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About the exhibition 

Ink, Silk and Gold features approximately one 
hundred great works of Islamic art from the 
collection of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Never 
before presented in a dedicated exhibition, this 
collection covers virtually all aspects of Islamic art 
in almost all media, ranging from the eighth to the 
twenty-first century and from Spain to Indonesia. 
Through silver inlaid metalwork, Qur’an pages 
inscribed with gold, brocaded velvets, luster-painted 
ceramics, and more, it offers a window into many 
different facets of the dynamic and complex artistic 
traditions of the Islamic world. Arranged 
chronologically and regionally, the exhibition 
emphasizes the material aspects of the objects, 
proceeding from the notion that meaning in Islamic 
art is rooted in the substance of an object – its 
color, shape, and texture.  
 
More than 130 years after the MFA began collecting 
Islamic art, the objects presented in Ink, Silk and 
Gold have now been comprehensively studied, 
restored and presented to the public for the first 
time. Visitors to the exhibition will be introduced to 
the rich world of Islamic art and encouraged to 
explore its unique and expressive material presence.  
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Welcome, educators! 

The Ringling is pleased to present this 
comprehensive Resource & Activity Guide, 
designed to facilitate a visit to our special 
exhibition, Ink, Silk and Gold: Islamic Art from 
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, on view 
through May 5, 2016. In these pages you will 
find background information, activity 
descriptions, and suggested resources for 
learning more about the art of the Islamic 
world. We hope you will be able to share this 
magnificent exhibition with your students! 
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How to use this guide 

During a visit to the Ink, Silk and Gold exhibition, students will see works in a 
variety of media and representative of numerous times and locations. Since 
the exhibition pays particular attention to the three materials listed in its title, 
this guide has been arranged into three sections: one on ink, one on silk, and 
one on gold. Specific works from the exhibition and suggested activities for 
different grade levels are included in each section.  
 
For those who are unable to bring students to see the exhibition in person, 
the works mentioned in this guide can be viewed online through the website 
of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Simply visit the Collections section of 
the website (www.mfa.org/collections) and search using the accession 
number of the work you want. Whether you explore the exhibition virtually or 
in person, feel free to adapt the following materials and activities to suit your 
students’ needs.  
 
 

What is Islamic art? 

The term “Islamic art” was created by Western scholars in the 19th century, 
when studying the art, archeology, and literature of various Asian cultures 
came into fashion in Europe and the United States. Seeking a label that 
would support their imagined notions of a past “golden age” of unified 
Islamic culture, Western scholars grouped art from diverse geographic 
regions and historical periods into the expansive category of Islamic art.  
 
Most historians now realize the term is misleading, as it was created by 
outsiders looking in – artists working in these various traditions likely didn’t 
think of their work as distinctly Islamic. In fact, many of the objects 
categorized as Islamic art were not necessarily made by Muslim artists, for 
Muslim patrons, or for use in Islamic religious contexts. But, the term has 
become convenient shorthand for art created in societies where Islam is the 
dominant religion. In Ink, Silk and Gold, you will see objects that fall within 
that broad definition of Islamic art. 
 
Since Islamic art refers to a wide variety of time periods and local cultures, it 
does not constitute a single, unique style. However, there are certain stylistic 
and thematic features that connect the diverse art of the Islamic lands. 
These include a predilection for geometric patterns and floral motifs, an 
emphasis on the spiritual and aesthetic power of the written word, and an 
affinity for particular art forms, including textiles, manuscripts, and portable 
furnishings. Human and animal forms appear frequently in objects made for 
a secular setting, though such imagery would be considered inappropriate in 
art and architecture made for religious purposes. 

 

http://www.mfa.org/collections
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Introduction to Islam 

Islamic art, including the art presented in this exhibition, is not strictly religious in nature. However, basic 
knowledge of the Islamic faith is essential to understanding the cultural context in which these objects 
were made and the meanings they may have carried for those who owned and used them. 

