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Reflections on course themes and creative responses

In reviewing my creative responses for our course, I noticed three important themes 

which seem to have taken precedence in my work: cultural perspective and interpretation, 

women and Islam, and Sufi mysticism.  Among the diverse texts, media, and topics covered in 

this course, these are the issues which most captured my attention and interest and which will 

remain with me even beyond the scope of this semester.  Below I will discuss the significance of 

these themes for our studies this semester, and I will describe the ways in which my creative 

responses serve to address them.  In each of my responses, I sought not only to offer an analysis 

of the week’s reading, but also to express personal perspectives, biases, and deep resonances as 

my exposure to Islamic art and culture grew in breadth and depth.

Culture and Interpretation

One of the foundational concepts of our course was to address the relationship between 

Islam and culture.  While media and academic scholarship often examine religion through the 

lens of text, doctrine, or practice, we learned over the course of the semester that it is impossible 

to understand and engage with religion apart from its cultural context.  It is often difficult, for 

both outsiders and insiders, to identify and acknowledge the ways in which culture shapes every 

manifestation of religion.  Yet, religion does not exist in a vacuum, and works of cultural 

production, such as visual art, performance, music, and dance, offer excellent portals through 

which to access a religion in its cultural context.

As we delved deeper each week into the complex relationship between culture and 
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religion, I became especially aware of my own cultural background, along with its 

accompanying biases, personal preferences, and particular attachments.  I was born in a 

particular place, at a particular time, in the context of particular cultural and religious heritages.  

These factors, along with my educational background and life experiences, shape the lens 

through which I view the world.  As I approached the readings and engaged in creative 

responses, I sought not to chase after objectivity, but rather hone my awareness of my own 

subjectivities.  My creative responses, then, are not meant to be attempts at recreating Islamic 

art, but rather a non-muslim engagement with Islamic art and culture.  I found that this 

perspective created a rich and liberative dynamic with which to explore my relationship to the 

texts, media, and discussions I encountered in class. 

While all of my creative responses were influenced by this perspective, two works in 

particular help to illustrate this issue of cultural perspective and interpretation.  In an 

informational graphic, entitled “Headcoverings: A Glossary,” I placed some examples of hijab 

alongside images of “Western” headcoverings.  The concept of hijab had a particular resonance 

for me, as I have long been interested in the diverse ways in which women express modesty, 

liberation, and adornment through dress, both today and throughout history.  I wondered about 

the differences between the way a woman might interpret her own attire and the ways her attire 

may be viewed by others.  I decided to place examples of hijab next to other examples of 

headcoverings in order to encourage comparison and contrast and to emphasize the role of 

cultural context in conceptions of modesty, beauty, and style.

In my “Arabesque” creative response, I addressed the elusive concept with which art 

historians have attempted to define Islamic art.  I was very interested in our discussion of the 

problems and complexities of Western engagement with Islamic art.  This issue offers a perfect 
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example of the importance of cultural understanding for the interpretation of religious and 

artistic production.  In creating this work, I was simply curious to discover what may be involved 

in creating a design which could be defined as Arabesque.  Yet, I remained acutely aware that 

my piece was created for secular, educational purposes, outside of a particular Islamic context.

Women and Islam

Having previously studied the role of women in Judaism and Christianity, I was very 

interested to gain some exposure to the role of women in Islam.  Both my headcoverings piece, 

which is described above, and my profile of Zainab help to illustrate some of my discoveries 

concerning this topic, as precipitated by the texts, media, and discussions of our course.  I was 

particularly drawn to the figure of Zainab and was able to express my imagined conception of 

her person and her powerful speech through the medium of charcoal sketch.  This admirable 

female figure resonated with me, and I felt compelled to bring her to life on paper. 

It is important to note that while I have divided this reflection into three distinct topics, 

these themes overlap and intersect in various ways in our course material and in my creative 

responses.  My own cultural lens certainly affects my perception of the feminine and feminisms 

in Islam, while cultural context always shapes the role of women in Islam and the varying 

manifestations of feminist discourse.

Furthermore, I will mention here that perhaps one of the most important lessons from this 

course is that there is no one “Islam” but rather many “islams.”  Thus, it follows that there is no 

singular role of women in Islam and no singular strain of feminist discourse.  It is often difficult 

to find words to describe such plurality, since definitions of words one might have thought to be 

straightforward, such as “Islam” or “Muslim” or “Feminist,” begin to break down and reveal 

their complexity when examined closely.  In light of this challenge, I found that the use of visual 
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media in my creative responses seemed particularly apt, allowing for and even encouraging 

multiple interpretations. 

Sufi mysticism 

I also had previous experience studying Christian and Jewish mysticism, and I very much 

enjoyed gaining exposure to Sufi mysticism through our course.  I was particularly drawn to the 

poetry of Rumi, along with Attar’s Conference of the Birds, due to their rich imagery and 

sensory detail.  I devoted two of my creative responses to mystical topics, in an attempt offer 

visual illustrations of the challenging concepts addressed in Sufi poetry and practice.

In my “Mystical Garden” painting, I paid visual tribute to the garden trope which recurs 

throughout Sufi poetry.  To create an otherworldly aesthetic, I focused on layering and blending 

rich colors with acrylic paint.  I did not attempt to recreate any earthly place, but rather to give 

the impression of an elusive garden which is accessible only through a spiritual path.  In my 

illustration of the Conference of the Birds, I created a visual catalogue of the birds which appear 

in Attar’s epic poem.  I used charcoal to give a figural representation of each type of bird, with 

the hope that some of their personalities as described in the poem would emerge.  Ultimately, I 

found it to be an exciting and interesting challenge to reimagine Sufi poetry and concepts in 

visual terms. 

A final note on artistic media and experiential learning

In developing each of my creative responses for this course, I carefully considered my 

choice of medium in relation to the subject matter and tone of each project.  For example, I chose 

a digital informational graphic for my headcoverings piece, in order to maximize its accessibility 

and to establish a light and somewhat ironic tone.  In contrast, for the Mystical Garden painting, 

I chose to layer acrylics for saturated color and rich depth.
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As I encountered new concepts and expressions of Islam each week, I found it helpful to 

respond using visual media which was relatively new to me as well.  While I am most 

comfortable writing and working with text, I found that drawing, painting, and digital collage 

allowed me to engage with the course materials in new ways and to examine new possibilities 

and perspectives. Thus, my portfolio may be best approached as a visual representation of my 

learning process over the course of the semester. With each project, I ventured into new territory 

concerning both content and media. For this reason, I find that the blog format is particularly 

well-suited for displaying this portfolio, establishing a chronology of experiential learning and 

allowing for informal, even conversational, engagement with each creative response and its 

accompanying text.

In conclusion, I would like simply to reflect upon my very first project, which 

foreshadows some of the formal techniques which continued to surface in my later works.  This 

first work is a drawing in oil pastel, depicting a rose at three different stages of flowering.  The 

rose has many symbolisms in relation to the Prophet Muhammad, and my intention was to 

invoke these layers of meaning through a very simplified visual display.  Like several of my later 

works, the rose is shown against a white background, outside of any particular spatial context.  

By working with these visual symbols foregrounded against a sort of blank slate, I was able to 

emphasize their role as symbolic representations, or visual cues.  Thus, my hope is that these 

responses will provoke multiple interpretations, new perspectives, and questions not only 

concerning the physical world but the spiritual realm as well.


