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Kishwar Rizvi

ON CONTEXTS LOST AND FOUND

I began writing this essay while conducting Homomn.ow E Berlin,
Germany. I thought about the subject of Islamic art and its EmWBQ as I
walked through the gates of the Mshatta facade (a palace o:mEm.zM in
Jordan), and while gazing at the monumental Diez albums (consisting
of drawings and paintings from the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century
Ilkhanid period in [ran). The decontextualized objects in the wmﬂmmﬁg
Museum (Museum of Islamic Art) and the State Library ow Berlin,
respectively, were potent reminders that much of the modern discourse
on the arts of the Islamic world is situated in the Western _uoBmmvrono.._
My sense of Babylonian confusion was not just o&E.m to the experi-
ence of passing through the Assyrian Ishtar gates (also in ﬁo Pergamon
Museum), nor through the negotiations undertaken in English, QQBWP
and Turkish that were part of my daily routine as I studied a Huoam_.mn
manuscript. The displacement in time is certainly one that Bomﬂ his-
torians suffer, but the frustration of handling illustrated pages ripped
out from books and of trying to read signatures and seals smudged
and erased in the process of being sold to collectors and museums,
makes the disjunction all the more difficult. It is particularly difficult
when today the places where these works of art and architecture were
originally made are in varying degrees of political apathy w.ba self-
destruction. Thus this essay was conceived through a disjunctive con-
dition, one that forces me to question the role of language, culture, and
modernity in the writing and studying of art in the Islamic world.

L
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A definition of terms is immediately necessary. The question of what
is Islamic art has been considered frequently and there are as many
“sets” within which it can be placed as there are scholars writing
about it. I consider the subject to contain works of art and architecture
created by communities that identified with the religious praxis of
Islam or were under the political influence of Muslim governments.2
Thus one could include in such a comprehensive survey Hindu
artists working in Mughal ateliers in Lahore, as well as contempo-
rary mosques commissioned by Muslim communities in London.
In the interest of economy I use an umbrella term, “Islamic Art,” to
include the arts of depiction, calligraphy, and architecture in a vari-
ety of media.’ However, academics and practitioners at the beginning
of the twenty-first century remain at a loss to define with any clar-
ity, let alone unity, what may be the best strategies for understanding
the multiple phenomena that may be gathered under the aegis of an
Islamic art and its history.

The aim of this essay is to present Islamic art, but not through gen-
eralizations or overarching theories. Rather I would like to comment
on certain issues that may be considered as exemplary. As previous
scholars have noted, among the most interesting features of Islamic
communities is their appropriation of forms and ideas from the various
political and religious others with whom they came in contact. While
searching for sources for Islamic art is an important exercise, it can
sometimes be as esoteric a task as looking for uniqueness in the very
subject. Another aspect that has been commonly noted is the diversity
of the Islamic world and, by extension, the cultural artifacts produced
in varying regions and at different historical periods. The contention
of this essay is that works of art must be viewed not through generali-
zations alone, but through the particularities of their contexts, such as
history and patronage, as well as on their own terms, that is through
considerations of materiality and artistic intentionality.

SOME TRUISMS

Artistic production, by an individual or a group, is determined by
numerous factors ranging from the practical to the arcane. Its defini-
tion is never static and neither are the categories that are meant to
limit or characterize it. In the case of a religion spanning almost two
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millennia and encompassing almost every part of the globe, the ques-
tion of “what is Islamic art” is particularly problematic. At the risk of
contradicting myself, I would like to point to some truisms, with the
caveat that their vagueness may render them anecdotal. Nonetheless,
the following observations may serve as bases for the discussions that
follow in which I will turn to more detailed critiques.

For most pre- and early modern societies, the arts of calligraphy
were given the highest attention, at least in their representation in his-
torical texts and literary anthologies. Starting with works attributed
to ‘Ali bin Abi Talib (d. c. 661), the calligraphy of great masters such
as Ibn Bawab (d. 1022) and Yaqut al-Mutasami (d. 1298) was studied,
imitated, and emulated. Scholars have written on the importance of
textual representation in Islamic art, owing to its associations with the
divine words of God collected in the Qur'an.* In addition, the intel-
lectual climate of many of the courts that supported this art was one
that valued literary excellence —thus poetry as well as Qur’anic verses
were inscribed by the most esteemed calligraphers. Writing skill-
fully was considered by some as an act of devotion that brought the
practitioner closer to God. Beautiful handwriting was also equated
to high moral standing, the handwriting acting as an index of the
practitioner’s character.

Calligraphers would compose illustrated manuscripts as well as
design monumental epigraphy to be placed on buildings commis-
sioned by the patron. The writing of calligraphy was a nuanced and
complex undertaking in which shifting scales and functions defined
the manner in which the works would be used and perceived. The
artifacts on which the art was displayed, be they books or buildings,
were valued for their beauty and for the skill of the master who had
designed them. Yet, although often praised for technical finesse, the
calligraphy was not simply a stringing together of words, but a well-
thought-out endeavor in which the interaction between the reader, the
calligrapher, and the object itself was one of intricate cultural negotia-
tions and aesthetic choices.

