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  INTRODUCTION


  The Giorgio Levi Della Vida Award for excellence in Islamic studies was established in 1967 by Gustav E. von Grunebaum, the ﬁrst director of the Center for Near Eastern Studies at UCLA. His decision to name the award after the distinguished scholar was a signal that the award should recognize excellence in scholarship combined with breadth of intellectual interests in Islamic studies, traits which characterized the work and life of Giorgio Levi Della Vida. Oleg Grabar, Aga Khan Professor Emeritus of Harvard University and Professor in the School of Historical Studies at the Institute of Advanced Study, is the ﬁfteenth recipient of the Levi Della Vida Award. Professor Grabar, in his work and in his contributions to the ﬁeld of Islamic studies writ large, more than exempliﬁes the ideals this distinguished award represents. Presenting him with this award reafﬁrms the Center’s commitment to fostering excellence in Islamic studies.


  Recognized as innovative and creative in the ﬁelds of Islamic art and architectural history as well as archaeology, Oleg Grabar is one of the most productive scholars in Islamic studies in the second half of the twentieth century. Since his ﬁrst article appeared in 1953 in the American Numismatic Society’s Museum Notes, many more than 140 articles have followed in edited volumes as wide-ranging in content and audience as Ars Orientalis, The Yale Architectural Journal, The Cambridge History of Iran, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, New Literary History, Art Forum, Mimar and Les Annales archéologiques de Syrie. These publications suggest the remarkable range of his work, from architecture and archaeology, manuscripts and objects, to theoretical and methodological issues. Writing readily in English, French, German and Italian, he has reached a wide international audience.


  In addition to a prodigious number of articles, more than 18 books conﬁrm the breadth of his scholarship. In 1973 he published The Formation of Islamic Art, a study that galvanized the ﬁeld of Islamic art history by questioning the basic understanding of how visual forms are meaningful in their historical environment, as well as in the context of twentieth-century scholarship. This study, published in English, Spanish, German, French and Turkish and revised and enlarged, remains an intellectual staple in scholarly training in the ﬁeld. In 1978 he published two monographic studies: the ﬁrst, The Alhambra, examined the problem of palatial architecture and palace culture in Spain; and the second, City in the Desert: Qasr al-Hayr East, the fruit of his excavations in Syria, proposed a substantial reinterpretation of Umayyad politics and political economy. More recent works include The Great Mosque of Isfahan, published in 1990, and The Shape of the Holy: Early Islamic Jerusalem, published in the year of this award, 1996.


  This intellectual activity was shaped by his undergraduate training at Harvard and the University of Paris and by M.A. and Ph.D. degrees from Princeton University in Oriental Languages and Literatures and the History of Art. Known as a dynamic and invigorating teacher, Professor Grabar has in turn shaped the training of graduates and undergraduates at the University of Michigan where he taught from 1954 to 1969, and at Harvard University from 1969 to 1990. Several generations of students, many now scholars in their own right in the ﬁelds of history, art history, architecture and urban planning, give testimony to the effectiveness of his teaching. In the ﬁeld of art history he has supervised over sixty Ph.D. dissertations, instilling in his students the knowledge that art history and social history are intertwined. Beyond his impact on students and scholars of art history, his teaching and published works have inspired scholars in other ﬁelds of Islamic and Middle Eastern studies to take serious consideration of the visual culture of the peoples and times they investigate.


  Beginning in 1980, Professor Grabar oversaw the establishment of the Aga Khan Program at Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. This is a broad program of instruction involving history and practice, museum collection and research. Beyond the establishment of this program, Grabar has been singularly effective in helping to establish the ﬁeld of Islamic art and architecture in the curriculum in a large number of American universities and colleges. The scores of book reviews he has written have been instrumental in maintaining the critical presence of the ﬁeld of Islamic art history. Working with several Middle Eastern governments in their efforts to restore and preserve their cultural heritage, he has found many effective ways to help stem the ravages of the antiquities market.


  Professor Grabar’s honors parallel his active career. He is a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, the British Academy and the Austrian Academy. He delivered the Kevorkian Lectures at New York University in 1987, and the Mellon Lectures at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, DC in 1989. On May 10, 1996, he was given the Giorgio Levi Della Vida Award at UCLA.