 
 
The key tenets of Islam are known as the Five Pillars: 

 

Origins of Islam 

Islam arose in Arabia in the 7th century CE, during the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad. 
According to Muslim tradition, Muhammad was God’s messenger, the final prophet in a lineage 
that includes Adam, Moses, and Jesus, among others. Muhammad was born into a polytheistic 
society, but when he was roughly forty years old and living in the city of Mecca in what is now 
Saudi Arabia, he began receiving divine revelations pointing to the existences of a single, all-
powerful God (in Arabic, Allah). Eventually, these revelations were compiled in written form as 
the Qur’an, the holy book of Islam. 

Muhammad shared his message of monotheism with others, attracting followers and angering 
Mecca’s leaders, who retained their ties to local polytheistic cults. In 622 CE, Muhammad and 
his followers fled Mecca for the city of Medina, an event known as the hijra (“migration”). 
Muhammad’s Islamic community grew in size and strength and was soon able to capture 
Mecca and destroy its pagan idols. From there, Muslim territory grew to encompass much of 
Arabia, and in the years following Muhammad’s death it would come to stretch from North 
Africa to South Asia. 

 

 

Profession of 
Faith 

 

A statement of 
belief in the 

oneness of God 
and the role of 
Muhammad as 

God’s messenger. 

 

Pilgrimage 

 

If financially and 
physically able, 
every Muslim 
must make at 

least one visit to 
the holy city of 

Mecca in present-
day Saudi Arabia. 

 

Fasting 

 

During the holy 
month of 

Ramadan, all 
healthy adult 

Muslims must 
refrain from food 

and drink from 
dawn until dusk. 

 

Charity  

 

 

Muslims are 
expected to give 
alms to the poor 

and needy. 

 

Prayer 

Required five 
times a day 

(dawn, noon, late 
afternoon, sunset, 

night); Muslims 
follow a 

prescribed ritual 
and face Mecca 

during prayer. On 
Fridays, Muslims 
gather to pray in 

mosques. 
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Visiting the exhibition 

School groups are encouraged to self-guide through Ink, Silk and Gold  as part of a visit to The Ringling. 
During your experience in the exhibition, two overarching organizational structures may become apparent. 
The first is the focus on significant materials – namely ink, silk, and gold – that recur across cultures and 
time periods. Works that make use of these materials in a noteworthy way are indicated with a small 
symbol on the object label. The second is the arrangement of works into four chronological areas, each 
reflecting political developments that brought about major shifts in socioeconomic and cultural conditions 
in the Islamic world. They are: 

 
Early Islamic Art: Eighth to Tenth Century 

A time of great political shifts and the gradual coalescence of an artistic tradition unique to Islamic 
societies. During this period, the Muslim state conquered lands that had belonged to the Byzantine and 
Sasanian (Persian) empires, absorbing elements of their highly sophisticated cultures. Decorative objects 
from these early centuries are often greatly indebted to the artistic traditions that preceded Islam in the 
Middle East. The most distinctive art form in this period was the illuminated Qur’an manuscript. 

 
A Multicentered Islamic World: Eleventh to Fifteenth Century 

As lands in the periphery of the Islamic world broke off into separate Muslim kingdoms, strong regional 
traditions began to shine. In Egypt and Syria, wealthy caliphs built mosques filled with elaborate 
furnishings of glass, inlaid wood, and metalwork. In al-Andalus on the Iberian Peninsula, a Muslim kingdom 
produced silks that circulated throughout Italy, North Africa, and the Middle East. In Iran and Central Asia, 
nomadic conquerors established Islamic dynasties where ceramics and manuscript 
illustration flourished. 

 
An Era of Empires: Sixteenth to Eighteenth Century 

Three great empires ruled most of the Islamic world during this period – the Safavid 
dynasty in Iran and the Caucasus, the Mughal dynasty on the Indian subcontinent, 
and the Ottomans based in Turkey and stretching across the Mediterranean. 
These three empires shared mercantile and diplomatic networks, and they 
each produced great artistic output, from Safavid textiles to Mughal 
manuscripts to Ottoman tilework. 