Works of art are powerful reminders of social complexity and
caution us to look more closely at the objects themselves for clues
to unraveling dogmatic ideologies and too-simple assumptions
about religiosity. An obvious example is the existence of figura-
tive art, despite discouragement in the form of prophetic traditions,
or hadith. Although the traditions were often evoked in periods of
aniconism and used to make the case for the destruction of works of
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art and science, the existence of a multitude of examples — from the
earliest years of Islam until the present day — is a forceful argument
for a more nuanced view of polemics and popular tradition.®
Ilustrated manuscripts were important sources of knowledge and
visual pleasure. Subjects such as astronomy and medicine, inherited
from the Greek classical traditions, were followed by political, reli-
gious, and epic history in which the world was represented through
the lens of imperial patronage. The complex nature of book produc-
tion was evidenced in the manner in which calligraphers, painters,
embellishers, and binders, among other skilled men, came together
in what would be the imperial atelier or workshop (kitabkhana).” In
every book a conscious dialogue was underway with past masters,
texts, and images. Although art historians often look for archaism or
innovation in such works, it is perhaps more useful to move beyond
simply recognizing these attitudes to discussing the motivation behind
the choices made. The criteria of judging manuscripts, whether illus-
trated or not, were thus dependent on the particularities of the court

- and the historical moment in which they were produced.

Architecture is the most visible and widespread of the Islamic arts.
Owing to the functional nature of its program and its rich symbolic
potential, it incorporates simultaneously the idiosyncratic as well as
the stereotypical. That is, a madrasa may be similar to others of its
type in formal terms, but given the particularities of the piety that
was enacted therein, it could be distinguished through numerous
subtle and obvious ways. For example, it may be courtyard-centered
like others in the region but its size and embellishment could convey
important information about its significance to the community for
whom it was built. The texts above the doors, windows, portals, and
cornices would be inscribed with Qur'anic verses, some referencing
its role as a place of study while others pointing to the specific school
of theology espoused by the teachers. The texts may also include the
names of patrons and builders, literally framing the structure with
their ambitions and aspirations. These same facets could speak of
social and religious exclusions, while at the same time making use of
forms and techniques shared by other buildings of the time, be they
secular or religious.

While deluxe books and precious wares were often restricted to
courts and treasuries, architecture was built with a broader mandate.
Palaces that were enclosed in citadels or situated in remote pastoral
landscapes were themselves miniature cities that needed a diverse
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support system; in and around them would be incorporated mosques
and mausolea, as well as large kitchens and housing for servants. Thus
while the patrons of imperial architecture were from elite and wealthy
circles, those who used the spaces were not always as privileged.
Interestingly, it is not the palaces that have survived over time, but
rather buildings made explicitly for public use, such as mosques and
commemorative shrines. The practice of wagf, or perpetual endow-
ment, that is at the heart of Islamic charity, assured that such institu-
tions (for they were complex social and spatial aggregates) would
enjoy prosperity and longevity.

Religious belief and practice defined much of what we identify as
Islamic art. Yet seldom is Islamic art studied in relation to Islam — as
practice or philosophy. Rather, it is seen as an intellectually edifying
project, to be studied through post-European Enlightenment criteria
of valuation and judgment. Such criteria, which include the individu-
alism of the artist and the originality and authenticity of the work
itself, are not always relevant to objects and buildings created for and
in Muslim communities. It is rarely questioned why a historic build-
ing, for example, that is in constant use since its foundation and thus
rebuilt every few years is seen as less of a work of art than an empty,
if well-preserved, structure that has not been in use for centuries. The
pre-eminence given to the “age-value” of objects, regardless of their
value for the populations that use them today, defines one of the deep
limitations of the scholarship on Islamic art.® The point is not to state
that older artifacts should not be preserved, but rather to suggest that
the parameters for valuation be extended to include contemporary
works of art that are responsive to current issues in both elite and
populist public spheres.

What follows is a review of some of the methods that have been
employed over the course of the last century, highlighting the most
recent scholarship and offering some suggestions for further devel-
oping the study of Islamic art. Interspersed in this discussion will
be consideration of works that best define the issues at stake, an
approach that, I hope, will provide insight on the subject of Islamic
art as well as the ways in which it has been studied at the time of
production as well as in the present day.® Recent scholarship attests
that studies conducted through varied disciplinary locations add and
enrich the whole complex of what may be considered the history of
Islamic art. A primary concern for those writing about Islamic art in
recent years has been to find a site where the material may have the
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most suitable intellectual companionship; that is, owing to the multi-
disciplinary nature of much of art historical inquiry, does the subject
belong in departments of history, religion, or anthropology; or Near
Eastern and South Asian cultures and civilizations; or in departments
of the history of art and architecture?’® As the discussion in this essay
hopes to attest, inclusions and dialogue between fields are sources of
intellectual and methodological enrichment that serve as models for
future scholarship.

ON DIVERSITY IN SPACE AND TIME

Entry into the subject of art in Islam could be found through vari-
ous means — the discussion could begin with the texts of Plato or
Ibn al-‘Arabi or Mohammad Arkoun; the architecture cited could
include the citadel in Cairo or the Taj Mahal mausoleum in Agra
or the Ahmadiyya mosque in Berlin; the visual arts could be linked
with Manichaean manuscripts from the ninth century, Jesuit art of
the seventeenth century, or poster art of the Cuban revolution of the
twentieth century. Bred into the study of Islamic art is the uncertainty
that such a field exists, as witnessed by recent articles and books that
profess to give hints to what it is and the many ways that it may be cat-
egorized and studied.” The setting of limits has traditionally been the
way in which Islamic art has been characterized, based primarily on
temporal and geographical exclusions. For example, although most
surveys celebrate the regional breadth and historical depth of Islamic
art and culture, major centers of production, say in Africa and South
East Asia, are omitted. Furthermore, the histories of those that are
included end in the eighteenth century, suggesting that modern colo-
nial and nationalist art cannot be included in the more “traditional”
categories.

