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The Rationale for the Two Volumes of A Companion to 
Islamic Art and Architecture

In a short article published about 50 years ago, the historian S.D. Goitein made 
an impassioned plea for the notion of a singular Islamic history to be abandoned 
in favor of a more fragmented approach that obviated “the danger of abstracting 
a general picture of Islam which never was a historic reality.” Goitein argued the 
need for periodization to recognize a diversity obscured by the assumption that 
“continuity” could be equated with “uniformity.” Suggesting that it was “only 
the European prejudice or legend of the immovable East as well as insufficient 
familiarity with the sources, which induced people to take Islamic civilization as a 
single unit stretching with only insignificant variations” from the time of the 
Prophet to the present, Goitein was confident that identifying this problem would 
open the way to a closer and fuller examination of each period. Recognizing the 
presence of “definitely distinct phases,” yet rejecting an alternative taxonomic 
division along dynastic lines, he proposed to divide Islamic history into four major 
periods that constituted “organic units” ranging in time from the year 500 to the 
present, periods that corresponded to four distinct “civilizational” epochs. Even 
though Goitein admitted that periodization is most valuable when one is aware of 
its “limited validity,” this did not necessarily diminish its value. In fact, rather than 
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a merely didactic device he regarded periodization as nothing less than a  “scientific 
prerequisite.”1

The specific scheme proposed by Goitein has its problems, to which we shall 
return below, and the proposal was largely ignored by subsequent scholarship. 
Nevertheless, the issue that he sought to address, whose solution was to be found 
“along the lines of periodization,” has haunted the study of Islamic art and archi
tecture since its inception as a uniform field in the late nineteenth century. Until 
today, almost every survey book begins with a paradoxical attempt to deconstruct 
the term itself. The problem of where to locate Islamic art stems, at least in part, 
from the peculiarities of an invented rubric that must accommodate a vast array 
of artistic production spanning nearly 1400 years and straddling all continents. 
Moreover, if artistic appreciation fulfills some of the cultural functions of religious 
adulation, then the position of Islamic art is particularly fraught, with the qualify
ing adjective caught between a religious and cultural‐civilizational identification. 
The resulting ambivalence is reflected not only in the lengthy apologias that 
accompany its use but also in the tendency to oscillate between media‐based and 
dynastic taxonomies with ethnic or regional parameters.2

Many of these qualities were manifest in a myriad of new survey books of Islamic 
art and architecture in English published in the United States and Europe between 
1991 and 2009.3 The artifacts, manuscripts, and monuments imaged and repre
sented within these texts show a remarkable coherence in terms of their chrono
logical and geographical range, a coherence evident in the repetitious appearance 
of certain object types and even specific canonical works. Through consistencies 
in their inclusions and exclusions, these surveys may be seen as constituting and 
consolidating a canon, an “imagined community” of select monuments and 
objects that define the relatively new field of Islamic art history. There is for exam
ple a balance between architecture, painting, and the so‐called minor arts, an 
emphasis on elite artistic production rather than material culture more generally, 
and on the central Islamic lands at the expense of the Islamic West (Maghrib), 
Sub‐Saharan Africa, East and Southeast Asia. The works illustrated are those most 
readily accessible to European and American scholars, and they generally exclude 
from the canon any art produced in the Islamic world after about 1800; in effect, 
the end of Islamic art is made coincident with the advent of modernity. This 
exclusion reflects notions of authenticity that ignore the dynamic and heteroge
neous constitution of “Islamic” cultures, while producing them as a foil through 
which the modern emerges as a distinctly European phenomenon.4

The boom in survey books on Islamic art and architecture over the past two 
decades has certainly done much to popularize the field and to provide much‐
needed basic teaching tools while satisfying an ever growing market. Yet despite 
their usefulness, survey texts are inevitably marked by idiosyncratic choices, inclu
sions, and omissions that shape their treatment of the material that they cover. 
Moreover, as the consistency with which they terminate the narrative of Islamic 
art at 1800 suggests, they often reinforce rather than engage critically with some 
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of the historical peculiarities of the field. While acknowledging that the term 
“Islamic art” poses certain problems, survey books seek to consolidate its all‐
embracing framework and conspicuously shy away from criticizing the premises 
of the field’s canon, which is the very basis of the traditional survey as a genre; to 
quote one critic, art historical surveys are often “popular codifiers and guardians 
of the canon … curious unions of aesthetics, pedagogy, and commerce.”5 The 
same framework informs allegedly “universal” collections of Islamic art in museums 
that complement survey books by visualizing the canonical narratives of art  history 
for the general public, despite the contingencies that inevitably structure 
 collecting practices.6

Noting these problems, many of us have felt the additional need for a type of 
intermediary text bridging the gap between the summary treatment permitted by 
the genre of the survey text and the more specialist preserve of the academic 
 article and monograph. That need has been reiterated time and again by our 
 students and in conversations with colleagues, both in our own and in other 
fields. Our two volumes directly respond to this perceived need.

The Companion volumes are envisaged as a collaborative project for remapping 
a relatively young and exponentially expanding field in an accessible format, while 
at the same time pushing the limits of existing scholarship in ways that we con
sider both desirable and productive. Although the importance of general surveys 
for pedagogical and reference purposes cannot be denied, what moves any art 
historical field forward is transformative studies that introduce new information, 
unknown visual and written sources, innovative interpretations, and critical 
 perspectives. In the Islamic field, too, introductory surveys and more in‐depth 
studies accessible to a wider audience need to inform one another in an ongoing 
dialogue. Consequently, in addition to introducing new approaches to canonical 
subjects and newly commissioned work on neglected regions and topics, the two 
volumes of A Companion to Islamic Art and Architecture scrutinize some of the 
idiosyncrasies of the field.

The essays we have commissioned aimed to provide an opportunity for scholars 
to revisit and rethink subjects on which they have written in the past, with a view 
to articulating the wider significance of their research for a broader audience, 
while at the same time reassessing traditional wisdom in their historiography and 
proposing possible future directions. Equally, several of the essays included in the 
volumes represent innovative collaborative and comparative approaches to topics 
that are usually treated as discrete and distinct but which we believe could benefit 
from such experimental collaboration, in keeping with our broader objective of 
establishing lateral connections across the field. Others introduce regions and 
topics not usually covered in canonical histories of Islamic art and architecture.

Recent global events have galvanized interest in the themes and issues addressed 
by the essays in both Companion volumes, whose potential audience extends well 
beyond the Islamic field. We envisage that the volumes will provide an appealing 
source of information to a general educated audience, students, as well as 
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academics. It is anticipated that the readership of these volumes will include 
Western medievalists, Byzantinists, South and East Asianists, Renaissance and 
Baroque scholars, and early modernists in general, as well as others working in 
such disciplines as anthropology, history, comparative literature, religion, and 
visual and cultural studies. In addition, the engagement with questions of perio
dization that are raised by questions of modernity, pre‐modernity, and the  concept 
of a contemporary “Islamic” art (albeit briefly) has the potential to involve those 
interested in modern and contemporary art. The expansion of the Islamic field 
reflected in these volumes has given rise in some circles to a nostalgic longing for 
the traditional unity of what has grown to be a frustratingly “unwieldy” field, a 
longing for inherited frameworks motivated by a fear of fragmentation that 
“threatens to pull our field apart so that there will be nothing left at all.”7 This 
fear may be understandable, given the increasing competition for limited institu
tional resources, but it runs the risk of fostering suspicion of, if not resistance to, 
the inclusion of “peripheral regions” or art produced after 1800 within the canon 
of Islamic art history, as well as marginalizing new interpretative and theoretical 
approaches.

In fact, the tendency to treat regions, dynasties, and media as if they were 
 independent, hermetically sealed compartments in some surveys of Islamic art 
and architecture, with little attempt to articulate the internal or external dynamics 
of connectivity, has enhanced the much‐lamented fragmentation of the field. 
By contrast, more specialized, problem‐oriented publications produced over the 
last few decades have endeavored to counter the relative insularity of the field 
through an active engagement with multidisciplinary, transcultural, theoretical, 
and newly emerging interpretative approaches within the changing discipline of 
art history at large. It is mostly thanks to these methodological efforts to rein
scribe the study of Islamic art within the broader discipline of art history, where 
we believe that it belongs, that the field is prospering, and is increasingly being 
integrated into a growing number of art history departments. These develop
ments are directly related to processes of expansion and inclusiveness that, depend
ing on the writer, have been seen as either promise or threat.

The practice of Islamic art history seems to be at a juncture in which the mounting 
interest in this field from a global perspective overlaps with a fear concerning its 
disintegration into uncontrollably diverse specializations, bringing along with it 
an increasing distance from the methods of traditional scholarship. Our volumes 
respond in part to these internal frustrations by fostering scholarly collaborations 
intended to emphasize the dialectic between diachronic and synchronic 
approaches, or between a regional focus and the need to consider how the local 
connects with translocal cultural flows, forms, and practices. The essays that they 
contain reinforce the interconnections within the field whose growth, we believe, 
need not necessarily be perceived as a threatening source of weakness but rather 
as a sign of strength. Since it was never fully unified, we see no mounting danger 
in the field’s further enlargement. Instead, its transformation into a loosely 
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interconnected, multifocal and multivocal arena of inquiry can be seen as a mark 
of its coming of age.

As a landmark collaborative enterprise by leading experts of Islamic art and 
architecture, it is hoped that the Companion volumes will play a positive role in 
mending unnecessary rifts and growing factionalism in the field through promot
ing a multiplicity of equally viable viewpoints. To this end, many of the essays are 
co‐written, products of collaboration between two scholars, an innovation 
designed to highlight the need for multiplicity, multivocality, and the sharing of 
different kinds of expertise. This also underlies our emphasis on connectivity and 
a reconceptualized periodization aimed to reformat the field’s chronological 
structuring principles (see below).

In this respect, the analogy with Western art, which is likewise divided into 
numerous subfields requiring both specialized and general knowledge, seems 
 particularly germane to the perceived “unwieldiness” of the field of Islamic art 
history. Prior to the emergence of the modern discipline of art history in eighteenth‐ 
and nineteenth‐century Europe, there was no indigenous tradition either in 
Christendom or Islamdom for studying either “Western” or “Islamic” art in 
holistic fashion, as all‐encompassing universal fields. It may well be argued that 
the term “Islamic art” is not too different from the category of Western art, an 
equally “unwieldy” field with a frequently contested label for which no better 
substitute has been agreed upon.8 The chronological span and geographical 
extent of Islamic art is as vast as that of Western art, both of them spanning all 
continents, unlike other geographically more limited millennial artistic traditions. 
The parallels call into question the persistent search for particularistic answers to 
“what is Islamic art,” a question that is hardly ever asked about Western or 
Christian art whose spatio‐temporal boundaries are equally murky.9

Despite its acknowledged problems, no satisfactory alternative has emerged to 
replace the ambiguous appellation “Islamic” art. “Islamicate,” a term coined by 
Marshall Hodgson in the 1970s to denote the adoption of cultural forms that 
originated in the Islamic world, independent of religious identities, is gaining 
increasing acceptance, especially among scholars concerned with the intercultural 
reception of artistic forms and practices that originated in the Islamic world.10 
In  spite of increased attention to regional forms and practices in the study of 
Islamic art and architecture, there seems to be a general consensus that the diverse 
visual cultures grouped under this rubric do belong together in many ways. The 
challenge, then, is to account for transregional and transtemporal aspects of artis
tic production in the Islamic lands while also accounting for historical and regional 
differences.