  Professor Grabar chose “The Experience of Islamic Art” as the theme for the Levi Della Vida Conference. The theme was intended to inspire the exploration of the varied perceptions of artifacts, buildings and history where Islamic and other cultures meet. The sub-theme, “On the Margins of Islam,” focused attention on how people in border areas perceived visual forms, how they talked about them, and how the same forms might have been perceived differently. “The Experience of Islamic Art on the Margins of Islam” is also about contemporary scholarship and our perceptions of the objects of our study. Robert S. Nelson, Zeynep Çelik, Richard M. Eaton and Richard H. Davis were invited to present new studies engaging the issues set by Professor Grabar. Norman Sicily, Byzantium and the medieval Mediterranean, nineteenth- and twentieth-century Algeria and medieval to modern India represent the margins, the permeable borders, and serve as the focus of these scholarly explorations. Reshaped with the advantage of discussions during the conference, these papers are now presented with the full scholarly armature of footnotes and ﬁgures, forming the chapters of this volume.


  Oleg Grabar’s linked essays on “Modes of experience,” “The so-called Mantle of Roger II” and “The ceiling of the Cappella Palatina” form the ﬁrst chapter of the book. Responding to our request that he be introspective about his own scholarly work, he produced a wide-ranging intellectual autobiography at once very serious, often humorous and deeply engaging. He has woven together what he identiﬁes as ﬁve modes of his experience of Islamic art – academic, archaeological, architectural, restrictive and aesthetic – and the pattern produced shows us the intellectual strengths of a method that extracts, synthesizes and analyzes patterns in the past and their relationship with the present. As we observe how he situates himself in relation to various disciplines and with differing audiences and actors, we can begin to understand not only the work of the man himself, but also our placement within our own fields of study and the changing perceptions of our intellectual inquiry.


  Grabar brings the experience of Islamic art to bear on two speciﬁc case studies, the so-called Mantle of Roger II and the ceiling of the Cappella Palatina, both fashioned in twelfth-century Norman-ruled Sicily. Their time and place and aesthetic properties have led many to characterize both the mantle and the chapel ceiling as Islamic, yet they were fashioned and functioned in a society and a visual world deeply imbedded in other traditions. Linking the issues of the ﬁrst essay with those of the second, Grabar deftly assesses the initial meaning of the mantle, its materiality, forms and aesthetic impact, and the possible meanings of its imagery, writing and functions. These have changed over time, and Grabar assesses the continuing uses and reproductions of the mantle to play against our scant knowledge of its initial occasion. This welcome analysis of the longue durée of a luxury item is placed in tandem with the consideration of a built form, the Cappella Palatina, speciﬁcally the ceiling. Discussing its materiality, imagery and motifs and the functions of the building as a whole, Grabar assesses the lived experience of Roger II’s Sicily, the visual choices and the probable meanings.


  Robert Nelson’s “Letters and Language / Ornament and Identity in Byzantium and Islam” is a two-part study that expands the exploration of cultural perceptions of visual forms. Focusing mainly on the functions of writing, letters and letter-like forms, his chapter explores the transcultural perceptions of the use of color hierarchies in medieval Mediterranean societies, of material hierarchies in the writing of alphabetic letters, and of our own sense of turning artifact into art. The ﬁrst section, “The Feast of the Presentation,” examines the moment when a Mamluk tray – deemed appropriate by the Byzantine patriarch for serving a ritual pastry in the presence of the emperor – was transformed by circumstances into an object so inappropriate as to be an apparent reason for the patriarch to resign his post. In this transformation, the writing in Arabic letters on a tray that had served as a luxury object was suddenly perceived as an ornament of evil. The letters which at one moment represented the language of the Egyptians were instantly transformed into letters of the language of the Agarene, Muslims who look to the Prophet Abraham, his wife Hagar and their son Isma‘il and to the Ka‘ba in Mecca, rather than to Abraham, his wife Sarah and their son Isaac and to Jerusalem, as Christians do. An object at one moment appropriate for use in a Christian/Byzantine ceremony, as part of a shared culture of luxury objects, became an intrusion representing another, totally unacceptable religion.


  Using this incident as a springboard, Nelson continues the discussion in his second section, “The presentation of ornament.” Here the artifacts are the codex format, the Blue Qurπan and several lectionaries and gospels. The formal qualities of a shared codex culture are discussed in terms of format, e.g. as a means of showing breaks, and similarities and differences within cultures and writing systems. The differences in the use of color and materiality for both the page and the writing are explored within the framework of broader issues concerning the role of writing within each culture and across cultures. Nelson leaves us with some provocative questions about perception and the role of writing in the ruling societies of the medieval eastern Mediterranean. He points out what he terms the asymmetry in the uses of writing within and across cultures. Arabic letters and Arabic-like letters were regularly used as ornament in Byzantine visual culture, notwithstanding the momentary case of the change in the perception of the Arabic writing on the tray. Pseudo-Arabic letters ornamented manuscripts, buildings and images of buildings. Yet while Arabic writing as ornament was a transcultural vehicle, Greek letters were not used as ornament within the traditions of lands ruled by Muslims. This intriguing issue could be expanded to the lands where Latin letters were used. There too at the same time, Arabic and Arabic-like letters were used as ornament in churches and religious paintings. Yet Latin alphabetic letters did not function transculturally as ornament.