There is an unquestioned and implicit belief in a unity in Islamic
art, earlier manifested through the study of forms, and more recently
in the assertion of a shared cultural heritage. What, one may ask, is
the common thread between a brocade fashioned for a Fatimid cal-
iph (tenth-century Egypt) and an Anatolian prayer rug (nineteenth-
century Turkey), other than the shared medium? Taken further, what
would be the connection between either of these objects and an illu-
minated Ilkhanid Qur'an (fourteenth-century Iran)? How can one
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begin to describe a history in the absence of a focal point in which
to begin the writing of that history? Whose manner of writing shall
I adopt; whose voice shall gain precedence? Should I write of the
Andalusian poet who described the great palace of Alhambra or the
Iranian chronicler who described the miracles enacted at the thresh-
olds of a shrine’s kitchen? Shall I, too, describe the great domes of
Ottoman mosques or the water cascading through a Mughal garden?
What would be the effect of these ruminations?

The aim is not to find parallels between any regionally and his-
torically disparate works of art (some may even question whether the
term art is appropriate), but to begin by questioning why they could
all simultaneously allow us access into a world breaching almost two
millennia and five continents. There are certainly moments in his-
tory when one can assert a common language of Islamic culture — for
example, the thirteenth century onward in the lands encompassing
Turkey, Iran, and South Asia was a time when the Persian language
provided a unifying court culture, with direct implications for artistic
production. Yet the local particularities are far greater and make the
general observations banal, if necessary.

As the diversity of the regions and works of arts produced therein
attest, finding homogeneity in Islam and the arts is an elusive goal.
In fact the very idea of an “Islamic™ qualifier in the context of such
a history is itself not unproblematic. If we assume that works of art
are primarily products that are made in response to the particulari-
ties of history and geography, religious and social identity, patron-
age and individual creativity, it is important to acknowledge a similar
dynamism in the very notion of “Islam” itself. Even if taken within
a particular geographic and historical timeframe, it is not necessarily
the case that any one interpretation of Islamic culture could be put
forward. Take for example, early seventeenth-century Lahore, one
of the capitals of the Mughal Empire, where the architecture of the
imperial palace simultaneously echoed sites of Hindu worship and
imitated Catholic devotional imagery.!? Later in the century, the
largest mosque would be built across from the palace, a symbolic
presence in the city made famous by the shrine of the eleventh-
century mystic Hujwiri, as well as the nearby temple for the founder
of the Sikh faith, Guru Nanak (d. 1539). Heterogeneity and ambiguity
is at the heart of what is understood to be Islamic art and the cultures
that produced it.
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A BRIEF EXCURSION THROUGH THE
TWENTIETH CENTURY

The assumption of a cultural, religious, or artistic homogeneity in
Islam has its roots in Orientalist scholarship from as early as the
eighteenth century, when European writers sought to understand the
religion of their close neighbors through the lens of Enlightenment
rationalism.'® Political rivalries and religious ideologies often col-
lapsed into a single discourse that simultaneously admired and
denigrated the religion of the “Mahometans.”’* It was not until the
nineteenth century, however, that the arts were studied on their own
terms, paralleling the development of an autonomous field of art his-
tory in European academies.!® The close association of the discipline
with issues of connoisseurship was well timed, for it was also the peak
of European colonialism which gave the rulers’ historians and arche-
ologists access to sites in the Middle East and South Asia, as well
as unlimited power to displace and document them. The frenzy for
collecting Islamic art was supplemented by weakened political struc-
tures and the increasing influence of European (and later American)
museums and collectors. '¢

The modermn study of Islamic art, mostly observed from outside
the centers where the cultures flourished, was developed in the early
twentieth century by European academics and museum curators
who published extensive surveys and catalogs documenting paint-
ings, architecture, and “minor” arts such as ceramics and textiles. The
inclusion ofritual objects such as ewers, candlesticks, and prayer rugs
into these catalogs was unquestioned, as was the designation “art”
to objects where it was never intended. It was not simply for lack
of knowledge alone — historical texts in indigenous languages were
seldom consulted —that the hierarchies within particular cultural enti-
ties were ignored. Islamic art was simply overlaid with the categories
of Western art, no matter how ill-fitting the match may have been;
that is, it was divided into disciplinary categories that did not reflect
values established within the cultures that produced the work.

The difficulty modern scholars have had in studying Islamic art
has been primarily through a reluctance to discard an outlook based
on the Western canon.!” Thus the bemoaned absence of treatises on
architecture, such as by Alberti (d. 1472), although numerous liter-
ary texts exist that provide insight into the evaluation of architec-
tural forms; hence also the bemoaned absence of an “art historian” of
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the likes of Vasari (d. 1574), although the tradition of anthologizing
poets and literati had existed from the earliest years of Islamic rule.
Calligraphers, painters, and architects were included in such lists, the
most well known one being that of the Safavid courtier Qazi Ahmad
Qummi, compiled in 1606.'* Comparison with the attitudes toward art
by Italian humanists such as those cited above are not entirely fruit-
ful (often even within the context of pre-Renaissance European) as
they presume a singular method for understanding and appreciating
all art —regardless of religious, intellectual, and social differences. In
comparison with European standards of art making, Islamic art also
suffers on formal terms. Scholars in the earlier years of the twentieth
century noted the lack of perspective in paintings and the correspond-
ing flattening as signs of a “primitive” and “simple” visual aesthetic
— the architecture was one of decorative surfaces but not “sophisti-
cated” planar design, the epitome of Renaissance architecture; the
“Islamic city” was a disorderly hodgepodge of buildings, reflecting
the “irrationality” of the inhabitants.