Apropos the contested name of the field, a curious but illuminating episode is 
the short‐lived bilingual journal in French and Ottoman Turkish published in 
Paris in 1898 by the collector‐dealer Hakky‐Bey, titled Le Miroir de l’art 
Musulman (Mirror of Muslim Art), or, Mirʾat̄‐i sạnaȳı ̄ʿ‐i Islam̄iye (Mirror of the 
Arts of Islam).11 The use of the label “Islamic” in this journal and in an earlier 
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trilingual monograph published in Istanbul (in Ottoman Turkish, French, and 
German) for the International Vienna Exhibition in 1873, officially sponsored by 
the Ottoman sultanate that claimed the universal caliphate, complicates the 
assumption that this term was merely an invention of European Orientalists.12

Historically, the field has tended to lurch between extremes on the issue of its 
label and other contentious matters. The issue was thrown into high relief when 
the Metropolitan Museum in New York reopened its galleries of Islamic art in 
2011, renamed as Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia, and Later 
South Asia (ALTICALSA).13 This move from the unifying concept of an Islamic 
art to more fragmentary ethnic or regional taxonomies stood in contrast to the 
universalist aspirations or pretensions of encyclopedic museums. Yet it might be 
seen as a reversion to earlier periods in the history of the field when terms such as 
Arab or Persian art preceded the more universalizing categories of “Muhammedan” 
or Islamic art. In this case, however, the marginalization of the problematic adjec
tive was also informed by questions of geopolitics and sponsorship, galvanizing a 
historical unease with the religious implications of the “Islamic” in Islamic art, 
considered further below. Regardless of its motivation, the move to a more frag
mentary regional taxonomy begs the questions: What is the thread running 
through the art of all of these regions that might relate them? If there is no rela
tion between them, why does the art produced in all of these diverse regions have 
a dedicated gallery, why is it shown together?

For many scholars, the answer to such questions lies in a need to acknowledge 
the dialectic between transregional and regional, as well as diachronic and syn
chronic artistic forms and practices, a productive tension that accounts for geog
raphy and history while acknowledging the persistence of certain artistic forms 
and cultural practices across time and space. In fact, it could be argued that the 
need to negotiate between the local and the translocal, the lived experience of the 
quotidian and the ideal of an imagined community (umma) with a global reach, 
has been a consistent feature of Islamic cultures. Unless someone comes up with 
a truly brilliant, prize‐winning alternative, it seems more than likely that we will 
not abandon the field’s conventional rubric, which is a “brand name” shared with 
other branches of Islamic studies. Indeed, not everyone is so unhappy with this 
name, for the concept of Islamic art is deeply entrenched in museums and private 
collections as well, in addition to its increasing political deployment as a cultural 
mediator in the international arena.

The Structure of the Volumes and their 
Reconceptualized Periodization

Focused primarily on the Middle East and the medieval period until the 1980s, 
Islamic art history has by now expanded to encompass regions and periods tradi
tionally excluded from the canon. By incorporating essays on previously omitted 
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geographies, such as East and Southeast Asia, Sub‐Saharan as well as East and 
West Africa, and the Americas, the Companion volumes acknowledge the current 
state of scholarly practices with a life of their own. The volumes aim to provide a 
fuller understanding of the global interconnectivity of Islamic art and architec
ture, with its diverse fusions of transregional and regional elements. This wide‐
lens cross‐cultural perspective intersects with the current global turn in the 
discipline of art and architectural history, as reflected in the hiring preferences of 
departments and graduate student applications expressing a preference to work 
across and between the traditionally fixed boundaries of specialized fields.

Informed by critiques of Eurocentrism and colonialism, this trend has triggered 
a notable shift away from the former totalizing conception of civilizations/cultures 
as self‐contained and unified entities, in favor of exploring their permeable bound
aries, hybridity, diversity, and cosmopolitanism. The new stress on connectivity and 
mobility certainly resonates with contemporary multidisciplinary debates, favorable 
or not, on the present global world order: debates to which Islamic art and archi
tecture has much to contribute, given its copious interchanges with the arts of 
Europe, Asia, Africa, and more recently America.14 Although the present emphasis 
on porous cultural borders and malleability relates to the complex interactions that 
constitute the contemporary world, bringing into greater focus the global aspects 
of Islamic arts is not merely fashionable. It is an intrinsic and central characteristic 
of the field itself: a field crisscrossed by internal and external networks of exchange 
that are emphasized in the Companion volumes. At the same time, the essays 
acknowledge the importance of not ignoring local conditions, forms, and practices 
in favor of an exclusive emphasis on circulation and mobility. Consequently, many 
of the authors are concerned with intersections between the lateral flow of artistic 
forms and the vertical sedimentations and stratigraphies, rooted in traditions that 
shape specific modes of expression or reception.

This dialectical approach is not confined to questions of spatiality or spatial rela
tions, it also includes questions of temporality that are closely tied up with our 
emphasis on periodization. The inclusion of post‐1800 art and architecture in the 
second volume is in keeping with the ever growing interest in the modern and 
contemporary periods in the wider discipline of art history. Although debates 
about the appropriateness of the terms “Modern Islamic art” or “Contemporary 
Islamic art” mirror those surrounding the use of the term “Islamic art” itself,15 
the integration of these periods into the field’s expanded canon opens new vistas 
on the nature of modernity and contemporaneity, and on what constitutes the 
global and local. Currently most historians of Islamic art are medievalists or early 
modernists, with little expertise in modern and contemporary art. It is true that 
interest in these later periods is growing among Islamicists, but it is not yet clear 
how that interest will be served within a discipline that has traditionally equated 
visual modernity with Euro‐America, and carefully partitioned the modern from 
the pre‐modern. Debates about how exactly to situate the study of the modern 
and contemporary art of the Islamic lands are ongoing. Therefore, rather than 
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prejudge the issue, the final section of the Companion volumes includes specially 
commissioned essays that reflect the loci of current interest, while articulating 
some of the discussions and tensions around the question of Islam, art, and the 
contemporary. We remain convinced that the modern and contemporary would 
require a separate volume or volumes of their own, especially since comprehensive 
surveys of the subject are only recently starting to appear, supplementing the 
proliferation of articles or catalogue essays.16

The inclusion of the modern and contemporary forms part of a commitment to 
rethinking the periodization of the field, an endeavor that structures both vol
umes of A Companion to Islamic Art and Architecture. In keeping with our 
belief in the need for a plurality of approaches and voices, the periodization that 
we envision is not meant to be an inflexible straightjacket or to enforce new taxo
nomic orthodoxies. It does, however, engage the problem of choosing between 
dynastic and regional taxonomies. The basic division of the two volumes is struc
tured around the Mongol sack of Baghdad in 1258. That event is widely accepted 
as marking a watershed in the development of Islamic art and architecture, even 
if its impact on artistic production has sometimes been overstated. After 1258, 
new formal, iconographic, and stylistic paradigms were established, among them 
the introduction of chinoiserie in the eastern Islamic lands unified under the 
Mongols. The bipartite division adopted in the pair of Companion volumes has 
the practical advantage of facilitating their combined use with the two Pelican 
survey volumes of Islamic art and architecture based on the same chronological 
division (650–1250, and 1250–1800).17 Those surveys provide the basic descrip
tive encyclopedic background information for the more extended essays and 
 critical approaches introduced in our Blackwell volumes.

The revised edition of the first Pelican volume, co‐authored by Richard 
Ettinghausen, Oleg Grabar, and Marilyn Jenkins‐Medina, adopts a geographical 
organizing principle with an emphasis on the western Islamic lands. This mode 
of organization stresses regional characteristics at the expense of synchronic 
unities and varieties across different geographies, and tends to underplay paradig
matic shifts in chronology brought about by radical changes of regime. An excep
tion is made for Fatimid art, which is treated as a dynastic rather than regional 
category. On the other hand, the second volume, co‐authored by Sheila Blair and 
Jonathan Bloom, downplays geographical factors in favor of a chronological 
scheme, ordered under generally dynastic rubrics. The authors explain that they 
have given special emphasis to the arts of Iran, thereby accepting the canonical 
view that Islamic art was primarily Arab in its formative stage and overwhelmingly 
Persian thereafter. By contrast, coverage of the western Islamic lands, and North 
Africa in particular, occupies far less space, which is true of many of the recent 
survey books. The relatively summary treatment of the Maghrib in Anglophone 
scholarship is a reminder that the legacy of colonial “spheres of influence” contin
ues to resonate in modern scholarship; until today, the vast majority of published 
work on Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia being Francophone.
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While the bipartite chronological division of the two Companion volumes 
reflects standard practice, the nuances of the subdivisions within each volume 
propose, in effect, a new periodization for Islamic art and architecture. Within 
both volumes four further chronological subdivisions attempt to articulate the 
distinctiveness of major artistic and geopolitical developments during the more 
than 600‐year span accommodated under each of the two broad pre‐ and post‐
Mongol rubrics. These subdivisions are accompanied by our brief introductions 
to each period, outlining the main cultural, artistic, and historical developments.

Spanning one to two and a half centuries, each subdivision constitutes a rela
tively coherent time zone characterized by specific configurations of regions and 
polities extending throughout the Islamic lands. By combining temporal with 
artistic, cultural, geographical, sociopolitical, and spatial factors, these subdivi
sions are intended to counter the idea of Islamic art and architecture as a singular 
and uniform entity. As such, they fulfill a function not unlike that of Goitein’s 
differently conceptualized “distinct phases,” forming “organic units” intended to 
destabilize the alleged unity of Islamic history. Our subdivisions are also envi
sioned with a view to counterbalancing the predominance of diachronic approaches 
in the field of Islamic art, which tend to construct imagined geographical–artistic 
continuities within modern national territorial boundaries by deliberately down
playing differences, ruptures, and intercultural artistic exchanges. The tendency 
to read the past through the optics of present‐day national geographies has long 
obscured transregional synchronic unities and interactions with neighboring lands 
and non‐Muslim subcultures within pre‐modern Islamic polities, much as the 
comprehensive term “Islamic art” has afflicted the field with its tenuous univer
salism.18 Our aim in adopting this fourfold periodization in each of the two 
 volumes is to acknowledge difference and diversity, while also highlighting inter
connectivities that constitute artistic networks that may or may not conform to 
taxonomies based on dynastic or regional criteria.