  The Mediterranean remains the geographical venue for Zeynep Çelik’s exploration of “ ‘Islamic’ Art and Architecture in French Colonial Discourse: Algeria, 1930.” Çelik weaves together French academic scholarship, colonial discourse, governmental projects, the founding of museums, the texts of guidebooks and the professional assessments of architects to detail the complex shifts in French discourse evaluating Islamic art in Algeria. In contrast to Nelson’s instantaneous transformation at the Feast of the Presentation, Çelik’s moment is the year-long celebration (1930) of the centennial of the occupation of Algeria which coincided with and perhaps was a vehicle for the consolidation of the idea of la plus grande France. Çelik argues that the “new” perception of Islamic architecture was unchanged from the nineteenth century. Islamic and Arab architecture remained characterized as lacking serious attention to structure but important for its decoration (especially its design and color), and while the latter was praised, it was understood as a covering or coat disguising structural ﬂaws. These weaknesses in Arab and Islamic architecture were seen in contrast to the Roman built forms that preceded it, the architecture in Europe contemporary with it, and the colonial forms that were yet to come.


  Çelik argues that by 1930 this perception had been augmented by an interest in vernacular and residential forms. Ethnography was the discipline of analysis, and female ethnographers entered domestic spaces throughout Algeria to study form, spatial arrangements and lighting. Through the vehicle of scholarly ethnographic discourse, French colonial practitioners were able to gain access to realms previously unavailable to them. The form of the vernacular house and its spatial arrangements were understood as quintessentially Islamic. With such an understanding the colonial government could reconstitute and recycle these forms in large housing developments aimed at promoting the appropriate moral life for Algerians. The functional ﬂuidity found within domestic space was rendered static in the transposition to large-scale housing. Aesthetically, French practice and discourse eschewed the ornamented complex forms of the urban environments, preferring instead the cubical whitewashed forms of the vernacular. The notion that these were the aesthetically pure forms of Algerian Islamic architecture was promoted through paintings, postcards and movies.


  Çelik points out that preference for vernacular architecture went hand-in-hand with French colonial support of arts and crafts and the establishment of a hierarchy of museums. The new policy of the 1930s saw the foundation of an Ethnographic Museum in which the everyday artifacts of Algeria and the Sahara were displayed as “minor arts.” At the same time, the newly established Museum of Fine Arts specialized in exhibiting contemporary French painting. The work of only one Algerian, Mohammed Racim, was deemed “legitimate art” suitable for display in this museum. The scholar Georges Marçais praised Racim for heralding a “renaissance in miniature painting.” His style was safely conﬁned within an expected and acceptable genre and in no way intruded into the established colonial notion that Algerian visual expressions were “low” forms suitable for Algerians and that French art and architecture were “high” art that must be kept separate from indigenous forms so as to maintain the purity of the local.


  The essays of Richard Eaton and Richard Davis shift the cultural margins from the Mediterranean region to the Indian subcontinent. Eaton begins his chapter on “The Articulation of Islamic Space in the Medieval Deccan” by questioning historiography’s “Maginot line” in the medieval Deccan. He states that most contemporary historians of India take the Krishna River in the Deccan plateau as the division between the Muslim Bahmani Kingdom in the north and the Hindu Vijayanagara Kingdom in the south. He asks whether this perception of difference along religious lines was in place in the fourteenth through the seventeenth centuries, or whether this barrier relates more to today’s political tensions and academic conventions (mainly language competencies). Eaton argues that the medieval southern Deccan, just like the Sicily of Grabar’s discussion, was a cosmopolitan cultural zone that was “Islamicate.” Using Hodgson’s term, he draws attention to the distinction between it and the term “Islamic.” The Deccan as Islamicate, Eaton argues, was a cultural zone where non-Muslim presence was essential. Islamicate culture is a collective culture based on or inspired by socio-political-aesthetic practices of Islam, but where Muslims need not dominate, either as a ruling group or in terms of numbers. Certainly Muslims ruled kingdoms north of the river, and Hindus ruled in the south, yet Eaton argues for a consciously shared Islamicate culture of rule.


