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Late-antique art in Syria
and its Umayyad evolutions

Garth Fowden

Intreduction

Except when recalling the story of Abraham’s assault on the idols in his native city — in
other words, the dawn of monotheism — the Qur'an wastes little space on arguments about
images.! This indifference to contemporary idolatry it shares with the gospels, but not at all
with the Jewish scriptures or Christian patristic literature. For ancient Israelites as for early
Christian bishops, idolatry was an omnipresent pollution. For Jesus in the bosom of Jewish
Palestine, and apparently also for Muhammad in the early 7th-c. Hijaz, it was not.

Yet images both polytheist and Christian were hard to avoid in the Roman provinces
Muhammad’s followers conquered, above all in populous and wealthy Syria.2 Even the wide
spectrum of figural depiction Syrian archaeology continues to reveal today can barely hint at
the Aladdin’s Cave that greeted the Muslim invaders.® The mosaics of Jordan provide an
especially compact and abundant corpus of evidence concentrated between the 5th and 8th c.:
they document a revival of classical forms in the age of Justinian, with figural compositions
reflecting living knowledge of Greek mythology and poetry, accompanied by an impressive
elaboration of geometrical motifs.# Much of this rich visual vocabulary was still in use in the
630s, and survived to adorn the great period of Umayyad building that began in the reign of
‘Abd al-Malik (685-705).

As was natural, the invaders’ reactions were not a unison. Some liked what they saw. One
anecdote (that rings true because it belies the austerity often imputed to him) has "‘Umar b. al-
Khattab acquiring in Syria a silver censer decorated with images, and presenting it to the Pro-
phet’s mosque in al-Madina.’ Another story concerns Aws b. Tha'laba al-Taymi, a noted leader
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