We found a chronologically guided organizational concept preferable for our 
purposes than an alternative thematic scheme that is increasingly employed in 
survey books of Islamic art and architecture, museum installations, and pan‐
Islamic thematic symposia.19 Themes are certainly useful parametric devices in art 
historiography so long as they are properly historicized. Yet themes singled out in 
studies of Islamic art tend to be idiosyncratic, often reinforcing stereotypes about 
its presumed basic common denominators, thereby perpetuating ahistorical 
notions about the essential “character” or “spirit” of Islamic art and architecture. 
To that end, thematic approaches in the field generally deploy diachronic investi
gations revolving around the topos of unity in variety, or variety in unity.

Our concern with periodization reflects the problems with the term “Islamic art” 
discussed above, but it also intersects with a current interest in questions of peri
odization in the discipline of art history more generally. In 2008, for example, a 
special issue of Perspective, the house journal of the Institut nationale de l’histoire 
de l’art in France was dedicated to “La périodisation en histoire de l’art” 
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(Periodization in the History of Art). Acknowledging that periodization is essen
tial for the art historian, contributors to that volume considered its pros and cons, 
along with the problems raised by the necessity for the discipline to encompass a 
global dimension that brings with it the need for a kind of “geohistory,” combin
ing the coordinates of space and time. Periodization is a complex tool with obvi
ous, and somewhat arbitrary limits; it implies discontinuity and thus poses 
historical questions of continuity and change as well as agency.20

Because periodization may vary according to vantage point, we recognize the need 
for elasticity and do not insist on a single canonical model. Our matrix of periods is 
not incompatible with alternative pre‐existing chronologies, named differently and 
comprising smaller or larger chronological units. What we do insist upon, however, is 
the necessity of periodization as an essential tool for acknowledging difference and 
change across geographies and temporalities, a tool that provides an antidote to the 
persistence of ahistorical approaches to Islamic art history. Paradoxically, another 
advantage of periodization is its potential to offset the professed fragmentation of 
the field by promoting lateral links, “connective tissue” between otherwise separate 
subfields of Islamic art history, which form enclaves of scholarship that rarely engage 
in conversation with one another.21 Establishing more clearly defined periods of 
specialization may also counteract the field’s perceived tendency toward entropy, and 
eventual dispersal, by formally acknowledging that no single person can be expected 
anymore to be equally  proficient in all phases of Islamic art, as Oleg Grabar frankly 
admitted in a survey of the state of the field published in 1983:

the artistic experience of the Muslim world in over 1,400 years is too rich, too  varied, 
and too complex to lend itself to a single message, a single voice, or a single explana
tion. No one person can master its intricacies with the accuracy and commitment it 
deserves, and it would be a betrayal of its history to limit it to one formal system or 
to one set of explanations.22

The periods under which the essays of the Companion volumes are grouped 
 comprise coherent yet flexible spatio‐temporal matrices, with geographically and 
chronologically fluid boundaries. Each period represents changing modalities of 
human and nonhuman agency, with continually reconfigured constellations of 
Islamic visual cultures. These configurations can be conceptualized as interlinked 
networks of communication and exchange, with ever shifting urban centers of artis
tic production (whether royal or not) within which the parameters of unity and 
diversity were negotiated and historically reformulated. According to this dynamic 
model, no single unified Islamic art existed at any one time as a self‐contained static 
entity created by peoples or polities with fixed identities. Instead, one may conceiv
ably posit shifting identity strategies at work and successive processes of artistic 
formation and re‐formation operating diachronically.23

Within each of the chronological subdivisions that structure both volumes, the 
changing dynamics and ongoing formative processes of Islamic art have been 
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explored through essays comprising a multiplicity of intersecting narratives and 
multifaceted mappings of time, space, artifacts, society, religion, culture, and the 
agencies of specific actors. A “top–down” model privileging the patronage of dynas
tic rulers and elites has been counterbalanced by “bottom–up” forces, taking into 
consideration the tastes of urban middle classes and various subcultures, whether 
Muslim or non‐Muslim, as well as production in urban craft and court workshops. 
These inquiries firmly anchored in time and space are based on a close engagement 
with visual and written sources. Needless to say, there are obvious thematic, regional, 
and media‐based connections between some essays contained under separate peri
ods, which can be read in conjunction with one another by those interested in 
pursuing the diachronic threads that weave together the two Companion volumes.

The first volume titled “From the Prophet to the Mongols” is subdivided into 
the parts corresponding to the following four periods: (I) The Early Caliphates, 
Umayyads, and the End of Late Antiquity (650–750); (II) Abbasids and the 
Universal Caliphate (750–900); (III) Fragmentation and the Rival Caliphates of 
Cordoba, Cairo, and Baghdad (900–1050); (IV) “City States” and the Later 
Baghdad Caliphate (1050–1250). The second volume, in turn, is titled “From 
the Mongols to Modernism” and subsumes parts correlated with the following 
quadripartite periodization: (V) “Global” Empires and the World System 
(1250–1450); (VI) Early Modern Empires and their Neighbors (1450–1700); 
(VII) Modernity, Empire, Colony, and Nation (1700–1950); (VIII) Islam, Art, 
and the Contemporary (1950–Present).

Where our eightfold periodization differs from that of Goitein mentioned 
above is his more reductive division into four periods that completely elide the 
early modern era. Goitein’s scheme begins with two shorter periods (500–850 
and 850–1250), after which there is an unusually protracted intermediate period 
of stasis spanning 550 years (1250–1800),24 which then culminates in the modern 
era, or a period defined as “1800–Present, Transition to National Cultures, mainly 
inspired by sources other than Islam.” Goitein’s omission of the early modern 
period reflects a now outdated view that Islamic civilization continued to be 
medieval until the modern epoch, with no Renaissance and Reformation of its 
own, eventually losing its vitality as a declining civilization that was finally trans
formed by “Western impact.”

It has been claimed that “one can speak of a unified [Islamic] civilization and art” 
for the pre‐Mongol period, but not later on when it “becomes more difficult to speak 
of a single Islamic art.”25 Because of this common assumption the  post‐Mongol era 
has traditionally posed a distinct challenge to more systematic analyses of the modali
ties of continuity and change through periodization. The spatio‐temporal matrices 
that organize essays in the Companion volumes complicate that assumption by alto
gether dissolving the pre‐1250 unity paradigm, and by introducing in the second 
volume four coherent periods with a tighter and more integrated treatment. As such, 
the truly radical changes that appeared after 1250 become a matter of degree, rather 
than a complete breakdown requiring an entirely different or atomistic approach.
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Conversely, the periodization adopted here is also intended to address a relative 
lack of subtlety in the conceptualization of the early modern period. This is telling 
indeed, as the art historiography of the early modern period has undergone 
unprecedented development over the last two decades, with the modern and con
temporary periods recently beginning to follow suit. It is such discrepancies in 
established schemes that the reconceptualized periodization we propose in the 
Companion volumes seeks to remedy.

Foundations and Historiography of the Field

Belief that Islamic cultures exist in a time of their own (or even outside of time) 
is one of the main factors that motivated the traditional segregation of Islamic art 
and architecture from coeval post‐medieval periods in surveys of global art history 
(particularly Renaissance to contemporary). This denial of coevalness is evident in 
surveys of world art not only in the omission of Islamic artworks produced after 
1700 or 1800 but also in the anachronistic medievalization of masterpieces from 
the early modern period. Thus the latter works are often relegated to a chapter on 
the Middle Ages, instead of appearing where they belong chronologically; namely, 
in the Renaissance and Baroque periods that are exclusively defined in terms of 
Western European styles.26

Whereas the late antique and medieval periods have traditionally been treated 
as coeval with their counterparts in the Western tradition (Byzantine, Romanesque, 
and Gothic), integrating early modern Islamic art into the Eurocentric historiog
raphies of global art history has posed a major problem. That problem is embed
ded in the questionable nineteenth‐century view that the classical Mediterranean 
artistic heritage, shared in common by early and medieval Islamic art, became the 
exclusive preserve of Europe after the Renaissance. At the root of the problem is 
the traditional conceptualization of Renaissance humanism as marking a major 
cultural break between Christian Europe and its Islamic neighbors, a unique sui 
generis phenomenon that inaugurated modernity only in the West. The idea is 
only recently being questioned in revisionist studies by Europeanist scholars who 
attempt to “reorient” the Renaissance between East and West.27

These studies have done much to remedy some of the problems highlighted 
here, but they tend to focus on the relations between Europe and one or more 
non‐European cultures. As a result, Europe and the Renaissance remain firmly 
entrenched at the heart of contemporary scholarship, with its strong focus on 
early histories of the “global.” While the participation of the Islamic world in the 
“Renaissance” can no longer be doubted, the global resonances of Islamic art and 
architecture outside of its relation to Europe both before and after 1250 need 
more sustained study. Under the Abbasid caliphate, for example, merchants 
from Arabia, Iraq, and Iran were actively engaged in mercantile networks that 
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connected China, East Africa, India, Indonesia, and the Middle East. Similarly, in 
the early modern period, Indian merchants and their agents traded in the Ottoman 
lands and Safavid Iran, while the manuscript cultures of the Horn of Africa, 
Arabia, Egypt, and Southeast Asia were marked by intensive mutual exchanges 
across remarkable distances; Europe’s contribution to this network spanning 
thousands of miles lay simply in providing industrially produced paper.28 These 
sorts of case studies are ongoing, and promise to broaden the horizons of the 
global well beyond its traditional Eurocentric focus.

