architecture in the Islamic tradition, aesthetics, politics and desire in early Islam. I.B.
Tauris, London.

7.Ibid p93

8. Paraphrase label from: https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Escher-X-nendo_Large-Print-Labels.pdf.
P 90. Accessed Feb 22,2019
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Tetouan #1, 2019
acrylic on fourteen 3mm mdf panels
525 x 1400mm overall - typical
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Studio views, work-in-progress dasll s ¢ g sia¥) o el )Y

Tetouan #3a, 2019
2019 @3 # o sk

Tetouan #3, 2019 2019 3 # )5k

Museum of Religious Heritage, interior.
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INn situ Morocco

Museum of Religious Heritage, Luqash Madrasa

The Museum of Religious Heritage is located in the ancient medina of
Tetouan, in the historic Luqash. Madrasa. It hosts a collection of significant
texts, objects, pictures and furniture from the early history of Islamic
education in Tetouan. The Luqash Madrasa was founded in 1751 and played
an important role in religious education for the region, with graduates going

on to become scholars and judges.

Green Olive Arts

Green Olive Arts is an artist owned and operated international art studio and
urban art residency in Tetouan, Morocco. It specializes in connecting the
creatives of the world with the culture, the beauty and the creatives of
Morocco through professional studio facilities, custom and curated artist
residencies, artist services, instructional programming, and international

collaborative events.

Kevin Todd

Kevin’s artwork is concerned with generative art and developed from an
interest in the connections between digital and Islamic art, which he first
explored during a residency in Malaysia in 1995. The current exhibition
follows similar projects in Bangalore, Istanbul and Colombo, information on

which is available on his website.

Kevin is originally from Ireland and now lives in Australia, where he teaches

at the University of the Sunshine Coast, Queensland.
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Tilework examples showing the mix of designs and scale, UNESCO Medina, Tetouan, Morocco

residency and exhibition

Museum of Religious Heritage
Tetouan, Morocco
June 22 - 30, 2019

GREEN OLIVE ARTS
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