 
Modern and Contemporary Art 

After 1800, the great Islamic empires weakened in centralized power. While 
artistic practices continued in much the same vein as during the previous era, 
increased contact with the West brought about Europeanizing trends that inspired 
artists to explore new imagery, techniques, and modes of representation. The 
changing political realities and emerging national identities of the modern period led 
to dramatic changes in art production and patronage. In the contemporary age, artists 
with roots in the Islamic world may choose to respond to global, local, or personal 
issues in their work. 
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For a viewer with roots in Islamic society, the presence of ink might provoke consideration not just of the beauty of its 

handling or the forms it outlines, but also a range of ideas about the medium itself. On the most basic level, ink has 

sacred associations because of its use in the copying of the Qur’an. Ink is also associated with moral, intellectual, and 

aesthetic cultivation in Islamic culture. The following works and activities focusing on ink and its artistic uses will 

familiarize students with this fundamental medium. 

For grades K-5: 

Take students to view these two pages from the Shahnama-i Selim Khan, an 
illustrated manuscript recounting the reign of Ottoman sultan Selim II. Begin by 
asking: What are these objects? 
 
Once students understand that these are pages from a book, ask: 
Where are the words in this book? What do you notice about them?  
 
Explain that the words in this book are written in a form of Arabic script. Just as we 
write in English using an alphabet, several languages spoken in the Islamic world 
are written with Arabic script.  
 
As a class or in small groups, discuss: 
What can we tell about the book’s story from the text itself? What can we tell from 
the images? 
 

Encourage students to pay special attention to setting, clothing, expressions, and actions in the images. As 
they discuss, see if they can determine what might be going on in the two scenes. Then, reveal the content 
of the pages: they depict two moments from the reign of Selim II, a sultan who ruled a vast Islamic empire 
in the 1500s. The first image is the day Selim II took the throne, and the second image shows his funeral 
several years later.  
 
Ask: Do you think this artist did a good job of 
showing you what was going on in the story? 
Why or why not? 
 
Point out that each image contains four small 
sections of text outlining what is happening 
in that scene. Have students work together to 
write (in English!) four sentences that 
describe the moment shown in each image. 
They should base their narrative on their 
observations of the images and the 
information you provided about the pages’ 
content. 
 
 
 

DURATION 

30-45 minutes 
 

MATERIALS 

Pencils, paper 
 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.RL.3.7 
LAFS.K12.W.1.3 
VA.1-5.C.1.2 
 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Ink 
 

Accession number: 14.693 and 14.694 
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For grades 6-8: 

Have students gather around this section from a 14th-century Qur’an made in 
northwest Iran. Ask: What do you notice about the words written on these pages? 
How would you describe the writing and decoration you see here? 
 
Explain that this copy of the 
Qur’an, Islam’s holy book, is 
written in Arabic calligraphy. The 
act of copying the Qur’an was 
viewed by Muslims of the time as 
a sacred experience, and great 
care was taken to honor the holy 
words with beautiful and 
painstaking ornamentation. 
 
 
 Discuss:  
Why might someone feel an urge to make important words look beautiful? 

 
Have students look again at the words and images on these pages. The calligrapher had to strike a 
balance between form and function – the words needed to look lavishly decorated while still being 
legible. Ask: What did the calligrapher do here to achieve that goal? How successful do you think he was? 
 
Back in the classroom, have students identify a favorite quotation, verse, or song lyric that they find 
meaningful. Students should then copy out their chosen texts and add ornamental designs to them, being 
careful to keep the words themselves clear and legible. Pens with colored or metallic ink (such as gel 
pens) can be used for this project, in order to create sufficiently crisp lines for doing detail work.  
 