A related issue has been the theorization of Islam as a civilization that is “inter
mediate,” trapped in the “Middle Ages” between classical antiquity and its redis
covery by early modern European humanists. This leaves the art and architecture 
of Islam (if not Islamic cultures in general) permanently fixated on and unable to 
transcend their avowed creative zenith in the medieval period. One of the leading 
proponents of that position was Carl Heinrich Becker (d. 1933), the renowned 
Orientalist scholar and Prussian minister of culture who institutionalized Islamic 
studies in Germany and founded the still influential journal Der Islam. Becker’s 
paradigm of world civilizations was progressive in its integration of Islam into 
Europe, but only as the “middle link” of global history. In his hierarchical ranking 
of civilizations Becker placed Islam below Europe and above Africa, assigning to 
it a central position in world history as the mediator between East and West. 
Although following the lead of earlier Germanophone scholars such as Alois Riegl 
(d. 1905) in acknowledging the shared Hellenistic‐cum‐late antique roots of 
Islamdom and Christendom during the Middle Ages, Becker regarded Renaissance 
humanism as marking a permanent cultural break between Western Europe and 
the Islamic world. This perspective was echoed in the primarily medieval Islamic 
collections of the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, inaugurated in 1932, after being 
housed since 1904 at the Kaiser Friedrich Museum (now the Bode Museum). 
The Pergamon Museum’s Islamic wing occupies a physically intermediary  position 
between ancient archaeology and the Bode Museum’s late antique to medieval 
collections, which culminate in the modern period. In this way, it quite literally 
performs the central mediating role allocated to Islamic art at that time.29

The idea of Islamic art as a medieval art is therefore profoundly engrained in 
the field’s self‐definition, which has consistently privileged formative origins over 
processes of historical development. The early medieval period in the heartland of 
the Fertile Crescent has customarily been considered the “classical moment” 
when the norms of typically Islamic art allegedly became codified in the ninth 
century, leading to the assessment of works from later periods as derivative 
regional variants, an idea underlining the pervasive idea of unity in variety. This 
perspective can be correlated with the “golden age” and “decline” paradigms 
advanced by text‐based Oriental studies that glorified the ninth century as the 
highpoint of “classical” Islamic civilization, which thereafter entered a long period 
of decline after fulfilling the useful service of transmitting the classical Greek 
 heritage to Europe via Arabic translations.
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The protracted decline was generally correlated with the fragmentation of the 
Abbasid caliphate, the challenge posed by Shiʿi dynasties such as the Fatimids, the 
eventual political ascendancy of the Seljuq Turks in the eleventh century, followed 
by a succession of Turko‐Mongol dynasties with Persianate cultural affinities in 
the eastern Islamic lands, and the last artistic glories of medieval Arab civilization 
manifested in Mamluk Syria and Egypt on the one hand, and in Nasrid Spain and 
the Maghrib on the other. According to this school of thought, by the early mod
ern period (often conflated with the modern era), Islam had sunk into an inexo
rable state of backwardness only to be rescued by more advanced European 
powers. Even the traditional geographical scope of the field of Islamic art history 
roughly corresponds to the specialization of European Orientalist scholars on the 
medieval Middle East, with its three leading languages in hierarchical order 
(Arabic, Persian, and Turkish) that resulted in the marginalization of other 
 relevant languages (such as Amharic, Greek, Syriac, Armenian, Hebrew, Urdu, 
Sanskrit, Mongolian, Chinese, Malay, Swahili, or Slavic, to name a few).

Closely allied to the “golden age” and “decline” paradigms, which informed 
the periodization of Islamic art history, is the dialectic of continuity versus innova
tion. The filiation of Islamic art and architecture with the heritage of Hellenism 
in late antiquity was a productive paradigm for theorizing the formation of Islamic 
art.30 However, the recent shift in historiography from a model of relative rupture 
to uninterrupted continuity is not entirely satisfactory, since it fails to account for 
the agency of an Umayyad contribution to the art of a “long late antiquity.”31 The 
assessment of continuity versus innovation is ultimately dependent upon differ
ences in approach and the impossibility of an ideal framework, given the diverse 
and disparate nature of the Islamic field. In the study of the early Islamic period 
the dialectic between continuity and innovation, or diversity and unity, is directly 
related to questions about where and when a distinctive Islamic art emerges, what 
its defining features might be, and the perennial question: What is “Islamic” 
about Islamic art? This in turn is connected to the larger previously mentioned 
tendency for scholarship on (and constituting) Islamic art to swing between two 
extremes, from the ahistoricity and potential essentialism of the term “Islamic,” 
to the secularism of ethnically and regionally inflected historical categories.

As is well known, interest in Islamic luxury goods and material culture in the 
West goes back to the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, amplified from the 
 fifteenth century onwards by increased mobility and the circulation of prints and 
travel literature with the advent of the printing press. Nevertheless, serious aca
demic study of Islamic art and architecture dates from the period of the 
Enlightenment.32 From the eighteenth century onwards, European travelers and 
scholars began to collect and write about Islamic art, both from first‐hand experi
ence of Islamic lands and from the random selection of coins, metalwork, and 
paintings in European collections at their disposal. The question of attitudes to 
images often crops up in these early studies. In 1721, for example, the topic of 
painting among the Turks and Persians was treated at length in a memoire by the 
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French royal geographer Bourguignon d’Anville.33 A more imaginative explora
tion of images in Islamic societies, written by the Venetian Abbé Toderini, 
appeared in French (translated from the Italian) in 1789, and was frequently cited 
thereafter. The essay is particularly interesting for having been inspired by the 
Abbé’s acquisition of an illustrated Ottoman copy of the Tarı ̄kh‐i Hind‐i gharbı ̄ 
(The History of the West Indies), published in 1730 by Ibrahim Müteferrika 
(d. 1745), a Hungarian convert to Islam who ran a celebrated printing press in 
Istanbul. One of the first illustrated printed books in Ottoman Turkish, the text 
was accompanied by 12 woodcut illustrations in which both men and animals of 
the Americas were depicted.34

Despite these pioneering studies, it was only towards the end of the nineteenth 
century that a combination of Orientalist scholarship, colonialism, archaeology, 
the rise of the museum and ephemeral exhibition, and even the department store 
spurred the emergence of more concerted and systematic approaches to the study 
of Islamic art and architecture. Studies on the historiography of the field have 
amply documented its origins at the interstices of Oriental studies and philology, 
epigraphy, numismatics, archaeology, museology, collecting and the art market, 
with art history being a relative latecomer.35 This is not the place to repeat the 
detailed genealogy of that trajectory, yet it must be strongly emphasized that 
the study of Islamic objects and monuments was central to the development of 
the wider discipline of art history as a whole, particularly in Austria and Germany. 
Relevant figures include the likes of Alois Riegl, whose post as curator of the 
 carpet collection of the Museum of Applied Arts (MAK) in Vienna spurred an 
interest in ornament that found expression not only in a much‐neglected book on 
Islamic carpets but also in a series of path‐breaking books on late antique, medi
eval, and early modern ornament. These challenged the prevailing orthodoxies 
within the nascent discipline of art history by arguing for continuity and transfor
mation, rather than decline, between the arts of classical antiquity and Islam, a 
topic that continues to resonate in modern scholarship.36 Those who followed 
Riegl’s lead included Wilhelm von Bode (d. 1929), Friedrich Sarre (d. 1945), 
Ernst Herzfeld (d. 1948), Ernst Kühnel (d. 1964), Kurt Erdmann (d. 1964), and 
Richard Ettinghausen (d. 1979), scholars who initiated a sophisticated apprecia
tion of Islamic art and architecture through archaeological explorations within 
the Ottoman territories, as well as studies on the “arabesque” and ornament, the 
applied arts, and particularly carpets.37

Ettinghausen, a museum assistant participating in the installation of Islamic 
 collections at the Pergamon Museum before immigrating to the United States 
from Nazi‐controlled Germany, was the main catalyst in linking the tradition of 
art historical scholarship in German‐speaking countries with the emerging Islamic 
field in his new habitat. He and his younger colleague, Oleg Grabar (d. 2011), 
who was educated in France and the United States, have unanimously been hailed 
as the two leading doyens of the field in American scholarship. Their predecessor 
Mehmet Aga‐Oglu (d. 1949), a scholar, curator, professor, and founding editor 
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of Ars Islamica (published 1934–1951), who pioneered the establishment of that 
field during his 20‐year career in the United States, was born to Turkish parents 
in Yerevan, Armenia, and educated in Moscow, Istanbul, Berlin, and Vienna. 
In Tsarist Russia, late Ottoman Turkey, Austria, and Germany he met and studied 
with some of the founding figures of the field, including Halil Ethem Eldem 
(d. 1938), Carl Heinrich Becker (d. 1933), Ernst Herzfeld (d. 1941), and Josef 
Strzygowski (d. 1941).38

The connections between these individual actors testify to the international 
cosmopolitan milieus within which the field initially flourished through a collabo
ration of “foreign” (primarily French and German) and “indigenous” networks of 
expertise. In addition to key German contributions to the early history of the 
field, other centers for the study and collecting of Islamic art complemented this 
early multinational core (especially the United Kingdom, France, Italy, Spain, the 
Soviet Republics, Iran, Egypt, Syria, and South Asia), with Paris, London, and to 
a lesser degree New York constituting the primary centers for the art market 
 initially dominated by Armenian dealers. Particularly after World War I, art his
torical scholarship proliferated in nation states with an Islamic visual patrimony, 
such as Iran, Turkey, Egypt, Iraq, India (and later Bangladesh and Pakistan), 
Spain, Italy (Sicily), and the Soviet Central Asian Republics.

Recently, the early historiography of Islamic art and architecture has become a 
lively subject of critical inquiry in its own right.39 Thanks to these inquiries the 
ways in which trends in late nineteenth‐ and early twentieth‐century scholarship 
in Europe, the Middle East, and the United States have shaped the development 
of the field are becoming increasingly apparent. This is especially evident in the 
pervasiveness of certain favored topics above others, among them some of the 
peculiar tropes of the field that we will discuss in the next section. A central topic 
of interest was the already mentioned shared late antique heritage of Islamic art 
with Christendom and Judaism.40 In addition, some of the early interest shown in 
Islamic art was functional or utilitarian. Studies on the “arabesque,” and more 
generally decorative motifs and ornament, constituted a consistent topos that was 
initially instrumentalized for improving the industrial arts in Europe, becoming 
widely emulated by practitioners of the Arts and Crafts movement, and later on 
of the Art Deco and Art Nouveau styles. Islamic arts and calligraphy subsequently 
captivated the imagination of avant‐garde modernist artists interested in abstrac
tion (a theme discussed further below), as well as modern and contemporary 
architects‐designers.41 As an offshoot of the fascination with the eternal arabesque 
and its roots in late antique prototypes, interpretations of the timeless unity, 
“character” or “spirit” of Islamic art too gained momentum.42 So did the ques
tion of aniconism and the alleged Islamic prohibition of figural representation, as 
discussed below.43

The primacy of Near Eastern archaeology in early research firmly established 
the centrality of Islamic architecture and the so‐called Islamic city in scholarship, 
along with the affiliated subject of the “paradise garden,” part of an ongoing 
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fascination with the theme of Paradise as an assumed trope in Islamic art.44 With 
the agency of collectors and museums, subjects such as “Persian painting” eventu
ally surfaced as subfields along with other media‐based research on calligraphy, 
carpets, textiles, ceramics, glass, and metalwork. The reception of the “arts of 
Islam” in France at the turn of the twentieth century and the biographies of 
Parisian tastemakers have shown that the collections of the Musée des Arts 
Decoratifs were dominated by samples of “later Islamic art,” which exercised a 
greater appeal to collectors than did the antiquarian tastes of Orientalist scholars, 
with their focus on early Islamic archaeology and epigraphy.45 Media‐based sub
fields were soon accompanied by studies focusing on particular ethnic or national 
artistic traditions with racial overtones. The teleological genealogies of Arab 
(Egyptian, Syrian, Iraqi), Moorish (Spanish, North African), Persian, Indian, 
Turkish, and Central Asian art were subsequently complemented by monographic 
books on associated dynastic subcategories (e.g., Fatimid, Ayyubid, Mamluk, 
Seljuq, Mongol‐Ilkhanid, Timurid, Uzbek, Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal to 
name the more prominent examples).