  To support his argument he explores the structural similarities between the Bahmani and Vijayanagara states. He points out similarities in the wording of the moral ideals of statecraft in texts (one in Persian, the other in Telugu) popular in each domain. He reminds the reader that the expression of the moral concept of rule was Islamicate, in the sense that no comparable statement can be found in classical Sanskrit texts on governance. He explores shared institutions (such as iqṭa‘ which had its origins in realms ruled by Muslims), and terminology used in both kingdoms (such as sulṭān). Likewise, courtly dress and comportment originating in the practices and customs of Muslim rule were shared in the south.


  Having argued for similarities, Eaton turns to fundamental contrasts between the two kingdoms in their notions of sacred space. He presents the notion of sacred space for the Bahmani Kingdom as multi-layered. He quotes the historian Juzjani, writing in 1260, to show that India was perceived as the “focus” (the refuge) of the Muslim community after the Mongols sacked Baghdad and killed the caliph. India was portrayed as the stable heart of Dār al-Islām (the Abode of Peace). What gave this Islamic space legitimacy, Eaton argues, was the role of the Chisti shaykhs who legitimized Bahmani rule. He further argues that this claim of legitimation was territorially unspeciﬁc and that this enabled Bahmani rulers, supported by their Sufi shaykhs, to envision an unlimited geographic horizon under their rule. He notes that Sufi shaykhs were mobile, not ﬁxed in one locale, and posits this mobility in contrast to the notion of sacred space in the Vijayanagara Kingdom which was ﬁxed in a speciﬁc site, that of an ancient shrine dedicated to a river goddess. Legitimation was served by continued acts of patronage toward this site. Eaton argues that the differences in these notions of sacred space were not sufﬁcient to lead late medieval scholars and rulers to “polarized notions” of Hindu and Islamic civilizations; they perceived the similarities to be greater than the differences.


  Demonization of the opposing side was a product, Eaton claims, of the economic battles fought over control of the Raichur Doab, the fertile strip of land separating the two kingdoms. Historians of the period on both sides of the battle lines chronicled the war fought over this land. Acts of plunder occurring in these economic battles are more readily read in the chronicles – and read as fact – than shared rhetorical styles, modes of dress, comportment and intuitions are elicited by sifting through the texts.


  Similar issues of remembering as well as forgetting the past are taken up by Richard Davis in his chapter on “Memories of Broken Idols.” He begins with a brief description of the modest Babri Masjid and then details the ways in which British historians used it to illustrate their own narrative history of India and, in the process, legitimized local myths. For Davis, the Babri Masjid and its destruction in 1992 are emblematic of all “Islamic” buildings in India as well as of the discourses and political actions that have led to the current overarching perception of Muslim holy places as “ocular reminders” (here he quotes a BJP White Paper) of absent (destroyed) Hindu buildings.


  Beginning with the twentieth century, Davis leads us past the extreme discursive positions – such as positing the Taj Mahal as a Rajput palace – and brings us to consider how Islamic sacred sites have come to be seen as “alien intrusions” and destruction seen as a fundamental practice of Islam. Turning to the medieval chroniclers such as al-‘Utbi, he examines the rhetoric of their portrayal of the military campaigns of Mahmud of Ghazna who entered the Indian landscape in the eleventh century. Davis argues that plundering the territory of defeated enemies was understood and practiced by all rulers as a legitimate and productive aspect of warfare. He details the destruction and reuse of each other’s sacred sites by warring Hindu chieftains and discusses the plundering of Hindu sites by Muslim rulers. Such plundering, he argues, is symbolic appropriation of the land.


  Davis draws our attention to the change in the rhetorical paradigm characterizing these acts which took place at the court of Mahmud of Ghazna and was embellished over the centuries. From conquest being equated with might, the metaphor shifted to conquest as an act of iconoclasm. Mahmud’s own court eulogist equated his conquests with the act of the Prophet Muhammad in cleansing the Ka‘ba of idols. While Mahmud did not remain in India long enough to appropriate and reuse the sacred sites as the Prophet had done in Mecca, later Muslim conquerors did so and their actions ﬁt the metaphor more comfortably. Davis offers as an example the well-known Might-of-Islam Mosque in Delhi where stones from temples were reused in such a way as to show the old architectural order subverted by the religion of Islam.