When students finish their illuminated manuscripts, reflect as a group on the art-making process: Which 
aspects of the project were most difficult? What might you do differently, if you were to start over? What 
would it have been like to do this in pairs, with one person writing and one person adding the decorative 
designs? (You may wish to point out that Islamic calligraphers collaborated in this way with other artists.) 

 

For grades 9-12: 

For this activity, students will be examining a 16th-century folio from the Hamzanama, a popular collection 
of stories about the life of Hamza ibn ‛Abdul-Muttalib, uncle of the Prophet Muhammad. The illustration on 
the folio shows Iskandar, a fisherman, rescuing Hamza’s infant son Darab, who was left adrift on a raft after 
being born during a storm at sea. 
 
Before viewing the folio, read the following excerpt aloud to the class: 
 

DURATION 

15 minutes, plus 
45-60 in 
classroom 

MATERIALS 

Pencils, paper, 
pens with 
colored and/or 
metallic ink 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.SL.1.1 
VA.68.S.2.1 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Ink 
 

Accession number: 29.58 
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There was a fisherman in that city named 
Iskandar. It was his habit to go to the edge of the 
sea to fish from morning till evening, and thus he 
lived and passed his time. By chance, one day he 
was busy fishing when from a distance his gaze 
fell upon a raft. When he looked carefully he saw 
the raft coming into view, and there was 
something wrapped in cloth on it. At once he 
stripped, bound his loins, pronounced the name of 
the One God, jumped into the sea, and swam out. 
When he reached the raft, he took hold of the raft 
and swam back to the shore. When he opened the 
bundle, he saw that it was a crying babe. His heart 
melted. He kissed the child with love and affection, 
took it into his arms, and adopted it as his own 
child, giving it the name of his own father, Darab. 

 
Excerpt from The Adventures of Hamza: Painting and Storytelling in 
Mughal India, by John Seyller, published by the Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, DC, 2002. Access the text online at 
archive.org/stream/adventuresofhamz00seyl  

 
 
 

After students hear the story excerpt, have them visualize the scene and describe 
that image to a partner. Then, direct students to the Hamzanama folio illustrating 
the moment recounted in the excerpt. With their partners, students should discuss: 
 

 How does the illustration compare to your mental image of the scene? 
 Which details from the story appear in the illustration?  
 What did the artist add to the image that wasn’t in the text? 
 What did the artist leave out of the image that was described in the text? 
 What sort of mood is created by the colors, textures, composition, and other 

details that the artist used? Does it match the mood of the text? 
 
Back in the classroom, have students write and illustrate short narrative scenes that 
include legendary characters having some sort of dangerous adventure. In creating 
their illustrations, students should be especially thoughtful about choosing which 
moment to depict and should attempt to communicate a particular mood through 
color, setting, and other details. 
 

 

DURATION 

20 minutes, plus 
60-90 minutes in 
classroom 

MATERIALS 

Pencils, paper, 
pens, paint or 
colored pencils 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.R.3.9 
VA.912.S.2.3 
VA.912.S.2.6 

 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Ink 
 

Accession number: 24.129 

https://archive.org/stream/adventuresofhamz00seyl
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Textiles have long been a ubiquitous part of life in the hot, dry lands where Islam originated. Among the most prized 

textile arts was silk weaving, which had been an important art form in the Islamic world as early as the seventh 

century. Robes, carpets, and other coverings made of silk were used in contexts requiring the highest levels of honor, such 

as gifts for visiting heads of state and as the exterior drape for the Ka’ba, Islam’s holiest shrine. Use the following 

objects and activities to explore the role of silk textiles in the history of Islamic art. 

 
For grades K-5: 

Lead students to this silk lampas made in Islamic Spain approximately 700 years 
ago. Explain that a lampas is a piece of woven fabric with a complex design. Silk 
weavers had to be highly skilled and creative to make these complicated patterns. 
 
Ask students: What kinds of designs can you see in this silk lampas? Which 
elements remind you of things in nature? Which ones look more like geometric 
shapes? 
 