Just as Arabic, Persian, Ottoman, and Urdu poetry builds on prec-
edents, the arts of calligraphy, painting, and architecture relied on
previously established forms. There may be similar illustrations of
events such as the enthronement of a monarch or the meeting of Layla
and Majnun in the desert, whether the manuscript was illustrated in
the fifteenth century or the seventeenth; or whether it was commis-
sioned in Herat or Istanbul. Rather than being static repetitions, they
were ever-changing permutations that remained in dialogue with
past and present works. Yet, in the hands of Orientalist scholars, such
works were studied for their beauty but damned for their depend-
ence on precedents and seen as lacking in individuality or creativity
beyond the skillful manipulation of techniques.

Lavish exhibitions and monumental survey catalogs were often
underwritten by governmental entities. Early Muslim Architecture by
K. A. C. Creswell (1932-1940) and 4 Survey of Persian Art from
Prehistoric Times to the Present by A. U. Pope and Phyllis Ackerman
(1938-1939) were both dedicated to their patrons, King Fu‘ad of
Egypt and Riza Shah Pahlavi of Iran, respectively.!® The case of Iran
is of particular importance as the construction of a “Persian” art his-
tory was undertaken with great vigor by numerous scholars and poli-
ticians in a way that had an enormous impact on the valuations of all
works of Islamic art. Arthur Upham Pope was the foremost proponent
of the idea of an Iranian artistic heritage that spanned millennia, from
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the dawn of civilization until the twentieth century. In theses proposed
with his collaborators on the Survey, this history was evidence of an
unbroken, if sometimes compromised, cultural identity, which was
a cut above that of its neighboring Arab, Turkish, and Indian coun-
terparts. European, American, and Iranian scholars and politicians
saw the potential in propagating a “national” identity through cul-
tural and artistic artifacts.? Ideas of Iranian racial and ethnic super-
iority, founded in nationalist ideologies, would influence the manner
in which Islamic art was conceived, a tendency that has currency up
until the present day.?!

Two parallel representations of Islamic art history had emerged by
the mid-twentieth century. The first was constructed through the meth-
ods of nineteenth-century formalist art historiography and the second
served in the making of nationalist discourses in the early twentieth
century. A third representation, a consequence of changes in the field
of art history as well as the growing corpus of material evidence, has
been to look at Islamic art from within its own social, historical, and
religious contexts. Although access to languages such as Arabic and
Persian had been available to many earlier scholars, it was not until
the 1970s that texts were utilized in sophisticated ways to gain insight
into the cultures within which Islamic art was produced.

ON TRENDS THEREAFTER

Over the course of the twentieth century numerous points of view
have been expressed in the study of Islamic art, ranging from nation-
alist arguments of authenticity, academic searches for origins and
typologies, histories of patronage, and investigation into the corpo-
rate nature of art production (such as workshops and guilds). Many
of these methods are interspersed with assertions of the “spiritual
dimension” of Islamic art through the invocation of universalist phi-
losophy, Sufi mysticism, and visual abstraction. Three primary meth-
ods define these studies, namely the materialist/formalist, spiritualist,
and historical approaches to art history. The following discussions
focus on representative issues that exemplify these approaches and
on the particularities that distinguish them from each other.

The materialist/formalist approach is one in which the object
(be it architecture, painting, or portable ware) is studied through its
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material properties and modes of manufacture. Styles are classified
and particular “hands” categorized, often in order to evaluate and
authenticate the works analyzed.?? Recent scholars have continued
this method of viewing Islamic art by now focusing on themes that
purport to create newer, if not more effective, systems of classifica-
tion.” For example, a recent book on “Persian” art includes works
of “Pre-Islamic Painting of the Iranian Peoples™ as well as the nine-
teenth century, and focuses on recurrent themes, such as “Fighting
and Feasting” and “Figural Types.”?* Such a study reduces the paint-
ings to sets of affinities and approximations without providing insight
on any one of them.? Would it not be more useful to consider a story
or even an image within the culture and time period it was created?

For example, the story of Layla and Majnun, originally written in
Arabic, has been popularly illustrated in different poetic manuscripts
and in varying sites and time periods. The story revolves around the
unfortunate Layla and her cousin Qays, who fall in love, yet are kept
separate from each other by their families. Qays is filled with grief
and longing, to the extent that he retires to the desert as a crazed her-
mit (hence his title majnun, Arabic for “madman”). Among the most
renowned literary renditions is in the Khamsa (quintet) of Nizami
Ganjavi (d. 1207), who describes the tragedy in verses filled with
pathos and longing.? Nizami’s Khamsa was very popular during the
Timurid period, as a source of imitation by other prominent poets
(such as Abd ar-Rahman Jami, d. 1492), but also as a richly imagined
text appropriate for visual interpretation.