The desire to account for the unity and variety of Islamic art by reference to 
ethno‐religious character traits has occluded the complexity of transregional artis
tic production in Islamic lands constituted as multiethnic, multilinguistic, and 
multiconfessional polities before the advent of modern nation states. The intimate 
connection between colonialism and European Orientalist scholarship on Islamic 
art and architecture is a widely acknowledged factor that contributed to shaping 
the field’s early historiography. While this is generally recognized, the almost 
simultaneous mirroring of concepts absorbed from European Orientalist scholar
ship in the early nationalist and pan‐Islamist narratives of native scholarship in 
Islamic countries has only recently been exposed. Hence, Orientalist and nation
alist paradigms were inextricably entangled in the art and architectural historiog
raphy of the Islamic field, produced by European and indigenous scholars alike.46

The legacy in postcolonial scholarship of divisions based on colonial era zones 
of influence is another factor that is not readily acknowledged. This includes the 
predominance of Francophone scholarship on North Africa and Syria, Anglophone 
interests in Egypt and India, and Russian scholarship on Central Asia, a division 
of labor producing scholarship that cleaves along cultural and linguistic fault 
lines. Although Iran and the Ottoman empires were not colonies, various over
lays of colonial influence prevailed in both. The resulting fragmentation in schol
arship brought about the sundering of North Africa from Spain, Egypt, and 
Syria; of India from Pakistan, Afghanistan, Central Asia, and Iran; of Iran from 
Anatolia, Central Asia, and Afghanistan. The anti‐Ottomanism of French and 
British colonial scholarship in areas seized from that empire contributed to the 
devaluation of Ottoman‐Turkish art, until it was promoted as a legitimate field 
of study by the efforts of German and Austro‐Hungarian art historians and their 
native colleagues, at a time when strong political alliances joined together these 
multinational empires.47 Emerging forces of the art market also exerted a 
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considerable influence on the ethnographic construction of a hierarchy of 
peoples and artistic traditions that came to privilege Persian art (seen as the 
product of an “Aryan” people) by the early twentieth century, resulting in the 
deliberate mislabeling of Turkish artifacts as Persian or Turko‐Persian, and those 
of India as Indo‐Persian.

Much like the Ottoman Balkans, Soviet Central Asia remained disconnected 
from mainstream scholarship on Islamic art and architecture, along with entire 
areas excluded from survey books, such as China, Mongolia, Indonesia, and Africa 
(with the exception of its northern strip). In short, the exclusions and subdivi
sions of postcolonial scholarship, accompanied by linguistic barriers, have played 
no small role in obstructing comprehensive studies on the global connectivity of 
Islamic visual cultures in formerly linked geographies, which constituted contact 
zones and spaces for intercultural interaction over the centuries. Some of the 
essays commissioned for the two Companion volumes address aspects of this 
 legacy, providing diverse perspectives on their ramifications and focusing on 
underrepresented periods, regions, and topics.

Some Historical Peculiarities and Tropes of the Field

Favorite themes and topics of nineteenth‐ to mid‐twentieth‐century scholarship 
continue to prevail among the historical peculiarities and tropes of studies on 
Islamic art and architecture. Here we briefly touch upon some of them, including 
the paradoxical treatment of religion, the role of written sources, the canonical 
position of epigraphy and archaeology, the primacy of architecture and the deco
rative or “minor arts,” the emphasis on an assumed Bilderverbot (prohibition of 
images), and the prevalence of iconographic approaches to Islamic art.

A perennial problem inherent in the monolithic concept of Islamic art has been 
a dubious universalism, attributed to the common denominator of religion or 
religious culture. The treatment of religion, in turn, constitutes a central paradox 
in the field which oscillates between two poles of scholarship, from the secularism 
of historical frameworks to the ahistoricity of religious essentialism, namely, from 
the occlusion of religion to its elevation as the main determining factor of artistic 
production.48 As we have seen, this oscillation is apparent in historical pendulum 
swings between ethnic or regional (and secular) categorization (Arab, Persian, or 
Turkish art) through the more universalizing “Islamic art” and back again. The 
question “what is Islamic about Islamic art?” has generated answers ranging from 
Islam as religion, to Islam as culture and civilization.

The culture–civilization perspective, which may or may not include a religious 
dimension, tends to be focused on issues of power politics, ideology, and royal 
patronage. What has only rarely been emphasized is the interface between the 
visual arts and contemporaneous trends in theology, legal theory, philosophy, the 
sciences, technology, literature, or music. One of the reasons for this striking 
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segregation of artistic–architectural production from cultural–intellectual pursuits 
is the prevalent assumption that art‐makers in the Islamic lands were mostly 
 illiterate handworkers, cut off from the contexts of high culture intellectual envi
ronments that surrounded them; this despite the abundant signatures on medie
val objects and monuments (contradicting an established trope regarding the 
reluctance of Muslim artists to sign their work) or evidence for medieval ceramicists 
composing the verses they inscribed on their works.49 This modernist assumption 
about the autonomy of Islamic visual arts is sometimes compounded by the posi
tivism of the field’s traditional methods and the substratum of an anti‐intellectual 
stance against interpretation or theory.50

The alternative response to the question “what is Islamic about Islamic art?” 
foregrounds religion as the pre‐eminent component and motivator. What is 
understood by religion entails a wide spectrum of interpretation, sometimes tend
ing towards an essentialism rooted in the idea of a timeless, unchanging, and 
monolithic Islam. At the other end of the spectrum is recent revisionist scholar
ship that questions conventional understandings of the historicity of the Prophet 
Muhammad, the Qurʾan and the Sunna and hadith. One advantage of such hard‐
line revisionist approaches is that they have inspired debate and spurred a range of 
excellent scholarship on early Islam.51 By contrast with this intense focus on 
 origins, however, the impact of Sunni versus Sunni, and Sunni versus Shiʿi sectari
anism on artistic production, has generally been marginalized by monolithic 
visions of an artistic tradition unified by Islam, while Sufism is largely neglected, 
although valorized.52

Unlike studies on medieval art in the Latin West or Byzantium that have 
 routinely been contextualized by the use of historical sources on mysticism and 
theological controversies (Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox, or Protestant), 
interpretations of Islamic art hardly ever turn to juridical or theological texts that 
may shed light on the historicity of religious attitudes towards the visual arts in 
different times and places, other than standard hadith collections or the Qurʾan. 
A curious paradox of the field of Islamic art and architecture, then, is that while 
the term “Islamic art” suggests the centrality of religion, and while there has been 
a consistent fascination with the idea of Paradise among historians of Islamic art, 
there has been very little scrutiny or clarification of the nature of potential con
nections between artistic production and religious belief that goes beyond subjec
tive judgments veering between the poles of secular humanism and ahistorical 
religiosity. Curiously, this is true even of the art historical treatment of the early 
development of mosques and the material Qurʾan (mushaf).

Arguably, the reluctance to make use of exegetical, juridical, and theological 
sources in order to understand artworks for which only few contemporary sources 
exist, reflects the historical origins of the field in a secular humanist milieu that 
was suspicious of religion in general, and religious Islam in particular. In addition, 
there has been a tendency among historians of Islamic art to perceive sources seen 
as religious as existing outside of history, and therefore incapable of providing the 
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“hard” data privileged in the field. Despite this reticence, some recent studies of 
specific kinds of material forms and practices – among them early funerary archi
tecture, mosques, medieval metalwork, and imported paper –have drawn  liberally 
from both exegetical literature (tafsir) and Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) to excel
lent effect.53

The reluctance to engage with the widest possible range of primary sources is 
not only the product of an ambivalent attitude towards religion but also points to 
some historical peculiarities in approaches to textual sources more generally. In his 
1951 essay on the state of studies on “Islamic Art and Archaeology,” Richard 
Ettinghausen noted the division of the field into two camps whose methods 
should be combined: on the one hand scholars of Islamic studies without ade
quate visual skills, and on the other hand those well versed in stylistic analysis 
without sufficient command of textual sources. Thus, among the future agendas 
of the field, he highlighted the “need to study written primary sources so as to 
move beyond formal stylistic considerations to wider aspects of meaning and 
 cultural context.” A comparable contextual approach was promoted by Oleg 
Grabar, who emphasized the linguistic training of students in order to merge 
text‐based and visual analysis common in other fields of art history. Thus in 1976, 
he recommended the compilation of repositories of documents and translations 
of primary sources among future priorities of the field.54

Despite this, and regardless of the fact that a vast array of potential primary 
sources has yet to be effectively marshaled for the study of Islamic material cul
ture, a recent survey of the field asserts a preference for “traditional approaches” 
that “begin with the artworks themselves,” attributing the shift of research to 
later periods since the 1970s to the greater availability of documentary evidence 
for those periods and to “the current fashion to privilege the text over the work 
of art itself,” which requires “fancy footwork” to link written and visual sources.55 
However, in addition to the clear failure to capitalize on the widest possible range 
of sources for the medieval or pre‐modern period, as in other fields, so too in the 
study of Islamic art the post‐medieval period is naturally characterized by a larger 
number of  written and visual sources. The extant artifacts and buildings are com
plemented by new genres of writing on the arts from the fifteenth century onward, 
especially in Persian and Turkish. Primary written sources in the Islamic lands that 
specifically concern the visual arts, such as biographies of calligraphers and paint
ers, treatises on calligraphy, or on the lives of architects, emerge rather late during 
the early modern period as in Europe, which developed its own discourses on the 
arts from the Renaissance onwards. As for the medieval or premodern period, 
the written sources of the Islamic world are quite comparable if not richer than 
their Western counterparts, comprising a wide range of subjects such as aesthet
ics, biography, calligraphy, cosmology, geography, geometry, hagiography, hisba 
(a legal genre of market regulation that includes the arts and crafts), history, juris
prudence, legal endowments (waqfiyyas), literature, mathematics, metaphysics, 
music, philosophy, poetics, and theology.56
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Many of these neglected potential sources have their own genre conventions 
that require specialist knowledge to navigate; conversely, those versed in the con
texts and conventions of such sources are often unaware of their implications for 
the study of material culture. What is badly needed are more collaborative enter
prises between scholars of material culture and texts. Perhaps an unexpected 
advantage of the current crisis in the funding of the humanities is that it will foster 
such collaborations across disciplinary boundaries, even if only for pragmatic 
 reasons. One practical problem that has governed access to such sources is the 
frequent absence of published editions or recensions of key primary texts, let 
alone trustworthy translations. Recent initiatives to address this problem by pub
lishing bilingual editions of major works are to be welcomed and may well change 
the nature of the source materials employed by art historians.57 Typically,  however, 
the same narrow range of texts available in translation in European languages 
has been endlessly recycled in art historical scholarship on the Islamic world, 
much as the same small coterie of canonical objects is consistently reproduced in 
illustrated survey texts. Rather than challenging the canon, or expanding its reach, 
such circumscription and repetition tends to reinforce the status quo, reducing 
the history of Islamic art to the objects and texts most accessible to (mainly Euro‐
American) scholars.