Distribute printed copies of the textile 
to individual students or pairs, and 
have students look for geometric 
shapes and concepts in the image. 
 
Younger elementary: On your printed 
image, outline any circles, rectangles, 
squares, and triangles that you see. 
 
Middle elementary: Choose one of the 
geometric shapes you see and outline 
it on your printed image. Then, use 
your pencil to divide the shape into 

multiple parts with equal areas. Do you notice any 
similarities between your subdivided shape and the 
ornamentation within that shape in the textile? 
 
Upper elementary: Draw lines of symmetry through the 
shapes and patterns you see in the textile. How many can 
you find? 
 
Once students have finished their geometry examinations, 
discuss as a group: Do you think Muslim silk weavers were 
good math thinkers? Why? 
 
 
 

 

DURATION 

20-30 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Pencils, copies 
of the image of 
Fragment of silk 
lampas with 
birds and 
interlace 

STANDARDS 

MAFS.K.G.1.2 
MAFS.1-2.G.1.3 
MAFS.3.G.1.2 
MAFS.4.G.1.3 
 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Silk 
 

Accession number: 30.40 
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For grades 6-8: 

Take students to view this silk velvet textile covered in a carnation 
pattern. Explain that this textile, which was made for an Ottoman 
palace, contains the type of repeating pattern popular in many 
forms of Islamic art. Discuss: What would it be like to walk 
through a palace covered in patterns like this? What effect might 
that have on a visitor to the court? 
 
Have students determine the outline of the repeated shape in this 
pattern. Ask: Is that shape symmetrical? How so? Where else do 
you see symmetry in the textile’s design? 
 
Introduce the concept of tessellations – repeating polygons that 
fit together on a plane with no gaps or overlaps. For reference, a 
sample tessellation is shown at right. Have students discuss with 
partners:  In what ways is the carpet design similar to a 
tessellation? In what ways is it not a tessellation? 
 
Have students search for other repeating patterns throughout the 
exhibition. Which ones would qualify as tessellations?  
 

Back in the classroom, have students design their own tessellations. Distribute 3” x 5” 
index cards, scissors, colored construction paper, and large sheets of blank white paper. 
Have students calculate the area of their index card. Then, have them design their own 
tessellations by following the steps below: 

 Cut a line (of any variety) connecting two adjacent corners on the long edge of your index card.  
 Remove the cut-out and slide it to the opposite side of the card. Tape the cut-out to that side.  
 Cut another line connecting two adjacent corners on the short edge of their card. As before, slide 

the cut-out to the opposite side and attach it. This composite piece will be your tessellation shape. 
Trace multiple copies of your shape onto colored construction paper and then cut them out. 

 Arrange your pieces side-by-side and top-to-bottom to create a tessellation on your sheet of paper. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ask: Does the area of your tessellating shape equal the area of the original index card? How do you know? 
 

DURATION 

20 minutes, 
plus 45-60 
minutes in 
classroom 

MATERIALS 

3” x 5” index 
cards, 
construction 
paper, scissors, 
large sheets of 
white paper 

STANDARDS 

MAFS.6.G.1.1 
MAFS.7.G.2.6 
MAFS.8.G.1.2 
 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Silk 
 

Accession 
number: 
42.368a 
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For grades 9-12 

Ask students: When you think about Islam, what locations come to mind? What 
types of people and places do you associate with Islam and Islamic art?  Take 
students to the section of the exhibition dedicated to Islamic societies in Spain, 
Italy, & North Africa. Here you will find several examples of artworks made in 
Muslim-controlled lands on the Iberian Peninsula, known as al-Andalus. In this 
region, some aspects of Islamic culture became a common heritage among 
residents of all religions. Working in pairs or small groups, have students examine 
the Andalusi objects on view in the gallery, locating the following information for 
each one: 
 

 The country/region it was made in 
 Decorative motifs, inscriptions, or materials that indicate it was 

produced by an Islamic culture 
 The country/region it was used in 
 How it was used by non-Muslims 

 
Once students have located this information, gather and discuss their findings. Were 
they surprised by the ways non-Muslims used goods produced within Islamic 
contexts? What might the objects they viewed tell us about life in al-Andalus? How 
might goods or artistic styles spread among different locations and cultures? 

