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Jordan’s Contribution to the on-Line ‘Dis-
cover Islamic Art Project’ *

Jordan was chosen to represent Islamic Art in the 
Umayyad period in the Mediterranean countries, in 
collaboration with the Islamic Art Museum at the 
Pergamon Museum, Germany. A committee of cu-
rators from Department of Antiques of Jordan and 
experts from the Friends of Archaeology was ap-
pointed to select items from Jordanian museums, as 
well as monuments, for inclusion in the project.

Permanent Collection
35 sites and monuments and 50 artefacts from mu-
seums, all dating to Umayyad, Abbasid, Fatimid, 
Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman periods were se-
lected, mainly from the holdings of the Jordan Ar-
chaeological Museum at ‘Ammån Citadel, but also 
from the Mådabå, ‘Ajløn, al-‘Aqaba, Umm Qays 
and Saråya Archaeological Museums, the Museum 
of Jordanian Heritage at Yarmouk University and 
the Jordan National Bank Numismatic Museum.

Virtual Exhibitions (FIG. 1)
Jordan contributed to three virtual exhibitions:

1- The Umayyads (FIG. 2)
Concentrating on the Umayyad dynasty, 36 mu-
seum items and 20 monuments were selected from 
Jordan to reflect Umayyad art and architecture. A 
smaller quanity of material was also contributed 
by institutions in Germany, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, 
Italy, Morocco, Turkey and the United Kingdom. 
Following bilateral meetings between experts from 
Jordan and Germany and discussion of all Umayy-
ad items and monuments, five main themes were 
identified as representing and reflecting Umayyad 
art, which is a combination of decorative styles 
and motifs drawn from different artistic traditions. 

These themes are:
Administrative reform (FIG. 3): During the Caliph-
ate of ‘Abd al-Malik bin Marwan, a policy of ad-
ministrative and political centralisation was initiat-
ed, including the urbanisation of the administration 
and the establishment of a standard Arabic system 
of coinage. One monument and ten objects from 
Jordan, Syria, Italy, Morocco, the United Kingdom 
and Turkey were selected to represent the admin-
istrative reforms of the Umayyad period. These 
objects are mainly coins, but also the lower part 
of statue, fresco paintings, a milestone and bronze 
weights.
Umayyad official patronage (FIG. 4): This theme 
is introduced by architecture, including religious 
buildings (mosques) palaces and palatial admin-
istrative complexes. Eleven monuments from Pal-
estine, Syria and Jordan represent this theme, in-
cluding the Dome of the Rock, al-Aqsa mosque, 
Umayyad mosque in Damascus, al-Qas†al minerat, 
audience hall at ‘Ammån Citadel, Umm al-Walπd 
complex, desert palaces in Jordan (Qaßr al-Óallåbåt, 
Qaßr al-Kharånah and Qaßr al-Mushatta), Qaßr al-
Óayr al-Gharbπ and Khirbat al-Mafjar in Palestine. 
Three museum objects were selected from Jordan 
and Germany, specifically a piece of carved lime-
stone from al-Qas†al, a lintel from Umm al-Walπd 
and the al-Mushatta façade.
Formation of Islamic Art (FIG. 5): Umayyad art 
is usually considered to be a continuation of the 
late Antique art of the fourth century AD, with a 
combination of Sassanian, Byzantine and Coptic 
elements. The fifteen objects which represent this 
theme are drawn from a wide range of material, in-
cluding a marble frieze, the interior decoration of 
the Dome of the Rock, wooden panels, decorative 
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stones, mosaic floors, fresco paintings, ivory, pot-
tery and metal vessels. The selected objects were 
drawn from participating museums in Palestine, 
Syria, Germany, Jordan and Egypt.