Illustrated versions of the Khamsa focus on events related to the
stories, such as Layla and Majnun at school, Majnun’s wandering in
the desert, and the death of the two lovers. The episodes are depicted
in starkly different manners in, for example, a manuscript from 1494
painted in the Timurid court of Herat and one painted for the Mughal
court in 1595. The 1494 image is a sparsely composed page, the right
margin of which appears to wander off, following the contours of
a stream that flows down from the top of the page.?” It illustrates
Majnun meeting his uncle Salim in a desert, the setting depicted
by the golden-yellow background and the sparse vegetation on the
fringes of the stream. Wild beasts such as lions and antelopes cover
the larger portion of the picture surface. There are three couplets on
the top right-hand corner of the page, the text inscribed in a rectan-
gular box that sets them apart from the image. The verses describe
Salim laying down food for Majnun — who does not eat a single
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morsel —and asking him how he survives despite tormenting his body
through such starvation. Majnun’s emaciated state is apparent in his
gaunt figure, with bare chest and thin arms sticking out from a simple
blue cape. In contrast, Salim is well appointed in a bright red coat and
a large turban. The contrast between the figures is clearly evoked,
as is the interesting relationship between their postures, which are
mirrored. The text and image complement each other in this
example, illustrating a moment in the narrative that depicts Majnun’s
self-denial and spiritual purity.?®

The second example was produced in 1595 for the Mughal
emperor Akbar, in India.”® Here the artist shows Layla and Majnun
together, yet their long-awaited meeting is an overwhelming and
painful one. There is no text on this page, but the drama is intense,
as the lovers swoon away from each other, the picture plane
itself cleaving as though to reflect their agony. The painting
is divided in half by a massive and verdant tree under which the
lovers have met. At its base are two intertwined cypresses (represent-
ing paradisal themes), symbolic of their love and also the esoteric
dimensions of the story. Rich with references and fecund with life,
the painting literally crawls with creatures of the earth, the air and the
sea. This is not the desert of Arabia, the original setting of the story
that the earlier painting evoked, but the jungles of India. Art histor-
ians have acknowledged that paintings from Akbar’s reign were often
inspired by Indic tales and modes of representation, whether Hindu
or Muslim, and are imbued with action and drama. The sympathetic
inclusion of local elements was in keeping with the Zeitgeist of the
time, in which experiments were being made in social and politi-
cal hybridity, as well as in the arts of depiction. As these examples
show, although given the same “theme” and within the broader icon-
ography of Persianate painting, close analysis reveals enticing and
important details that situate the paintings in very different historical
and artistic contexts.3°

The study of complete manuscripts, or what has remained of them,
has borne fruit through the labors of recent scholars. An important
and early example is the collaborative work by the art historian Stuart
Cary Welch and the historian Martin B. Dickson, in which the authors
focused their individual expertise on the Shahnama-yi Shahi (Imperial
Epic of Kings), the text composed in 1010 by Abul Qasim Firdawsi.?!
The manuscript they focus on was completed during the reign of the
Safavid Shah Tahmasb (d. 1576) and comprises of paintings by some
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of the most interesting artists of the time, such as Mir Sayyid ‘Ali and
w&a al-Samad, both of whom migrated from Iran to the Mughal court
in India later in their careers. The Welch and Dickson compilation.
while useful in bringing together all the paintings, pays little wngnom
_”o.Eo text or to the contexts within which the manuscript was com-
missioned. In 1568 it was gifted by Shah Tahmasb to the Ottoman
Sultan, Selim II, a move that has been interpreted by art historians
as reflecting the Shah’s public vows of repentance, even though the
arts of depiction were not included in these prohibitions.>? A close
examination of the political relationships between the Safavids and
an.BmEm at this moment in history would shed light on Tahmasb’s
motivations, as would a theoretical analysis of gifts and gifting during
the early modern period itself. That is, what were the implications
cultural and political, not only of the making of the grand Mwmx:niau
vi Shahi, but of its role as an imperial gift?*> What was the response
and reception of the book in the new setting, and how would it be seen
by rival Ottoman courtiers and artists?34

. More successful than the 1981 monograph was a study produced
sixteen years later by Marianna Shreve Simpson, with contributions
by Massumeh Farhad. This book is a study of the Haft Awrang (Seven
Thrones) of Jami (a poem composed between 1468 and 1485), copied
and illustrated for the Safavid prince Ibrahim Mirza over the years
15561565, and known as the “Freer Jami.””*® In an attempt to move
away from the previously employed method of connoisseurship to
evaluate the paintings, the authors attempt to understand the multiple
contexts of its making,

Eoﬂ.c&bm [its] relation to other deluxe manuscripts of the Safavid
period, inrelation to other codices owned by or associated with Sultan
Ibrahim Mirza, in relation to other works made by the artists to whom
Po prince entrusted the Jami commission, and in relation to other
illustrated copies of the Haft Awrang. As with the examination of the
_u_..ooﬁ Jami [manuscript] itself, the study of these and other relation-
ships depends on a combination of codicological, literary, historical

and art-historical methods.* u

Hr.cmu what we get in this study are intricate and thoughtful layers that
point to the multivalent nature of a complex project in which litera-
ture and art are skillfully combined.

The spiritualist approach has its roots in the works of Orientalist
philosophers like Henri Corbin and Titus Burckhardt.?” Their
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successors, such as S. Hossein Nasr, look to mysticism as a source for
understanding aesthetic and esoteric aspects of art and architecture.3®
In this approach the object is considered as representative of religious
and philosophical dimensions of Islam, regardless of their historical
or cultural specificity. The studies focus on the complexity of geo-
metric form, for example, in order to indicate parallel complexities in
the intellectual climate that produced them. Spiritualist approaches,
while often rooted in pre-modern texts, tend to apply theories from
outside art history on to the works of art, regardless of theirrelevance.
As one recent scholar, Samer Akkach, has written, he aims to

use [emphasis mine] architecture to make the reader aware of certain
patterns of thought within the pre-modem Islamic tradition, instead
of the normal scenarios where conceptual patterns are constructed
to explain the nature and particularity of architecture. This has two
advantages: first, shifting the focus away from architecture itself lib-
erates architectural forms from the burden of historicity and causal
interpretation, that is, finding causes (including meanings) to explain
formal qualities; second, it enables one to access a wider spectrum
of literary material, breaks disciplinary boundaries, and unfolds
new interpretations. This approach tends to emphasize the cogency
and significance of the constructed narratives, whereby architecture
becomes a suitable tool to understand the working of a pre-modem
spatial sensibility and its coherent cosmology.>®