 
Back in the classroom, have students use library or web sources to conduct further research on al-Andalus. 
Students can work individually, in pairs, or in groups to learn more about the following topics: 
 

 Architecture of al-Andalus 
 Non-Muslims living under the caliphate 
 Berbers 
 Science and mathematics in Islamic Spain 
 Umayyad dynasty 
 Nasrid dynasty 

 
Students can present their 
findings to the class. In a closing 
discussion, revisit the question 
you discussed in the gallery: 
What have you learned about the 
types of people and places 
involved in the production and 
use of Islamic art?  

 
 

DURATION 

30-40 minutes, 
plus 60-90 
minutes in 
classroom 

MATERIALS 

Pencils, paper, 
books or web 
access 

STANDARDS 

SS.912.W.3.3 
SS.912.W.3.5 
SS.912.W.3.6 
 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Silk 
 

Accession numbers: 54.2, 03.1050, and 26.291 
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The appeal of gold crosses boundaries of time, place, and religion. When gold was available in Islamic societies, artists 

put it to innumerable uses: they cast it to make jewelry, wove it into textiles, inlaid it in bronze, and painted it onto the 

pages of manuscripts. The value placed on gold as an artistic medium may be partially related to religious beliefs about 

the substance. According to the Qur’an, gold will be a common sight in paradise, where believers will “be adorned with 

bracelets of gold” and will dine with “dishes and goblets of gold.” The artworks and activities below will help students 

understand how gold is used in Islamic art. 

 
For grades K-5: 

Discuss with the students the places and occasions where 
they might see gold. What qualities do they associate with 
this metal? 
 
Take students to the painting showing the darbar (court 
audience) of the Mughal emperor Jahangir. Ask: Can you 
tell which one of these people is the emperor? How do you 
know? (raised position, central location, others are looking 
at him, gold light around him) Which other characters 
shown here might be important? What makes you say that? 
 
 
Discuss the way gold is used in the painting. The emperor is surrounded by nobles 
and other subjects dressed in bright colors, but only he is wreathed in a gold light. 
The other person wearing a lot of gold – the man in the patterned gold robe who is 
touching his hand to his head – is the emperor’s son. Why might the artist have 
chosen to use gold for those individuals? What might gold mean in this context? 
 
Next, show students the Blue Qur’an, which is written in gold ink on a dark 
background. Explain that the Qur’an is Islam’s most holy book. Muslims believe the 
words in this book to be sacred and important.  
 
Ask: What effect does the bright gold ink have when written on top of the dark 
parchment? Why might someone choose to use gold for this object? What does the 
gold mean in this context? 

 
In the classroom, have students draw scenes of people gathered for some 
purpose – for example, a parade, a sporting event, or a birthday party. 
Students should also write a short text describing their scenes. Then, have 
students use gold gel pens or a small amount of gold paint to add gold 
details to the most important figures in their scenes. They can also highlight 
the most important words in the text with gold. 
 

 

DURATION 

30-40 minutes, 
plus 45-60 
minutes in 
classroom 

 

MATERIALS 

Pencils, paper, 
drawing 
materials, gold 
gel pens or 
paint 

 

STANDARDS 

VA.K.H.1.1 
VA.1-5.C.1.2 
VA.1.C.2.1 
VA.2-5.S.1.3 
VA.5.O.2.1 
VA.3-5.O.3.1 
 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Gold 

Accession number: 14.654 

Accession number: 33.686 
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For grades 6-8: 

Take students to the 14th-century mosque lamp made in Egypt during the Mamluk 
dynasty. Before students read the identifying information on the label, ask: What 
is this object? What can its shape tell you about how it might have been used? 
What might the designs on the surface be? What might it be made of? 
 