Christian subjects under Umayyad rule (FIG. 
6): Christian buildings remained intact under the 
Islamic rule of the Umayyads: 46 existing church-
es continued in use and eight new ones were built 

and paved with mosaics. Influenced by the new 
socio-religious conditions, the artistic traditions of 
Christian communities underwent some change: 
representations of humans and animals were gradu-
ally replaced with crosses and geometric and floral 
motifs, which were created by the churches or at 
least under their supervision. On the other hand, 
Christian artisans continued to produce artifacts 

1. Virtual exhibitions.



JordAn’S contribution to the on-line ‘diScover iSlAMic Art ProJect’

-271-

2. The Umayyads.

3. Administrative reform.
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with Christian symbols, such as lamps and crosses, 
for religious and secular use. Six objects selected 
to represent this theme from Jordan include mo-
saic floors from Mådabå, Umm ar-raßåß, Masø˙ 

and Må‘πn, in addition to pottery lamps and bronze 
cross. Two churches from Palestine (the Church of 
Nativity and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre), 
along with a fresco fragment from Damascus, were 

4. Umayyad official patronage.

5. Formation of Islamic Art.
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6. Christian subjects under Umayyad 
rule.

7. Umayyad court ceremony and pas-
times.
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also selected.
Umayyad court ceremony and pastimes (FIG. 

7): The surviving Umayyad palaces, with their ex-
tensive decoration, along with literary sources, give 
us a good idea of court ceremony and pastimes. 
Fresco paintings in Umayyad palaces provide clear 
depictions of this subject, e.g. musicians, female 
dancers and hunting scenes. Twelve objects were 
selected to represent this theme: two floor paintings 
from Syria, six fresco paintings from Qußayr ‘Amra 
and one from the Pergamon Museum in Germany, 
two female statues from Qaßr al-Mushatta (one 
from ‘Ammån and the other from Germany) and a 
bronze brazier from al-Fudayn.

2- Figurative Art (FIG. 8)
Jordan and Germany were chosen to curate the 
multi-dynasty theme entitled ‘Figurative Art’. The 
Committee went through all of the items, which had 
been selected from participating museums in order 

to determine sub-themes, which were categorised 
on the basis of style, namely human, animal and 
mythical representation. Representations of human 
figures, animals and birds are found in Islamic art 
and architecture from its very beginnings, and con-
tinued to be used across all media and in different 
periods and regions.

Human figures (FIG. 9): Human figures appears 
in a wide variety of forms, including paintings on 
wood and paper, fresco paintings, ceramics, re-
lief works and sculptures, ivory caskets and metal 
works.

Animals (FIG. 10): Representations of animals, 
whether real or mythical, appear in a wide variety 
of forms and occupy an important place in Islamic 
art. Mythical animals, such as harpies, griffons, 
dragons and unicorns, were derived from traditional 
Greco-Roman themes. Eighteen items — wooden 
panels, rock-crystal vessels, ivory boxes, mosaic 
floors, fresco paintings, ceramics, metal works and 

8. Figurative Art.
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sculpture — represent this theme.

3- Western Influence in Ottoman Lands (FIG. 11)
Jordan also participated in this virtual exhibition; 
the ‘History of Jordan during the Ottoman Period’ 

focused on three main themes: administration, hajj 
forts and stations, and the Hejaz railway (FIG. 12). 
The administrative system of Jordan, especially dur-
ing the second phase of Ottoman rule (1864-1918), 
was based around two main geographical districts: 

9. Human Representations.

10. Animals Representations.
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11. Western Influence in Ottoman 
Lands.

12. Hejaz railway.
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‘Ajløn and Irbid in the north, and as-Sal†, al-Karak, 
Ma‘ån and A†-ˇafπlah in the south. All were under 
the jurisdiction of the Governor of Syria.

The Hejaz railway was one of the most impor-
tant achievements of the Ottoman period. A series 
of forts and pilgrimage stations were built along 
the new pilgrimage route, known as Darb al-Bint, 
which lies along the edge of the desert.

Objects from the Jordan Museum of Popu-
lar Tradition, such as the face veil (burqu‘) and 
chin chain (zenaq), were selected to represent this 
theme. Finally, a residential building, the Abu Jaber 
house in as-Sal†, is a fine example of the effect of 

western influence on Ottoman buildings in Jordan, 
with its paintings of natural scenes unknown in Ot-
toman lands done by a European artist, who signed 
his work (FIG. 13).

Conclusion
The on-line ‘Discover Islamic Art’ project provides 
a suitable forum for a dialogue between countries 
aimed at promoting the concepts of shared history, 
different interpretations, cultural diversity, mutual 
tolerance and respect for others. It therefore com-
plements the co-oporation in economical and polit-
ical spheres encouraged by the Barcelona process.

13. Jordan western artistic characteris-
tics.
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