
Teaching Idea

Have students make quick sketches
for a courtyard in their own invented
royal residence, creating their per-
sonal style of architecture rather than
copying the Alhambra designs. What
type of arches, wall decorations,
fountains, roofs, and so forth, will
they draw to evoke a sense of royal
chambers? Afterward, have students
write and edit a story about an event
that takes place in their courtyard,
articulating the characters and their
interaction amidst the architecture.

Teaching Idea

Before telling students the history of
the Taj Mahal, show them a picture of
it, and ask them to write a paragraph
predicting why it was built. Ask stu-
dents to share their predictions with
the class, and keep track of the pre-
dictions on the board. After everyone
has shared their prediction, tell the
class the history of the Taj Mahal.  

Christian art on the Muslim community in Spain. Contrary to the conventions of
Islamic art, the Hall of Kings contains several ceiling paintings of men at war, all
of which appear to be in Gothic style.

The space is elegant. The slim (sometimes double) marble columns stand
below the arches—the rounded ones inspired by Roman architecture as well as
the Muslim pointed arches. Stucco (plaster used in decoration) creates a rich sur-
face texture, filling every flat space with intricate, abstract designs. The lacy, lin-
ear patterns repeat in the calligraphy around the fountain rim. The calligraphy is
an Arabic poem that describes how the fierce lions are behaving themselves out
of respect for the king. The fountain’s burbling water adds to the beauty of the
palace.

Washington Irving, an American writer whose work students study this year
in language arts, briefly lived in the Alhambra. Irving was serving as an American
diplomat in Spain from 1826–1829, and while there, he resided in and wrote
about the Alhambra. Irving published his sketches and stories as The Alhambra in
1832 (see More Resources). Irving later returned to Spain from 1842–1846 as the
U.S. ambassador to Spain.

Looking questions 

Note: Cover up the title on the front of the print before showing to students.

• If you closed your eyes in this courtyard, what sounds would you hear?
You would hear water from the fountain.

• What animals surround the fountain? Lions surround the fountain.

• What different shapes of arches are used in the building? There are both
pointed and rounded arches.

• What kind of decoration covers the walls? There are abstract patterns cov-
ering the walls.

• What examples of Islamic art and architecture do you see in the picture?
There are two types of arches and decorative mosaics along the top of the
walls. Point out the geometric patterns.

Taj Mahal (1630–1653)
The building of the Taj Mahal was an act of love and devotion. Shah Jahan,

one of the early Muslim emperors during the Mughal reign in India, built it as the
final resting place for his favorite wife, Mumtaz Mahal, who died in childbirth.
During their 18 years of marriage, the couple had 14 children. Mumtaz Mahal
often accompanied Shah Jahan on his military campaigns. The pair’s love was
remarkable in an era when most royal marriages were political and/or economic
alliances, rather than matters of the heart.  47

Although the Taj Mahal is fit for royalty, it is not a palace, but a large tomb,
or mausoleum. The Taj Mahal consists of four main elements—the main gateway,
garden, mosque, and the mausoleum itself. Passages from the Qur’an decorate the
outside of the palace, along with intertwined floral mosaic designs. One of the
most striking features of the Taj Mahal is its proportionality—the calligraphy, for
example, increases in size so that it maintains its perspective relative to the posi-
tion of the viewer.

Numerous sources cite the Indian architect of Persian descent, Ustad Ahmad

Teaching Idea

For more pictures of the Alhambra, do
an Internet search for “Alhambra,”
along with other keywords from this
section, e.g., “Palacio de los Leones.”
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Teaching Idea

Make a list of all the features of the 
Taj Mahal that students think make it
impressive. Discuss aspects such as
color, size, shape, and design. As a
class, find a local public building to
study that is also visually impressive.
What aspects of this building con-
tribute to its impact? Compare and con-
trast the two lists. Remind students that
domes, minarets, and pointed arches
are Islamic features, some of which
appear in Western architecture today.

Lahori, as the designer. Skilled masons, craftworkers, sculptors, and calligraphers
from Persia, the Ottoman Empire, and Europe all participated in the construction
of the Taj Mahal. The building took about 20,000 workers more than 20 years to
complete. Building materials, which included marble, jade, crystal, turquoise, and
sapphire, came from all over India and Asia. It is estimated that the Taj Mahal cost
more than 32,000,000 rupees—an astronomical sum for the time. 

Looking questions 

• What attracts your attention about this building? The colors, the dome,
and different kinds of towers in this building immediately attract your 
attention.

• What do you think the building might be used for? Answers may include a
church, the home of someone important, etc. Explain that the building was
commissioned as a memorial to the wife of Emperor Shah Jahan by the
emperor himself.

• Where are examples of three important Islamic architectural features?
The domes, minarets, and pointed arches are examples of important Islamic
architectural features.

• Point out the minarets. What are minarets used for? What do they tell us
about Shah Jahan? Minarets are used in Islamic culture to call people to
prayer. Shah Jahan was a Muslim.

Khawja Shayebhn, Oldest Handwritten Qur’an (1649)
The Qur’an is the cornerstone of the Muslim faith and a guide for all facets

of life. Muslims believe that the angel Gabriel transmitted its contents to the
prophet Muhammad from about 610 CE until Muhammad’s death in 632 CE. As
Muhammad received these revelations, he recited them to scribes, who kept a
written record. In 651 CE, after Muhammad’s death, the writings were collected
into a standard version of 14 suras (chapters).

It is the importance of the Qur’an in Muslim life that encouraged the develop-
ment of the exquisite calligraphy that plays such a predominant role in Islamic art.
The calligraphy that communicates the words of the Qur’an is considered an art
form of the noblest pursuit. The prohibition against figural decoration in religious
art means that there are no pictures of Muhammad or other persons in illuminat-
ed manuscripts of the Qur’an. Rather, calligraphy is a focal point, as geometric and
floral designs enhance each page.

Looking questions 

• This is a handwritten Qur’an. Can you see the handwriting? The writing
is in the center of the page.

• What kind of balance is used in the decoration of these pages? The deco-
ration of these pages is symmetrical.

• What types of lines are used in the design? Vertical, horizontal, and curv-
ing lines are used in the design.

• What types of shapes are used? Both geometric and organic shapes are used.

• Why might the designer have used this combination of lines and shapes?
This combination of lines and shapes provides balance and structure, but
also offers variety.

Use Instructional Master 37.

Purpose: To identify specific features of art and architecture from three major Islamic buildings

Study the pictures of art and architecture from three major Islamic buildings. 
Label each picture using words from the box.

Elements of Islamic Art and Architecture

Master 37 Grade 4: Visual Arts
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Name Date

calligraphy dome floral designs

animal statues minarets pointed arch

1. Dome of the Rock (Jerusalem)

2. Court of the Lions (Spain)

3. Taj Mahal (India)

minarets

animal statues

calligraphy

floral designs

pointed arch

dome
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