Once students discuss, explain that this glass lamp would have been suspended 
from the ceiling of a mosque, a place of worship for Muslims. The gold 
inscriptions on the lamp include the name of the high-ranking court official who 
commissioned it, as well as a verse from the Qur’an comparing God to light. 
 
Discuss: What metaphors or symbolic meanings for light are you familiar with?  
Then, read students the complete verse that the lamp inscription references:  
 

God is the Light of the heavens and the earth; 
The likeness of His Light is as a niche 
wherein is a lamp 
(the lamp in a glass, 
the glass as it were a glittering star) 
kindled from a Blessed Tree, 
an olive that is neither of the East nor of the West 
whose oil well-nigh would shine, even if no fire touched it; 
Light upon Light 
(God guides to His Light whom He will.) 
(Sura al-Nur, 24:35)  

 
Discuss students’ interpretations of this verse. Ask: Given the symbolic 
importance of light, why might the use of gold in this lamp be significant? 
What might the effect be when this lamp is lit from within? Why might a 
wealthy patron choose to commission a religious work that incorporates 
an expensive material? 
 
Back in the classroom, have students use heavy-duty gold-colored 
aluminum foil to make lamps. Each student needs a sheet of foil about 12” 
x 18”. Have students fold their foil sheet into quarters, then cut decorative 
shapes into the folded edges. When they carefully unfold the foil, they’ll 
have complex designs. They can then roll the foil into a tube and tape it 
closed, adding two small holes opposite each other on one end. After tying 
a string through the holes, students can hang their lamps from the ceiling. 
(Suspending each lamp around a single bulb on a string of lights will produce an especially nice effect.) 
 

DURATION 

15-20 minutes, 
plus 30 minutes 
in the classroom  

 

MATERIALS 

Heavy-duty 
gold-colored 
aluminum foil, 
pencils, 
scissors, tape, 
string, a string 
of holiday lights 
(optional) 

 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.R.2.4 
LAFS.K12.SL.1.2 
VA.68.H.1.1 

 
 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Gold 

Accession number: 37.614 
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For grades 9-12 

Begin by taking students to the 13th-century ewer from Iran. Ask: What adjectives 
would you use to describe this object? What might it be made of? 
 
Explain that the decorative designs on the ewer are made from silver, copper, and 
gold inlaid into a brass surface. This inlay technique allowed metalworkers to limit 
the amount of costly metals used, while still producing a rich, glittering effect.  
 
Have students closely examine the surface decoration of the ewer, and discuss as 
a class: How did the artist manage to suggest wealth and opulence in this design 
scheme while using only a small amount of gold? 
 
Next, take students to Monir Farmanfarmaian’s sculpture, Pentagon. 
Farmanfarmaian is a contemporary artist from Iran. She is interested in both 
traditional Persian art forms and Modern art. 
 
Ask: What adjectives would you use to describe 
this object? What might it be made of? In what 
ways does it seem similar to the ewer we just 
looked at? In what ways is it different? 

 
Explain that this sculpture is made of glass mirror pieces, which is a 
traditional Persian craft that originated in the 17th century. Discuss: How 
is Farmanfarmaian able to suggest patterns and complex surface 
decoration in this sculpture, while using a very limited range of 
materials? 
 
Have students work in pairs to brainstorm other techniques that could 
be used to create a rich ornamental scheme in a work of art while 
making use of limited materials. They may wish to explore other objects 
in the exhibition for inspiration. Students should sketch their idea and 
share it with the class.  
 