Beyond the problematic disregard for historical or formal specificity,
the main difficulty in such an approach is its disregard for the medium
itself, be it architecture or any other form of Islamic art. By remov-
ing the role of the patron or the maker, that is, by assigning them a
“will” that is generic, generalized, and undocumented, the spiritualist
approach provides little insight into what gives life to any work of
art — that is, human creativity. For example, Akkach focuses on “the
architectural order” of space by analyzing the circular form, which he
finds in the roof of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, the mosque of
Ibn Tulun in Cairo, and the ablution fountain of the mosque of Sultan
Hasan in Cairo.** The dome has been considered a powerful symbolic
feature by numerous architectural historians studying other cultures
and geographic regions, many of whom have drawn parallels with
the “Dome of Heaven” in the Christian and Roman traditions.*! Thus
one may ask what is specific about the form in the context of Islam?
What, one may wonder, are the parallels between the three domes, but
for their form? Choosing buildings associated with religious praxis is
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particularly deceptive, since some of the best-known domes belong to
palaces, such as the Hasht Behest pavilion in Isfahan.

The historical approach is one in which the object is studied within
a chronologically determined timeframe and viewed as responsive
to political and social dynamics. Multiple factors shape the patron-
age and production of the arts, such as economics, technology, and
perhaps even fashion. In studying art and history in synchrony with
such factors highlights its role as a cultural product, through the study
of which one may gain insight into a society at a particular moment in
time. Thus, a focus on historical specificity characterizes this work,
but does not exclude considerations of form, culture, or religion. The
“burden of history™ is one borne with great efficacy by Oyow Grabar,
who wrote the introduction to the inaugural volume of the journal
Mugarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture of the Islamic World, of
which he was the editor.*? In this essay, he outlines some obligations
for the historians of Islamic art, which include the use of primary
texts, the perusal of which “brings out questions or information perti-
u.oE to the history of the arts.” He continues that “still another obliga-
tion of art-historical research is to set up problems and pose questions
for cultural and literary historians,” an important point in which the
author situates art alongside disciplines that put emphasis on material
and literary culture.® The following examples take as a starting point
Grabar’s historical approach and may be seen as representative of
current methods in the scholarship.

ON SOME METHODS THAT SHED NEW LIGHT ON
OLD WORKS

A sophisticated engagement with texts distinguishes the work of
numerous scholars, exemplified by the work of Oya Pancaroglu, who
has analyzed the philosophical and aesthetic dimensions of Islamic
art by focusing on what has been an oft-neglected corpus relegated by
mostsurveys tothe “minorarts.” Herstudy of tenth-century epigraphic
pottery sheds light on the social dynamics of Samanid (819-1005)
courtly culture by closely “reading” both the objects and the contexts
that produced them. The Samanid elite based in Bukhara is credited
éﬁu the revival and enhancement of the Persian language, yet the
artistic environment around them was one that also drew inspiration
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from older Arabic art and literature. As Pancaroglu has pointed out,
the metaphors and aphorisms written on the Samanid pottery served
the purpose of extolling “aesthetic pleasures and ethical precepts,”
while simultaneously making references to ideas prevalent in other
contemporaneous disciplines, such as philosophy and alchemy.* The
texts guide not only the [be]holder’s eyes, buthermind as well, thereby
initiating an intense dialogue between the user and the object.
Reception of Islamic art and architecture within the societies that
produced them is an aspect that has been often neglected, although
there is ample evidence to understand its role in varied cultural envi-
ronments and historical moments. Two points are necessary to con-
sider regarding sources for the valuation of art; the first is that the
status of different media changed over time, an aspect determined by
changes in taste, technology, and demand. For example, as the exam-
ple of Samanid pottery shows, ceramics were very highly valued in
eastern Iran in the tenth century, a trend that would continue up until
the Safavid period, but with different forms and materials that drew
direct inspiration from contemporary Chinese Ming wares. The same
longevity was not enjoyed by objects from Fatimid Egypt, which,
unlike Samanid objects that were distinguished by their beautifully
articulated texts, were decorated with figural motifs that may be
understood to reflect the complex urban life of tenth-century Cairo.
Separated spatially, yet connected through the mobility of technolog-
ical knowledge, Fatimid and Samanid wares were distinct from each
other and responsive to the different needs of their users and makers.
Islamic art must be studied on its own terms, that is, the social,
historical, and material contexts that provide categories for its study
and evaluation. The literary genre of describing objects, paintings,
or building, called wasf; is one significant source for art historical

- enquiry.S In Safavid Iran, for example, the encomiastic poetry of

‘Abdi Beg Shirazi(d. 1581) in praise of palaces and shrines sheds
light on the role of buildings in the construction of an imperial iconog-
raphy of power by reporting on structures built for Shah Tahmasb.*
However, the poems are not simply lists or literal descriptions of
buildings, but constructs that represent the poet’s imagination as
well as the aesthetic principles of his times.*” The poetry of architec-
tural description, as exemplified by ‘Abdi Beg Shirazi, also provides
insight into features of design that were utilized by builders in the six-
teenth century. In contrast to the planar representation of architecture,
which is often employed by modern architects, ‘Abdi Beg’s poetic
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descriptions reveal the “elemental” approach through which Safavid
buildings were designed. That is, through the varying combinations
of discrete architectural forms these buildings — be they palaces or
shrines — were distinguished by the economic use of recognizable
architectural forms and embellishments that marked them as imperial
commissions.