Instead of the paucity or proliferation of primary sources, the real issue seems 
to be the range of texts that scholars imagine to be useful, as well as questions of 
what one is looking for in texts, how one uses them, and whether or not they can 
shed light on the visual arts. The use of primary written sources was and still is 
generally limited to establishing facts concerning dates, provenance, and attribu
tion, spiced with some anecdotal narratives. With a few exceptions, the immense 
corpus of medieval and post‐medieval juridical, literary, and poetic sources remains 
largely untapped, thanks to the traditional emphasis on cataloguing and taxo
nomically classifying available artifacts. No wonder, then, that the field has been 
dominated by surveys, archaeology reports, and exhibition catalogues, as Oleg 
Grabar noted in 1976.58

One strand of scholarship on Islamic art to which the use of texts has been 
central is the search for meaning and symbolism, characterizing the work of many 
scholars in the post World War II period. At its best, this has inspired work that 
attempts to bridge the gap between things and texts; at its worst, it has resulted 
in crude essentialism, the idea of essential meanings attaching to “Islamic” artistic 
forms, regardless of where and when they occur.59 Within the academy, the most 
common manifestation of this interest in questions of meaning is seen in the pro
liferation of iconographic studies in the second half of the twentieth century, 
largely focused on the content and meanings of images. In addition to their 
advantage of fostering the deployment of primary sources in attempts to under
stand the meaning of images for those who made and viewed them, such 
approaches can broaden the horizons of interpretation. However, it is doubtful 
whether any text can ever fully account for a building or object  –  for its  
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materiality, scale, technique, and so on, which also contribute to its overall meaning. 
Moreover, the logocentrism associated with the privileging of texts as vectors of 
interpretation runs the risk of sidelining the agency of artists and craftsmen, espe
cially in cases where the imagery under analysis diverges significantly from textual 
canons. A more significant issue arising from the application of the iconographic 
method to Islamic art is the fact that it was primarily developed in analyses of 
European figural art. While it has proved very useful in the study of figural imagery 
in Islamic art, scholars have differed markedly over the question of whether one 
can talk of an iconography of the nonfigural ornament that is so pervasive in 
Islamic art and architecture; this is an ongoing debate.60

A second strand of interpretation that has flourished in the field over the past 
few decades, and which was closely associated with the late Oleg Grabar, draws 
upon theories of language in its attempt to elucidate meaning in Islamic art and 
architecture. This semiotic approach, rooted in the study of signs and the ways in 
which they connote and denote in the production of meaning, has been especially 
prominent in the study of architecture and epigraphy.61 A potential weakness is its 
abstraction of material forms and practices, their subordination to linguistic theo
ries whose application is often characterized by a lack of historicity, and whose 
validity for the study of material phenomena has been debated. A strength of this 
approach lies in its recognition that all kinds of forms are capable of signifying, of 
conveying meaning, so moving the ground of interpretation beyond the rather 
narrow field of figural art.

Historians of Islamic art have generally not dealt well with questions of materi
ality. Epigraphy has, for example, been central to the study of Islamic architecture, 
yet until recently inscriptions were rarely read from the monuments on which 
they were placed but from modern printed compendia.62 Their compilation was 
initiated in the 1890s by the Swiss master of Arabic epigraphy, Max van Berchem, 
and was geared towards the encyclopedic compilation of an additively growing 
Corpus of Arabic Inscriptions that was to be accompanied by an unrealized Manual 
of Arab Archaeology. The latter would have been arranged according to media, 
such as inscriptions, coins, seals, architecture, and the applied arts, from which 
van Berchem excluded the arts of the book and painting. Although the pioneer
ing epigraphic compendia are immensely useful, when scholars access monumen
tal inscriptions in published form, transliterated and printed according to the 
conventions of modern typography, they lose the ability to consider questions of 
material, placement, scale, script, and relationship to architectural spaces, ques
tions that were no less integral to the meaning of an inscription than its semantic 
content, the nugget of data that it conveyed.63

This neglect is all the more surprising, since one of the persistent tropes in the 
study of Islamic art is that in their content, placement, and scale, monumental 
Islamic inscriptions, at least those found in mosques and shrines, fulfill the func
tion of icons in Christian contexts.64 Despite the ubiquity of this idea (which 
would bear much closer analysis than it has received), it is only recently that any 
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attention has been paid to the content of religious inscriptions in Islamic architec
ture. The primary focus on historical inscriptions in the study of monumental 
epigraphy seems to have been informed by the perception of religious and literary 
inscriptions as mostly decorative rather than iconographically meaningful, a view 
that is no longer subscribed to by Islamic art and architectural historians.65 Still, 
some peculiarities remain: while recent decades have seen increasing attention to 
the choice of Qurʾanic inscriptions in architectural epigraphy, less attention is paid 
to the presence of hadith (Traditions of the Prophet) even in religious architec
ture, and the potential choices that underlay their selection.

The traditional emphasis on “hard” data can partly be attributed to the role 
played by archaeology in the construction of the field and the constitution of its 
canon.66 Excavations in the ninth‐century Abbasid capital Samarra in the decades 
before World War I were especially influential, transforming what was previously 
known about early Islamic architecture, gardens, ornament, and urbanism; the 
results of these excavations continue to resonate in contemporary scholarship. 
Acknowledging the historical importance of archaeology, Ettinghausen and 
Grabar, who were among the first scholars to write state of the field essays in 1951 
and 1976, respectively, titled them “Islamic Art and Archaeology.” Ettinghausen 
stressed the “split personality” of the field’s genealogy, oscillating between art 
history and archaeology, while Grabar observed a tension between the legacy of 
the two fields; his subsequent state of the field essay in 1983, titled “Reflections 
on the Study of Islamic Art,” dropped archaeology from the field’s name.67 
Although archaeology has recently lost ground as a specialized subfield increas
ingly divorced from the wider discipline of art history, it continues to be an 
important component of the Islamic field.68

One of the legacies of the historical relationship to the discipline of archaeology 
is the prioritization of architecture, separated from the so‐called minor arts in the 
study of Islamic art. This bifurcation is evident in the earliest examples of the 
manual format, which became the prototype of several handbooks on Islamic art 
and architecture. An early example is Henri Saladin and Gaston Migeon’s, Manuel 
d’art musulman, published in 1907.69 Comprising not just Arab but also Persian, 
Turkish, and Indian art, its first volume covered the privileged medium of archi
tecture, with the second one dedicated to the decorative arts and painting. The 
updated edition of the Manual, published in 1927, could no longer cope with 
the expansion of information even though it was twice as large in size. The 
architectural volumes, written by Georges Marçais, covered only North Africa, 
Spain, and Sicily. The volumes on the arts written by Migeon, who was a curator 
at the Louvre’s “objets d’art” department, capture the growing fascination with 
illustrated manuscripts, particularly what came to be known as “Persian painting.” 
The “minor arts” and painting largely fell into the domain of museum curators, 
collectors, and dealers, unlike architectural history with its stronger academic 
connection to Max van Berchem’s conception of archaeology and epigraphy.70
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The taste for ornamental eclecticism among European collectors, dealers, 
 artisans, artists, architects, and travelers has left behind a still vibrant legacy of 
deep appreciation of Islamic art, based on purely aesthetic criteria. The nine
teenth‐century aestheticization of the Islamic visual tradition facilitated its adop
tion in the West as a neutral transcultural model for the industrial arts and 
architectural design.71 The abstract values of Islamic art, ornament, and calligra
phy have also been and continue to be a rich source of inspiration for contemporary 
artists‐designers and architects from both Muslim and non‐Muslim backgrounds 
in the increasingly globalized present.

The emphasis on the ornamental qualities of Islamic art and architecture is, 
however, related to the historical tendency to deny that ornamental forms could 
be imbued with any associated meaning. It is also closely allied to one of the most 
persistent tropes in the perception and study of Islamic art: the idea that Islamic 
art is a strictly aniconic art, or that the reflexive aniconism and iconoclasm of 
Muslims (the two are often conflated) spurred the compensatory development of 
calligraphy, geometric ornament, and vegetal imagery (especially the arabesque), 
since figural art was not an option. The idea of Islamic art as an art of aniconic 
abstraction is remarkably persistent, regardless of the vast array of figural art from 
the medieval and early modern Islamic world that appears in museum collections 
and survey texts. It is rooted in nineteenth‐century conceptualizations of Islamic 
art and architecture as an offshoot of a late antique artistic heritage that was 
shared by Europe but that took a radical, aniconic turn, which some nineteenth‐
century scholars ascribed to the re‐emergence of a “Semitic” distaste for figural 
art from under a veneer of Hellenism that had spread across the Near East with 
the conquests of Alexander the Great.

The question of aniconism and the image in Islamic art had been a topos in the 
writings of European travelers from the sixteenth century onwards, but the nine
teenth century saw the issue incorporated into “scientific” discourses on the 
Orient and Orientals. Around 1860, the idea of an image problem in Islam and 
Judaism was reified by the coining of the German term Bilderverbot to name an 
assumed rejection of mimesis and figuration on the part of “Semitic” peoples 
(that is, Arabs and Jews) and, by not entirely logical extension, of Muslims in 
general. Within these racially inflected discourses, Arabs were distinguished from 
Persians. Writing in 1896, the Belgian scholar Victor Chauvin, paraphrasing the 
French Orientalist Charles Barbier de Meynard, noted that the triumph of the 
iconoclastic spirit in Islam followed from “the triumph of the Semitic element 
over the powerful current of ideas coming, directly in the case of the Persians, and 
indirectly elsewhere, from the Aryan spirit.”72 Thus, racial abstractions were 
mapped onto artistic forms. The convolutions of the arabesque  –  universally 
acknowledged as the distinguishing feature of Islamic art par excellence– could 
even be invoked as emblematizing the quasi‐sexual threat of miscegenation posed 
by Oriental Semites to the legacy of Aryan Hellenic civilization in Europe.73
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The invocation of the arabesque reflects the importance that ornament had 
assumed in late nineteenth‐century debates about culture as an index of race. 
Islamic art was especially susceptible to the charge of ornamentalism, since it 
occupied an ambiguous role in nineteenth‐ and early twentieth‐century European 
debates on aesthetics and ethics. As early as the 1860s, two related but not entirely 
commensurate developments are discernible in French and German discourses on 
ornament that were to have a long‐lasting impact on the perception of Islamic art. 
The first is the identification of the “arabesque” (a term coined in early modern 
Europe) not only as the epitome of Islamic art but also as the epitome of the 
ornamental. The second is the idea that the arabesque was symptomatic of a 
racially determined penchant for abstraction and an incapacity for mimesis or 
naturalistic representation, the appropriate goals of all artistic activity within a 
European tradition that claimed the classical tradition as its own. These debates 
on the causes and symptoms of the Bilderverbot were contemporary with the 
rise of European colonialism. It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, to find 
the idea of an image prohibition in Islam being invoked by colonial officials in 
the Arab lands as symptomatic of the persistence of a medieval mindset that 
precluded the ability to modernize and progress under the aegis of colonial 
rule.74 Conversely, it was scholars from the Arab world critiquing this reductive 
and racialized strand in Orientalist scholarship who pioneered the use of juridical 
and theological sources for providing more complex histories of attitudes to 
images in the Islamic world.75