Back in the classroom, have students research other contemporary 
artists who live and work in the Islamic world. Can they find other 
examples of artists putting a modern spin on traditional Islamic art 
forms, materials, or techniques? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DURATION 

30-45 minutes 

MATERIALS 

Pencils, paper 

STANDARDS 

LAFS.K12.SL.1.1 
VA.912.S.1.5 
VA.912.O.2.2 
VA.912.H.1.5 
VA.912.H.1.8 
VA.912.H.2.5 
VA.912.F.1.1 
 

OBJECTS & ACTIVITIES: Gold 

Accession numbers: 49.1901 and 
2012.321 
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Words to Know 

al-Andalus Also called Muslim Spain, it refers to the portions of the Iberian Peninsula under 
Islamic rule between 711 and 1492. 

caliph A commander of the Islamic community whose role combines religious and political 
leadership functions. The government led by a caliph is called a caliphate. 

calligraphy  The art of decorative handwriting. 

folio   A single leaf of paper or parchment, found either loose or as part of a bound volume. 

Islam   The religion revealed to the Prophet Muhammad. 

Ka‛ba  A cube-shaped structure in Mecca that is considered Islam’s most sacred building.  

lampas  A heavy, ornate textile similar to satin. 

Mecca Birthplace of the Prophet Muhammad and Islam’s holiest city; located in Saudi Arabia. 

Monotheism  The belief in a single, all-powerful god; as opposed to polytheism (belief in many gods.) 

mosque  A place of worship for Muslims. 

Muhammad Arab prophet and founder of Islam; he lived from 570 to 632 CE. Muslims regard him as 
God’s messenger and receiver of God’s final revelation. 

Muslim  A person who practices Islam. 

Qur’an The holy book of Islam, believed to be the body of divine revelations transmitted orally 
to the Prophet Muhammad and later written down. 

Shia A denomination of Islam which holds that Ali, Muhammad’s son-in-law, was the rightful 
successor to the prophet. 

Sufism  Islamic mysticism, in which believers seek direct experience of God. 

sultan  A political leader in some Islamic states. 

Sunni A denomination of Islam which holds that authority passed to Abu Bakr, Muhammad’s 
father-in-law, following the prophet’s death. 

Tessellation  A pattern of repeating shapes that fit together on a plane with no gaps or overlaps. 

 

For Further Learning 

Art of the Islamic World: A Resource for Educators 
Online teacher resource published by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2012. 
http://www.metmuseum.org/learn/for-educators/publications-for-educators/art-of-the-islamic-world 

Islamic Arts 
Very readable art history textbook by Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair, published by Phaidon, 2013. 

Islamic Art: Mirror of the Invisible World 
90-minute documentary film introducing major themes in Islamic art, produced by UPF, 2012. 

Ink, Silk and Gold: Islamic Art from the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
The catalogue for the exhibition, written by MFA curator Laura Weinstein and published in 2015. 

 

 

 

http://www.metmuseum.org/learn/for-educators/publications-for-educators/art-of-the-islamic-world
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ABOUT THE RINGLING 

 

The Ringling is the remarkable 
legacy of circus owner, art 
collector, and financier John 
Ringling (1866-1936) and his wife, 
Mable (1875-1929). In 1911, John 
and Mable bought property in 
Sarasota, Florida, where they 
eventually built Ca’ d’ Zan, a 
palatial winter residence that 
reflects the opulence of America’s 
Jazz Age elites. An art museum 
housing the Ringlings’ impressive 
collection of European, American, 
and Asian art was soon added. 
These treasures were left to the 
state of Florida upon John’s death 
in 1936, and today they have been 
joined by a circus museum, a 
historic theater, and an art library. 
Visitors to The Ringling can enjoy 
66 acres of manicured grounds, 
featuring native and exotic trees 
and a 27,000-square-foot rose 
garden. The Ringling is now 
recognized as the State Art 
Museum of Florida and is 
committed to inspiring and 
educating the public while 
honoring the legacy of John and 
Mable Ringling. 

 

Saturday for Educators programs are funded in part  
through the generous support of the Koski Family Foundation. 

UPCOMING SATURDAY for EDUCATORS 

MAY 7, 2016 When I Ran Away with the Circus 

Call 941.359.5700 x3705 or visit ringling.org to register. 
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