  Davis’s account posits as a contrast the destruction and reuse of the sacred site of Somanatha by opposing Hindu rulers of the past, and mid-twentieth-century political involvement there. He carefully points out the rhetoric and the metaphors in which these acts of remembering and forgetting the past are cast and through which we perceive them. These acts of destruction and rebuilding at Somanatha are cast in a very different light from the acts of Mahmud. Davis asks, more pointedly than Eaton, how we deal with metaphor, hyperbole and acts of destruction by rulers today. How can we understand similar acts, rhetorical paradigms of the past, and be responsible for the experience of Islamic art in India in the present?


  Situated at the margins, in places where Muslims and others meet, where cultures are cosmopolitan, all of these studies raise issues of changing perceptions about artifacts and buildings, about Islamic art and architecture. Beyond pointing up changing perceptions and modes of discourse, they also raise issues about the uses of such discourses. Who writes the words, who hears and reads them? What are the languages of these discourses? From the Mediterranean to India, from the medieval to the contemporary, these studies are offered to Oleg Grabar in celebration of his work and of the man himself.


  The conference on which this volume was based received untiring help and support from Susan Sims, Beatrice Collins, Jonathan Friedlander and Ann Kerr. Thanks and special recognition are due to Diane James for her work on this volume.


  Irene A. Bierman University of California, Los Angeles
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  THE EXPERIENCE OF ISLAMIC ART


  Oleg Grabar


  



  Modes of experience


  It is a great honor indeed to be the ﬁfteenth recipient of the Levi Della Vida Award and to ﬁnd myself enshrined in a pantheon of luminaries, all but three of whom I know or have known relatively well. According to my own very superficial research, most of them received this award when they were within three or four years (either way) of my present age. This must be the time when, in our humanistic disciplines, one’s colleagues ﬁnally agree that the sum of one’s written pieces they have looked at (and sometimes even read) and lectures or talks they have heard (or heard about) has made a difference in the knowledge of a ﬁeld. Or perhaps they simply decide that a scholar may as well be rewarded to prevent him from perpetrating further foolishnesses on the high stage of academic learning.


  The reason I mention the ill-researched fact of the age of my predecessors when they received this award is not to engage in the depressing preoccupation with age that characterizes most older academics. It is rather to explain the title I have chosen for this chapter, “The Experience of Islamic Art.” The justiﬁcation for the title is that, after some 48 years of involvement in the study of Islamic art (as a good follower of the medieval Muslim tradition of the awa'il or “first occurrences,” I date the beginning of my involvement from the ﬁrst courses I took in Arabic and Near Eastern history in 1948), there may be a point in meditating on what it has meant, or does mean, or could mean to come face to face with works of Islamic art.


  Such encounters are obviously varied and I am not the only one to have had them. Let me give a few examples.


  The millions of Muslim faithful engaged in the pilgrimage share with each other their experience of a highly original if not very sophisticated construction covered with an expensive textile, the Ka‘ba in Mecca. However powerful may be the experience of any one Muslim, and however signiﬁcant may be the aesthetic components within that experience (I am thinking of the thinker and mystic Ibn al-‘Arabi, for instance, in an intellectually complicated way, and of the pious traveler Ibn Jubayr in a more immediately emotional way), it is in part an experience of art, either in the sensory way of a self-sufﬁcient pleasure of the senses or in the more intellectual way of reacting to a construction of forms created over the centuries that express and enhance otherwise known functions and beliefs. Whatever the experience, it is one that, by ritual, law and practice, belongs only to Muslims. The Christian, Jewish, Buddhist, pagan or otherwise Western historian is twice removed from the experience and has two choices: to voice for his audience of non-Muslims whatever he can garner from the experience of Muslims, or to develop or perhaps invent his own various approaches, for instance by “ethnologizing” or “typologizing” the Meccan sanctuary as meeting the requirement or the need for a formal shape as a magnet in all pilgrimages and in holy places everywhere and anywhere. This procedure of channeling experience into hierarchical classiﬁcation or intellectual constructs is deeply rooted in the practices of learning at all times, and in Europe especially since the eighteenth century.


