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Muslim Empires and the Golden Age of Islam
	Last class, we explored how Islam spread over the globe and where the largest Muslim populations exist today.  Throughout our study of Arab Empires we have learned about the time period called the Caliphate (632-900) when the people of Islam were ruled by a series of Caliphs (Islamic rulers that were successors of Muhammad), the first of which was Abu Bakr.  We also learned about Islamic Law, Sharia, which was more than just a religious code, it was actually the law of the land in Arab Empires and nations.  We also learned about the schism or split in Islam into Sunni and Shiite (or Shia) sects.  Finally, we explored the complex roles of women and non-Muslims in Islamic society. Today, we will learn about two Arab Empires (called the Umayyad Dynasty and the Abbassid Dynasty) and about the Golden Age of Islam.  

Muslim Empires
	After the death of the fourth caliph in 661, the Umayyad Family established a dynasty[footnoteRef:-1] that ruled the Muslim world until 750.  In 750, the Abbassid family took control of the Muslim world and established their own dynasty.  [-1:  Dynasty:  means that ruling power is passed down through family lines from father to son.  
] 


I. The Umayyad Dynasty: The Muslim world grew under the Umayyad dynasty.  Islam spread all the way to the Atlantic Ocean in the west and to the Indus Valley in the east.  While conquering all this new land brought wealth to the Umayyad dynasty, they also faced the challenges of ruling over such a large body of land.  When the conquests of the Umayyad dynasty started to slow down in the 700s many tensions and problems arose: 1) there was anger between the rich and the poor, 2) Non-Arab Muslims complained that they had fewer rights than Arab Muslims, and 3) the Shiite Muslims were against the Umayyad dynasty because the Umayyad had killed a descendant (relative) of Muhammad.  Over time, all this anger about the Umayyad dynasty turned the people of Islam against them, causing the Umayyad dynasty to lose its power.  The Abbassid Dynasty took over. 

II. The Abbassid Dynasty: The Abbassid Dynasty ruled from 750 to the mid-1200s.  Under the Abbassid Dynasty, the center of the Muslim world shifted to Baghdad (the capital of current-day Iraq).  Under Abbassid rule, Baghdad became bigger and more beautiful than Constantinople.  Baghdad grew to be a beautiful city with grand gardens and magnificent buildings.  Abbassid rulers became very wealthy and Islam came into a "Golden" Age.  

The Golden Age of Islam
	Islam experienced a "Golden Age" in the 700s and 800s where they made many contributions in the areas of math, science, art, and literature that continue to influence our world today.  At its height under the Abbassids, the Muslim world was made up of people from many different cultures, including Arabs, Persians, Egyptians, and Europeans.  Muslims absorbed and blended customs and traditions from the many people they ruled.  The greatness of the empires was reflected in their emphasis on learning, achievements in the arts and sciences, and flourishing economies based on trade.  

I. Preservation of Greco-Roman Culture: Muslim scholars translated the works of many of the Greek scholars into Arabic.  Muslim advancements in mathematics, astronomy, and medicine were also partly based on their study of Greek and Indian knowledge. 
 
II. Education: The prophet Muhammad taught a respect for learning that continued to characterize Muslim culture throughout the ages.  The Muslim empires included dazzling centers of learning such as Baghdad (Iraq), Cairo (Egypt), and Cordoba (Spain).  The vast libraries and universities in these cities attracted a large and diverse number of well-paid and highly respected scholars. 
III. Art and Architecture: Muslim architects were influenced by Byzantine domes and arches.  In the 7th century, they built the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem.  The Dome of the Rock was built in the exact spot that they believed Muhammad had died and gone to heaven.  The walls and ceilings of mosques and palaces were decorated with elaborate patterns and mosaics.  Muslim religious leaders did not allow artists to portray G-d, Muhammad, or other human figures in religious art. Can you infer why portraying G-d or human figures was so discouraged in Muslim society? 
	In non-religious art, some Muslim artists portrayed animals or human figures, although this was usually discouraged.  Muslim artists were also highly skilled in calligraphy, or artistic writing. Often, Muslim calligraphers used verses from the Koran to decorate buildings and pieces of art. 
	
IV. Literature and Philosophy: The most important piece of Muslim literature was the Koran.  Therefore, many poems were based on this holy book.  However, Muslim poetry explored many other themes such as praise for important leaders and the joys and heartaches of love.  The most famous collection of Muslim stories is The Thousand and One Nights, which includes tales, fables, romances, and humorous stories. 
	Muslim scholars translated the philosophical works of Greek, Indian, and Chinese writers.  They added onto these theorists and interpreted their work.  The scholar Ibn Rushd strongly influenced later Christian scholars with his writings on Aristotle.  
	 	
V. Mathematics and Science: Muslims studied Indian and Greek mathematics before making their own contributions.  A Muslim mathematician named Al-Khwarizmi developed a new kind of math that he called al-jabr.  What do we call it today?  (think about it – repeat the word) __________________. They created the place-value system (use of variables or letters in math), in which a number’s value is determined by the position of its digits.  Eventually, the works of some Muslim mathematicians were translated into Latin and studied in Europe.  Muslims also developed their own system of numbers, Arabic numbers, which replaced Roman numerals.  What do you think Arabic numbers look like? ______________________________
	Muslims also developed astronomical tables based on their study of astronomy (the sky, the stars, and the planets).  Muslim astronomers observed the Earth’s rotation and calculated the circumference (width) of the Earth (almost exactly!).  They also correctly charted planets, comets, and stars.  
	Muslim medicine was remarkably advanced for its day.  Doctors were required to pass difficult tests before they could practice. Hospitals were set up.  Doctors studied various diseases and wrote books that became standard texts in Europe.  

VI. Economic Achievements: The Muslim world developed a prosperous economy.  Muslims had an extensive trade network and encouraged manufacturing.  Agriculture (farming) also flourished.  Muslim farmers grew crops such as sugar cane, cotton, medicinal herbs, fruits and vegetables. 
	Merchants (people who sold things) were honored in Muslim society.  From 750-1350 Muslims established a large trade network across their empire.  Traders not only exchanged goods but also spread religious belief, culture, and technology.  Trading and a money economy allowed Muslims to take the lead in new business practices.  They established partnerships, sold goods on credit, and formed banks to exchange different kinds of money or currency.  Muslims were the first group in history to create banks and sell goods on credit.  What does it mean to "sell goods on credit"?  What do you and your family buy or sell "on credit"? Muslim merchants dominated trade throughout the Middle East and Northern Africa until the 1400s.

VII. Influence on Christian Europe:  The advancements of Islam’s golden age reached Europe through Muslim Spain and Italy as well as through the Crusades (which we will learn about in our next unit).  Europeans were impressed with Muslim advancements in the arts and sciences as well as with their preservation of Greco-Roman culture.  As a result, the advances of the Muslim world gradually influenced Christian Europe.  
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