This is a largely forgotten history, but one with striking contemporary reso
nances for a Europe presently convulsed over issues of migration and assimilation, 
in which attitudes to images are once again being deployed as a touchstone of 
difference, as witnessed in recent controversies around caricatures of the Prophet 
Muhammad.76 Moreover, understanding this longer European historiography is 
important for understanding some of the more idiosyncratic tropes of the field. 
Among the more peculiar clichés of Islamic art, for example, is the idea of the 
horror vacui, the idea that artists in the Islamic world had an instinctive horror of 
empty space, owing to which they packed as much ornament onto the surface of 
artifacts and buildings as possible. The most sustained exploration of this pur
ported phenomenon offers the hypothesis that those whose urban centers were 
separated by menacing deserts internalized a fear of the threat posed by these 
wide open spaces, and hence developed a compulsion to leave no empty spaces in 
their artworks.77 Whether seen as amusing, sinister, or quirky, it is important to 
acknowledge that these kinds of interpretations are deeply rooted in broader art 
historical debates about art, environmental determinism, and mentalité that were 
current in the early twentieth‐century continental milieu from which many of the 
pioneering scholars of Islamic art hailed.78

One further aspect of the idea of the Bilderverbot and its legacy to contempo
rary perceptions and representations of Islamic art is the consistent emphasis on 
abstraction as a core value of Islamic art, whether presented as reflecting a racial 
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predisposition, the impact of an image prohibition, or both. As noted above, in 
European scholarship of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the abstract 
qualities of Islamic (with the possible exception of Persian) art was generally seen 
in negative terms. However, with the rise of abstraction as a positive aesthetic 
value in Euro‐American art of the pre‐World War II period, it became valorized 
as an expression of spiritual transcendentalism. The recognition of transhistorical 
abstract values was consolidated in the move from ethnic categorization (Arab, 
Persian, Saracenic, and so forth) to more unitary terms such as “Muhammedan” 
and eventually “Islamic.” The radical decontextualization of the whitewashed 
 gallery space was itself a further abstraction initiated in Meisterwerke muhammed-
anischer Kunst, the ground‐breaking 1910 exhibition of Islamic art in Munich, 
whose pared down aesthetic attempted to combat the perception of this visual 
tradition as an art of bazaar crafts and decadent ornamentalism.79 The mode of 
display pioneered in Munich represented a shift from a quasi‐ethnographic pres
entation to one which appeals to the formal qualities of the work. It was precisely 
the eschewal of questions of context and iconography that enabled the selective 
“elevation” of Islamic artifacts to sit alongside the canonical works of Euro‐
American modernism on the leveling ground of formalism.

The valorization of the perceived abstract qualities of Islamic art is part of a 
broader twentieth‐century phenomenon in which the experience of abstraction 
constituted a period taste. This gave rise to a feedback loop, whereby the reception 
of pre‐modern visual cultures around the globe as precocious arts of abstraction 
was informed by a modernist vogue for abstract art, which in its turn had been 
partly conditioned by the experience of pre‐modern artistic traditions.80 As the 
century wore on, many of the works produced by modern artists who had looked 
to the arts of the Islamic world for inspiration came to be displayed alongside 
examples of Islamic art. “Abstraction” (however conceived) has thus served con
sistently in twentieth‐ and twenty‐first‐century‐art historical writing, museums, 
and exhibitions to bring examples of pre‐modern Islamic art into constellation 
(more rarely, dialogue) with modern and contemporary Euro‐American art.

It is often unclear what exactly is being suggested by these kinds of juxtaposi
tions. Even where a common genealogy is asserted or implied, this is often in 
tension with somewhat vague notions of affinity.81 More importantly, affinity is 
often produced by the omission of figural works in order to reinforce the cen
tral message that Islamic art was an art of abstraction in which the canonized 
trinity of the vegetal arabesque, calligraphy, and geometry predominated. The 
reinforcement of this polarity between aniconism and figural art in presentations 
of Islamic art ignores innovative attempts on the part of medieval and early mod
ern artists and patrons to reconcile desires for figural art and piety that modern 
scholarship often assumes were incommensurate.82 Equally significant is the fact 
that, with the occasional exception of one or two token works by contemporary 
artists from the Islamic lands working in “traditional” idioms, comparison almost 
always entails the juxtaposition of pre‐modern Islamic art with the work of 
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modern Euro‐American artists, establishing not just spatial but temporal differ
ence, a denial of coevalness that avoids awkward questions about authenticity and 
global modernism(s) (or even modernities).83

Recent Developments in the Study of Islamic 
Art and Architecture

Over the past decades, the field of Islamic art history has become much more 
self‐reflexive, not only in questioning canons and practices formerly taken for 
granted but also in expanding its “frontiers” with work on new geographies, peri
ods, concepts, and approaches. A major growth area of recent scholarship is a 
concern with the history and historiography of the field itself, including the for
mation of collections, exhibitions, and museums, as well the role of collectors and 
dealers in shaping tastes and the Islamic canon.84 Such developments are neces
sary and welcome, but if they are not accompanied by new fieldwork and research 
intended to expand or reformulate the boundaries of the canon, run the risk of 
transforming the study of Islamic art into a meta‐field of inquiry.

Conversely, other recent studies respond to a current return to the object, the 
classic arena of traditional connoisseurship, revalorized by the augmented prestige 
and growing number of museums that have turned into the new cultural icons of 
the global world economy. The range of formal analysis has, however, extended 
to include nontraditional questions of agency, from that of materials and tech
niques to producers and consumers. The creative use of written sources and archi
val documents, and closer attention to inscriptions has further enriched the realm 
of object studies by providing insights into the biographies of artifacts, as well as 
the production of associated value and meaning. These responses to broader dis
ciplinary trends are closely related to contemporary discourses of the global and 
globalization in the disciplines of art history and anthropology, and a current 
move away from iconographic approaches towards a growing interest in questions 
of agency, materiality,and subject–object relations.85 Most recently, “thing  theory” 
has propelled the phenomenology and sensuality of objects to the center of art 
historical analysis, thus challenging the previous domination of “representation” 
and the “power of images” with analyses of the affective and efficacious dimen
sions of the object. More than “image culture,” it was “object culture” that occu
pied center stage in Islamic art and architecture. Hence, this field promises to 
provide fertile ground for the rising interest in material culture and portable 
objects, including luxury manuscripts and textiles.

The dynamic interactions between human subjects, inanimate objects, and 
multisensory architectural environments, which mutually constitute one another, 
are increasingly being explored by Islamic art historians. Indeed, the material 
from the Islamic world is especially well suited to such lines of inquiry, which have 
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focused on phenomena ranging from “speaking” objects to the ingestion of 
Qurʾanic texts for healing or medicinal purposes.86 Also represented in recent 
scholarship are the topics of gift exchange and conspicuous consumption, subjects 
located between the disciplines of art history, social history, and museology.87 The 
theme of portability has been at the forefront of object studies, which explore the 
circulation and translation of artifacts, together with their currency in cross‐ 
cultural exchanges, diplomacy, and trade. This interest in portability reflects 
another major development: an interest in circulation, reception, and the art of 
cultural frontiers, both within and without the Islamic world, topics addressed by 
several essays in these Companion volumes.88

An exciting new internal frontier concerns research on the pre‐Islamic heritage 
of South Arabia, whose contribution to the formation of early Islamic visual  culture 
was overlooked or minimized in the past.89 At the same time, scholarship on the 
formative period of Islamic material culture has proliferated: our understanding of 
the early history of the material Qurʾan (mushaf) in particular has improved greatly 
as a result of this development.90 Other studies are also exploring such internal 
frontiers as Sunni and Shiʿi artistic sensibilities, interrogating the very idea of a 
distinctive Shiʿi art, and the ways in which intra‐Sunni disputes may have informed 
artistic production.91 At the same time, we have seen excellent studies of inter‐
sectarian Shiʿi–Sunni patronage, which complicate our understanding of the relation
ship between artistic practice and religious belief still  further.92 All of this constitutes 
a departure from the recent past, when studies on the modalities religious difference 
were almost anathemized as if perpetrating a betrayal of the field’s coveted pan‐
Islamic unity. Such studies have even been criticized as “sectarian interpretations” 
that “often tell us more about the investigator than the investigated.”93

Questions of convivencia (cohabitation, coexistence) and sharing within the 
multiconfessional Islamic domains are ever more examined, with a special focus 
on the Iberian Peninsula.94 These investigations have borne remarkable fruit and 
helped to foster scholarship that crosses traditional boundaries, but they can 
sometimes be problematic in their tendency to emphasize commonalities over 
alterities, regionalisms, and the untranslatable, flattening the complexities in 
highly contoured cultural landscapes. In other disciplines we are already begin
ning to see a backlash against celebratory narratives of sharing and translatability 
that is likely to inflect future scholarship on Islamic art.95

Growing analysis of artistic relations between Muslim and non‐Muslim groups 
is likewise typical of new studies on other frontier regions including medieval 
Syria‐Egypt (Syriac, Coptic), Balkans‐Anatolia (Latin Christian, Greek Orthodox, 
Armenian, Jewish), Iran (Armenian, Georgian), Sicily (Latin Christian, Greek 
Orthodox, Arab‐Muslim) and South Asia (Buddhist, Hindu, Jain). Related topics 
are the ways in which the Islamic tradition of Iberia provided paradigms for the 
Reconquista of Spain and the colonization of the New World, as well as the trans
lation of “Mudéjar” visual culture in the Americas.
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New frontiers of the Islamic field include formerly uncharted parts of Africa, 
China, India (especially the Delhi Sultanates and the Deccan), the Indian Ocean 
littoral, Indonesia, and Malaysia.96 Studies on Yuan and Ming China as well as the 
Mongol Ilkhanate in Iran–Iraq and Anatolia occupy an especially prominent 
place, highlighting the role of the Ilkhanid dynasty as a major catalyst in cultural 
and artistic exchanges between the central Islamic lands and Yuan China.97 The 
substantial rise of studies on India and China is thus beginning to counterbalance 
the traditional focus on the Mediterranean world with new horizons stretching to 
the Indian Ocean and East Asia.