The concept of economy is one that also characterizes the arts of
depiction, in particular, that of manuscript illustration. Repetition of
themes and iconography (for example the enthronement of rulers)
had been in practice since the earliest years of book illustration, yet
it is the beginnings of the Timurid period in the fifteenth century that
witnessed the codification of sophisticated conceptual frameworks
for the arts of calligraphy and painting.*® Sketches and fragmentary
works by renowned masters were collected in albums (muraqqa”)
compiled for the princely elite.* The albums were an integral part
of the gathering (majlis) that typified social practice in the Timurid
court, as well as its successors in Safavid Iran, Ottoman Turkey, and
Mughal India. This setting, comprised of princes, poets, painters,
and calligraphers — among other literati of the time — was the site for
the appreciation and critique of art and literature.®® The compiler of
the album, usually a high-ranked bureaucrat or scribe, was also the
author of a prefatory essay in the opening pages of the album, which
served to introduce the patron, the author, and the artists of their
era.’!

The role of the album was akin to that of a picture gallery or
museum, one in which the highest ideals of painting and writing were
displayed. In the mind of the “curator” of this two-dimensional gal-
lery, the collection was simultaneously an encomium to the patron,
evidence of the compiler’s knowledge and literary prowess, and
a compilation of great works of art. The past was evoked through
the genealogies of paintings, where older themes and images were
repeated and “improved” upon. Similarly the lineages of painters and
calligraphers were asserted through references to great masters, some
going back to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib. Albums were thus used as visual
treatises on the history of art, whose analysis sheds crucial light not
only on the makers of the art, but their patrons as well.

The albums functioned as design books for other artists and cal-
ligraphers to learn from and imitate. Compiled in the imperial ateliers,
the pages were scrutinized by students and copied by their teachers.
Pounce marks show that many pages, comprising of figures and
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i were used and reused many times before finally coming to
WMM mwmm,\amn the pages of the album. In the prefaces H, Ea NEEP the
authors list previous masters of calligraphy mna. painting and E.mon
the works collected in the album into a caoma.an Eﬂ.oQ of mn B&Gum
The lineages defined herein do not distinguish artists as E&Smcm__m
per se, but as parts of collective histories, whose works are .mEEmH \
connected despite the centuries that may movﬁmﬁ Eoumr Hro ideal Eﬁm
was not to find aberrations, but rather conformity within a dynamic

i and semantic expectations.
moﬁ wwumwwwﬂﬁo most Eﬁoaomnﬂm innovations in Hmﬂwap.m art ﬁoo.w place
in the realm of architecture, in particular when m..meEmG,w_mmeﬂo
cultures came into contact. Avoiding the issue of “influence” as a .mmh.u-
tor of dominance or superiority, one may suggest that a ormﬂmoﬂoﬂm\no
of Islamic art is its relationship with its own v.mmr mu.a importantly,
its appropriation and assimilation of art ?.E.H neighboring, .o»,_.”mc bo.ﬂw.,
Muslim, entities. As has often been noted, itis an art of mmmrmnou wi
other cultures, be they neighbors in war or peace. Although this n.Eme
would apply to all periods, examples from the mmooa.w to seventeent
centuries are perhaps the most well documented, both in contemporary
texts and their secondary interpretations. Take for example the marked
shift in the form of imperial mosques after ﬁm conquest of the former
Byzantine capital Constantinople/Istanbul in 1453 by the O:oH.umu
ruler Mehmet II (d. 1481). Moving away m.HoB. more modest, region-
ally determined forms (themselves likely E.%E& by local Ogmﬁwu
architecture), Ottoman imperial mosques in Istanbul were &amaa%
responsive to the great churches of Byzantium that Bm&oma. the _m_w. -
scape of that ancient capital city. The famed orﬁmw of Hagia Sop : Mu
completed in 537 for the Byzantine emperor FmaEmu (d. 565),was Ea
epitome of “great” architecture for the Muslim E_.Qm. Soon after . M
conquest by Mehmet I1, the church was ooH.Z.anom into 2 mosque wit
the addition of a mikrab niche and Qur’anic invocations on Ew :&oa-
ior, and minarets on the exterior. Subsequent 0sques would imitate
its massive, centralized composition, despite its anomalous form for
a mosque that requires linear directionality ﬂoém.& Z.moom. Eo,w\m,\mh
here as in other instances of appropriation, ?bocoum:mﬁ wasn’t nec-
essarily the goal; rather the new forms were BmEmoﬂ attempts at mrmHM
ing in the prestige and cognition mwmoowmﬁaa.ﬁﬁ Eo.: ?oamommmoﬂm.
the Ottoman case, the prestige of the Hagia Sophia was oocnbE.Em“
even for the great master architect Sinan (d. 1588), who wrote of % Mm
a masterpiece “without equal in the world.”** The goal, as stated by
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Sinan, was not to build a new formal vocabulary, but rather to improve
on the “original” work of art.

