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Today, Islam is the third largest faith in Ireland.' Beginning as a small group
of students in the 1950s, Islamic communites in Ireland have grown substantially throughout

the country over the last 60 years and contributed to Irish society in many different ways,
including, for example, the first Irish translation of the Koran in 2003.2 The story of Islam in
Ireland is told, however, not so much through the major events of its 60 year history. It is more
a story of the personal lives and choices of the members of Ireland’s diverse Islamic community
who themselves have contributed to Irish society in countless unique ways.

Learning and sharing such stories is something at which photographer Noel
Bowler excels. In his most recent series ‘Iman’, Bowler has explored his experiences working
with the people of the Islamic Cultural Centre of Ireland which was founded in Clonskeagh,
Dublinin 1996. In this series of documentary photographs, the rich social history of the growing
Islamic community in Ireland is depicted through the lives and spaces of the community in all
their vividness, diversity, contradiction and beauty.

Bowler is a passionately curious artist with a love of people, the places they
live and the stories they tell. Curiosity, love of people and storytelling are themes which all
shine through Bowler’s photographic work. Though, for Bowler, nothing is ever as it seems.
Stories are always more complex and nuanced than one may expect. Perhaps this is why he
is drawn to documentary photography. The camera allows him to peek behind the walls often
erected between peoples and create faithful images of experiences with his subjects and the
places and spaces in which they live.

Traditionally, documentary photographers seek to produce fact, statement
or historical truth. Broadly a type of photojournalism, the photographer seeks out events,
happenings, lives and endeavours to create visual documents, often of people as portraits.
The photographs or photojournals produced are, however, not historical facts. They are the
photographer’s own unique perspectives.

1. Anon. 2007 ‘Islam Ireland’s 3rd largest faith’, BBC News, news
bbc.co.uk, 29 November, available at: <http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/
hi/northern_ireland/7119049.stm>

What makes Bowler’'s work unique is how he embraces this subjectivity in
his documetary style. He decontextualises his documentary photography to play with our own
expectations of photography. Though many have faith that cameras can produce true images of
a person, time or place, Bowler appreciates the limitations of photography to truly represent a
situation. Rather than seek to construct factual images, he strives to create faithful portrayals
and interpretations of the senses of people’s lives or the meanings of palces.

Bowler’s photography is a mixture of documentation and decontextualisation.
His documentary style presents richly textured stories of the lives of contemporary Muslims
living in Ireland. Simultaneously, Bowler creates an ambiguity in the photograph’s context to
prompt you to interogate and learn more about the story of Irish-Islamic experience. By tightly
cropping architectural photographs of mosques and removing people from these spaces, the
images urge us to question their location, context and meaning. We as the viewers populate
his images with our own ideas or assumptions about the lives lived through these spaces.
These decontextualised architectural images leave the viewer with curiosity, perhaps urging
the questions ‘what happens here?’ or ‘who spends time here?’. The gift of provocation and
curiosity that Bowler gives us is a polite push to look beyond the image to learn about the lives
and stories which are often obscured by assumptions and generalisations.

In recent times, Islam has unfortunately been characterised as monolithic
and static. Bowler’s photographs counter this assumption, providing personal encounters and
intimate perspectives of the many unique individuals which follow the faith. Their portraits are
statements of choice and personal style.

In the portraits in this series, he utilised black backdrops to decontextualise
the subjects of his photographs. Thus in the portrait, he creates intimate person-to-person
moments. He focuses one’s attention on the person being photographed - their face, emotions,
posture, fashion - and not their cultural surroundings. They can be somewhat free from prejudice
and seen as contemporary and cosmopolitan rather than of a specific place, community or
identity. Bowler helps the viewer to find commonalatities with the portraits - such as a teenage
girl who matches the light-blue stripes of her skirt to her hijab (headscarf or veil) or a young
man with a beaming smile and ambition in his eyes or a middle aged woman wearing a well
cared for fur-trimmed coat playing on the colours of both her top and her hijab.

Also see National Consultative Committe on Racism and
Interculturalism 2007 The Muslim Community in Ireland:
Challenging some Myths and Misinformation, information leaflet, 2. Anon. 2003 ‘Koran to get Irish translation’ in The Irish Times,
available at: <http://www.nccri.ie/pdf/ChallengingMyths- 3 March, availabe at: <http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/fro

Muslims.pdf> ntpage/2003/0311/1047089432587.html>.



His photographs also call into question idealised generalisations that many
in Ireland may have about the Islamic community. His explorations of the lives of Irish Muslim
converts and Irish Muslim inter-marriages are much more than documents or social facts.

They are declarations and depictions of shared experiences with wider Irish society. Many in
Ireland share similar stories of the trials of raising children, the struggle with inter-personal
relationships or the negotiation of personal faith or spiritual beliefs within an increasingly
secularised society. Far from being divisions or identity markers, these are experiences which
blur the boundaries between one faith and the next, one community and the next. It becomes
less clear who is or is not Muslim or Christian, and perhaps, it becomes less important.

Bowler’s photographs break through the barriers of stereotypical represen-
tation from within. Spending over fifteen months meeting and sharing life experiences with the
members of the ICCI, Bowler has created in this series of set of striking but also delicate im-
ages of personal lives and how the coming together of these diverse lives has created a strong
and vibrant community. Embracing individualism, the Islamic community in Ireland is also a
strongly cohesive community, offering stability in a time when much of Irish secular life is ex-
periencing disillusionment and social fragmentation.

One of the most powerful stories that comes through in this series is the
diversity within the Islamic communities living in Ireland. In the United Kingdom, Germany or
France where Islamic communities are much larger and have been established longer, Muslims
have tended to organise themselves into specific cultural, national or ethnic communities. In
Ireland, the Islamic community includes over 40 nationalities and is uniquely cosmopolitan in
the Islamic world.3This openness, tolerance and diversity within the Irish Islamic community
perhaps offers some inspiration for accepting cultural diversity at large. Bowler's work with one
of these unique Islamic communities hopefully can inspire us to find this faith in our culturally
diverse Ireland.
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