This is paralleled by an exponential growth in the field of Mediterranean  studies, 
and the concomitant realization that the Islamic world participated in major early 
modern and modern cultural horizons, previously seen as phenomena specifically 
limited to Christian Europe. Because the Renaissance and early modernity were 
once conceptualized as exclusively Western phenomena, the intensification of 
post‐medieval exchanges between European and Islamic art was formerly only 
explored in a few specialized studies of artistic “influence,” often underestimating 
the agency of patrons or artists and overlooking questions of reception. New 
studies of transcultural exchange in the early modern Mediterranean world have 
launched frameworks going beyond the passive “influence” paradigm to an explo
ration of more dynamic interactions informed by theories of cross‐cultural trans
lation and transculturation.98

This trend not only reflects the growth of the Islamic field beyond its medi
eval perspective but also a reciprocal shift in European Renaissance studies 
since the 1990s. The reframing of Renaissance visual culture has had a major 
impact on reassessing the global interactions of early modern European visual 
culture with the New World and the Islamic lands. Thus, it is increasingly being 
recognized that the mutual Roman–Byzantine architectural heritage of the 
Mediterranean, which had played an important role in the formation of early 
Islamic art, continued to mediate the shared histories of European and Islamic 
art long after the medieval period. The renewed early modern conversation of 
Ottoman court  culture with the classical and Byzantine visual heritage of the 
Mediterranean, which was being reinterpreted concurrently in Renaissance 
Italy, has constituted one of the fruitful venues of inquiry.99 The newly emerging 
trend of integrating early modern Islamic art and architecture within Renaissance 
and Baroque art history therefore constitutes a significant departure from earlier 
paradigms.100

An allied trend in art historical scholarship is the increasing concern among 
Byzantinists with the life of post‐Byzantine visual culture after the 1453 fall of 
Constantinople, both within Europe and the Ottoman Empire.101 The intercon
nection between the Protestant Reformation and the Ottoman world is just 
beginning to emerge as a rich subject, as is the long‐distance conversation between 
the Ottomans and the New World.102 It has even been argued in some studies that 
the competitive identities and religious orthodoxies of the Catholic Habsburg, 
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Sunni Ottoman, and Twelver Shiʿi Safavid empires were fashioned dialogically in 
the sixteenth century, an age of confessionalization and imperial polarization.103

This dialogic dimension is also reflected in recent work that reflects a temporal 
extension of the canon into the modern period. Art historical studies of the 
Islamic world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have, for example, 
 proliferated over the past decades.104 Many of these studies have engaged with the 
receptivity of the Islamic world to artistic forms and practices developed in 
 contemporary Europe and elsewhere, but they have also tried to redress the 
 balance, highlighting the reciprocal nature of this receptivity and the enthusiasm 
for Islamic art and architecture in eighteenth‐ and nineteenth‐century Europe.105 
The phenomena came together in the promotion of neo‐medieval architecture in 
the nineteenth‐century Islamic world, often under the aegis of European archi
tects whose vision of medieval Islamic architecture was shaped by contemporary 
Orientalist art.106

These new developments in the study of Islamic art and architecture and its 
historical connectivities are invariably shaped by current discourses of the global 
and, perhaps less obviously, by contemporary geopolitics and the pressures that 
they exert, directly or indirectly, on the study of this field at an important turning 
point in its history. In addition to the two Gulf Wars, Israeli wars on Gaza and 
Lebanon, the turmoil of the Arab Spring and its aftermath, more recently the 
so‐called Islamic State (IS) has implemented a radical policy of destroying holy 
shrines and mosques (both Shiʿi and Sunni) as potential icons and sources of 
idolatry, forbidden by Islam. This development was foreshadowed in 2001, when 
the Taliban regime of Afghanistan destroyed the Bamiyan Buddhas in Afghanistan 
by using dynamite and artillery. In both cases, these new self‐proclaimed icono
clasts broadcast their feats globally through the contemporary media.107

Against this background, over the past decade or so, major museums in Cairo, 
Copenhagen, Detroit, Doha, Paris, London, New York, and other cities have 
installed or reinstalled their Islamic collections.108 As the framing of many of these 
new installations suggests, Islamic art and architecture is increasingly being 
co‐opted as a “cultural ambassador” a balm for the “clash of civilizations” 
deployed to counteract negative representations of Islam in the media and other 
international public forums.109 Given the proliferation of such representations in 
the decades after 2001, this is an understandable impulse. However, it is ques
tionable whether art produced centuries ago can speak directly to current 
 concerns, even where it provides a window of understanding into the cultural 
values that shaped its production and collection. More importantly, the instru
mentalization of the material past risks reinforcing narratives of fallen greatness, 
the idea that Islamic cultures had their heyday long ago and are mired in a decline 
that can only be remedied by American or European intervention.110

Another way in which contemporary economic and geopolitical trends have 
shaped developments in the field is reflected in the foundation of new Islamic art 
museums by Muslim patrons in Kuwait, Sharjah, Doha, Abu Dhabi, and Toronto, 
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the commissioning of signature architects to create prestige monuments of con
temporary Islamic architecture, and the establishment of awards and educational 
programs to promote the practice and study of Islamic architecture and the arts. 
Ettinghausen predicted this phenomenon in his 1951 state of the field essay, 
where he observed the potential of Islamic art for the self‐promotion of the 
Muslim world, albeit in an unintentionally derogatory tone:

Since this is its one cultural achievement widely accepted and admired by the West, 
a rededication to it can compensate the East to a certain degree for its scientific and 
technological retardation, something which neither the oil fields, nor strategic loca
tion can achieve. Be that as it may, there has been and still is no better ambassador 
of good will than art.111

Although the proliferation of institutions providing public access to spectacular 
collections of Islamic art is a very welcome development, there is the danger of a 
growing chasm between the instrumental simplifications of populist messages and 
the sophisticated complexity of interpretations advanced by cutting‐edge aca
demic scholarship. Whereas earlier pioneers of Islamic art often held positions in 
both museums and universities, one of the challenges for contemporary academ
ics and curators is to forge dialogues between approaches to Islamic art that are 
invariably shaped by different institutional demands and expectations.

Conclusion

The past two decades have been among the most dynamic in the history of the 
field of Islamic art and architecture, a field that emerged in close dialogue with 
the nascent discipline of art history itself. These decades have witnessed the flour
ishing of new approaches, methods, and scholarship which have reconfigured the 
canon of “Islamic art and architecture,” a rubric that has often been taken to refer 
to everything from the House of the Prophet in seventh‐century Arabia to the 
latest Shirin Neshat video.

The chronological range of the canon has come under pressure from both ends, 
from work on the origins and earliest phases of Islamic art to ongoing debates 
about whether or not the modern and contemporary art of the Middle East and 
beyond can or should be accommodated within the canon of Islamic art, which 
was largely constituted by medievalists, so that most surveys of Islamic art come 
to a screeching halt sometime around 1800. At the same time, the geographical 
limits of the canon have expanded to accommodate regions that lie on the tradi
tional margins of the Islamic world but whose artistic traditions are rich in mate
rial capable of contributing to the study of connected histories that has flourished 
over the past decades. In short, we have seen the flourishing of diversity within a 
field that, as currently constituted, eludes easy definition.
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These developments take place against the much‐vaunted rise of the global, 
which may in fact have exacerbated Eurocentric imbalances within the discipline, 
reinscribing traditionally privileged fields within the heart of the discipline, at the 
very moment when discourses of the global and the expansion of canons seemed 
to threaten the supremacy of Western art. In the field of art history, as it has devel
oped over the past few decades, the increasing emphasis on the global has been 
consistently associated with two striking phenomena. First, a push towards the 
early modern, modern, and contemporary at the expense of earlier, or even longue 
durée histories. Second, the reinvention of Europe itself with its centrality to the 
recuperation of histories of circulation, mobility, and transculturation, thereby 
producing a new improved, bigger, better, apparently more connected, cosmo
politan and inclusive model of European art history.112 This often comes at the 
expense of a vision of cultural history that is truly global in its spatio‐temporal 
sweep and its attention to the multidirectionality of cultural flows, their historical 
constitution and impacts, including those to which Europe is entirely irrelevant. 
As the essays commissioned for these Companion volumes suggests, the art and 
architecture of the Islamic world is rich in material capable of documenting such 
phenomena and addressing some of the historical inequities that have shaped the 
development of the discipline as a whole.

We do not insist that the global turn in the broader discipline of art history 
should make globalization a new requirement in the Islamic field. Nor should the 
enrichment gained by expanded frontiers lighten the Islamic field’s traditional 
centers of gravity and specializations. As Mike Featherstone has argued with refer
ence to Roman cultural history, “If there is a global culture it would be better to 
conceive it not as a common culture, but as a field in which differences, power 
struggles and cultural prestige contests are played out. Something akin to an under
lying form which permits the recognition and playing out of differences.”113

It is from such a multifaceted relational perspective that questions of global 
connectivity and regional specificity within the field of Islamic art history are 
approached in these volumes. Pioneering studies that expanded the frontiers of 
this field have shown that studying artistic concepts and artifacts which cross fron
tiers requires several specializations to elucidate exchanges in multiple directions, 
rather than from a single cultural standpoint. Here lies the challenge of creating 
more nuanced shared histories of Islamic art and other traditions. That challenge 
means that new generations of art historians will have to develop greater familiar
ity with several visual traditions because, after all, transcultural exchange is by 
definition reciprocal, even if asymmetrical. This requirement is entirely in keeping 
with the vision of the two founding forefathers of the Islamic field in the United 
States. Ettinghausen (1951), for instance, specifically underlined “the need to 
overcome the insularity of Islamic art and archaeology from pre‐Islamic and con
temporary civilizations which exerted an influence on it.” Likewise Grabar (1976) 
listed the relationship with neighboring or earlier traditions as a subfield of Islamic 
art history.114
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In 1983, Grabar went a step further by suggesting that the underdevelopment 
of the Islamic field posed a distinct advantage for the advancement of innovative 
methodologies and theories that may be relevant for other areas as well: “The 
novelty of the field and the variety of its present directions can contribute in 
uniquely striking fashion to an understanding of both Islam and the arts or mate
rial culture in general.”115 Predicting the future directions in which the field of 
Islamic art history and its relevance for other areas might develop is not easy. Yet 
in the spirit of Grabar, we believe that the diverse and rich body of material accom
modated under the absurdly capacious rubric of “Islamic art and architecture” is 
well capable of engaging contemporary concerns and interests within and beyond 
the discipline of art history, while initiating dialogues and trends (in the best 
sense) within it.
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46 Bozdoğan and Necipoğlu, “Entangled Discourses: Scrutinizing Orientalist and 
Nationalist Legacies,” pp. 1–6. See also Finbarr B. Flood, “Introduction,” in Piety 
and Politics in the Early Indian Mosque, Debates in Indian History and Society, ed. 
Finbarr B. Flood (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. xi–lv.
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Rūm, 1240–1330 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2014).

98 See a special issue of Muqarnas 29 (2012) with essays focusing on the shared histo
ries of Islamic and Italian art.
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Necipoğlu, Gülru (1993). Shifting paradigms in the palatial architecture of the pre‐ modern 
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