The study of Islamic art, be it paintings, portable wares, or archi-
Hm.oﬁ.ﬁa.“ requires the constant recontextualization of intellectual and
disciplinary boundaries. Not only must such a study unite religiously

.and politically distinct entities (such as Byzantium in the case of

Ottoman art), or geographically distant countries (such as China, in
the case of post-Mongol art), but also different fields (such as lit-
oama..nmu in the case of Samanid pottery or Safavid architecture). It is
precisely this type of creative interplay that defines Islamic art: the
wo_m ow the historian is to be similarly creative in his or her EwHEouHm of
:.Eomsmmmon. New areas of study must be opened up and intellectual
risks taken to enrich further the study and making of Islamic art.

ENDING WITH OPENINGS

Conventional surveys of Islamic art end with the eighteenth century,
as though the concept of an art defined through religious Egamom&om
ended with the Enlightenment. Within art historical discourses such
assumptions have been suspect for many years, nonetheless, works
from the contemporary cultures of the Middle East and South Asia
are relegated to the margins both of modern and Islamic art. The idea
that the modern history of Islamic art or the practices of architecture
mwa art-making are somehow separate from the artifacts prior to the
eighteenth century is a strange vanity displayed by the academies
where the “classical” periods are studied. It is without doubt that the
EE.:S that cleaved two sides of a historical moment (call it colo-
nialism, the end of empire, rise of modernism, call it the nineteenth
century) had tangible repercussions on the manner in which academic
scholarship and the political rhetoric of nation-building was devel-
.owoa. Yet continuing the division of the histories of Islamic art accord-
Ing to pre-colonial, colonial, and post-colonial periodization deprives
them of historical autonomy. As Anthony King wrote: .

_u.u\ irreversibly tying up their histories with “the West,” [this periodiza-
soﬁ va_moom the signifiers of their own indigenous, and multiple
vaOAﬁmmoum by others imposed from outside; it imposes an E%:om
historical linearity which fixes, temporarily and geographically, the
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colonial experience as the principal event, simultaneously privileging
the political and social elite created by colonialism over the subaltern
population, and displacing indigenous histories by those constructed
by the metropolitan core.>*

It is necessary to view Islamic art within a set of discrete, yet his-
torically and conceptually connected, events. Only when we can
situate and study this art as part of continuous trajectories can the
study of Islamic art become accessible and central to contemporary
discourses.

It is a fair assumption that the citizens of countries that have tra-
ditionally been grouped together under the banner of Islam no longer
identify solely with religious institutions. Ethnicity, nationalism,
gender, and sexuality are but a few additional markers in the fashion-
ing of contemporary selfhood. Artists from Islamic republics prac-
tice in New York and Amsterdam, some distancing themselves from
their artistic heritage while others embrace it; Americans who grew
up speaking English and practicing Christianity are among the most
skilled calligraphers of the Arabic language; multinational architec-
tural firms build mosques and cultural centers throughout Europe and
the Middle East. It is necessary therefore to broaden rather than limit
the parameters for an inclusive and dynamic definition of Islamic art
that looks beyond religious and regional classifications.

Islamic art, as any creative project, regardless of its origin, is ulti-

. mately concerned with questions of representation: that is, who and

what is being represented, and, most importantly, how does the work
of art inform that representation? A phenomenological approach
helps to understand better both the intentions of the makers and the
reception of the work of art, through an active and empathetic engage-
ment on the part of the viewer and the historian. As the examples have
demonstrated, most studies combine the particularities of history and
ideology within the cultural contexts that produced the artwork. Thus
access to the mentalities of a community, be it comprised of artists,
patrons, makers, or users, can be achieved by studying representations
in the texts that described the art as well as the objects themselves.
Toward that goal one may call for contemporary art that connects the
past with the present, informal works of art that draw upon a wider
constituency, and scholarship that involves discourses from multiple
disciplinary sites. In such polyvalent environments, Babylonian dis-
junctions can provide sites of emancipation for those who make and
study Islamic art.



376 Key Themes for the Study of Islam

I will here give a few titles that have extensive bibliographies that
can be used to go further into the study of the Qur’an. I will confine
myself to studies in English. A good summary of the debates about
the study of the Qur’an is Neil Robinson’s Discovering the Qur’an: A
Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text (Georgetown: Georgetown
University Press, 2004). This is an excellent summary of the history
of the study of the Qur’an in Europe and a detailed exposition of the
most important school in the study of the Qur’an, the German school.
The standard English introduction to the Qur’an is still W. M. Watt’s
reworking of Richard Bell’s Introduction to the Qur’an (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1991). For a feeling of the language of
the Quran see Michael Sells’ Approaching the Qur’an: The Early
Revelations, 2nd edition (Ashland, Oregon: White Cloud Press,

2006). The volume on the Qur’an in the series Books that Shook the’

Worldis written by Bruce Lawrence, The Qur’an: A Biography (New
York: Atlantic, 2006). For easy access to the scholarly debates on the
Qur’an, see Andrew Rippin, ed., The Blackwell Companion to the
Qur’an (Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 2006).

I would also like to draw the attention of the reader to a gem of
a book written on the myth of the Golden Bough in Islam; which
deals extensively with the Qur’an and its mythical world, written
by one of the leading literary critics of Arabic literature: Jaroslav
Stetkevych, Muhammad and the Golden Bough: Reconstructing
Arabian Myth (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996). The
works of Frangois Déroche deserve a special mention, especially
his The Abbasid Tradition: Qur’ans of the 8th to the 10th Centuries
AD (New York: Noor Foundation in Association with Azimuth
Editions, 1992).
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