  Here is a completely different example. The Cappella Palatina in the Palazzo Reale or Royal Palace of Palermo, erected and decorated by the Norman King Roger II between 1135 and 1142, is now used for middle-class Sicilian weddings. In late spring and early summer, especially on Saturdays, the next wedding party waits in the courtyard for the current party to complete its ritual performance, and tourists are admitted only during the short intervals between ceremonies. Socially correct matrimonial experiences in Palermo include walking on a fabulous patterned ﬂoor of inlaid marbles, between vintage mid-Byzantine mosaics with a highly sophisticated religious and secular program, beneath the largest muqarnas (stalactite) ceiling ever constructed (or still preserved) covered with hundreds of motifs reﬂecting all the topics available in the Muslim world of the time, while near the entrance to the chapel there is a grandiose image of Christ, and in the sanctuary there is a typical mid-Byzantine Pantocrator supported by David, Solomon and other kings and prophets. I will have more to say about the Cappella Palatina later on, but in the meantime, it imposes on today’s Sicilian middle classes an acknowledged or unnoticed experience of Islamic forms, just as it made them available to the Norman and later rulers of Sicily, to Roger II who thought it all up, to the presumably Muslim artisans and artists who executed the work, to the hybrid population of twelfth-century Sicily, and even to the rich Baroque age of Sicily. Except for the experience of the allegedly Muslim artisans, each of these experiences of Islamic forms in the Cappella Palatina is remarkable for the fact that it was felt by Latin Christians, not by Muslims.


  Matters are quite different with the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, for which, since its construction in 691/2 of our era, dozens of different experiences can be demonstrated, mostly Muslim but also Christian and Jewish as well as secular experiences like those arranged by travel agents or government tourist bureaus. The experience of the Dome of the Rock is available to the dead as well, to the Jews, Muslims and even Christians (although the record is a bit confused on this score) who in the past surrounded the city of Jerusalem, whose presence is still maintained on the slopes nearest to the building, and who will see it ﬁrst on the Day of Resurrection.


  The following story was told to me by a distinguished Iranist. He was taking the great historian Arnold Toynbee through the shrine of Imam Reza in Mashhad, one of the most poignantly powerful places of emotional expression in the Shi‘ite world, and he had instructed Professor Toynbee not to utter a word as they moved through the crowds of pilgrims and faithful, and to do more or less as he, his guide, would do. And so they entered the mausoleum glittering with mirrors, gold and silver, with hundreds of voices and bodies almost in trance, loudly beseeching the Imam’s help for whatever need they had. Suddenly the guide heard the professor proclaim in a loud voice, “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name,” and so on. The experience of a monument of Islamic art as used in the fullness of its emotional purpose had led a non-Muslim to utter words from his own religious tradition, whether or not he was a believer himself.


  The next series of examples deals exclusively with the presence of Islamic art in non-Muslim settings. When the Metropolitan Museum in New York opened its galleries devoted to Islamic art some twenty years ago, they were truly revolutionary by the standards of museology at that time. Nothing like this had been done before, and even today the equilibrium between the quality of the objects shown and the brilliance of the installation remains almost unrivaled in any area of the arts. There are no explanatory panels, for such panels were not “in” at the time, and while I can imagine a variety of possible responses to the various galleries, I do not know whether any of them may be the responses of actual visitors, since museums do not usually solicit or record such information. Yet one point is certain: even though the main order of the exhibition is governed by a progression through time (with some modiﬁcations), the experience provided is not really the experience of a history, a development, as it usually is in galleries devoted to Italian or Flemish and Dutch arts. It is not a historical experience in part because the history involved is hardly meaningful to most visitors, for whom the words ‘Abbasid, Mamluk, Timurid and Fatimid do not conjure memories of things, moods and events, as do the words Dark Ages, Gothic, Renaissance or Rococo. It is rather a sensual or at least a sensory experience of things related to each other by shape, technique, color, design, even function and purpose. The visitor wants to touch these objects, to caress, own, even steal them, rather than to know who made them, and when and why. At the much more recently opened museum of the Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris, the proposed experience is meant to be didactic, but it focuses on techniques and functions rather than history. Astrolabes are shown contiguous to a variety of ceramics or rugs, while mini-computer programs and tapes are supposed to guide the viewer and answer his queries. In reality, the Parisian setting of the building’s striking architecture overwhelms the works of Islamic art within it, which supposedly inspired the building.


  In the Middle Ages the clothes and shrouds of bishops and saints, of monks and patriarchs, were often deliberately made from the fancy textiles produced in the Islamic world, and the beautiful ivory boxes used for personal treasures in the Muslim courts of Andalusia became reliquaries or storage boxes for church implements. Ideological meanings have recently been given to these functional transformations, but the most likely explanation of these reuses lies in the aesthetic appreciation of the sheer beauty of the objects involved.


  And then from the late seventeenth century onward, a European and by extension North American experience of Islamic art took on “Orientalizing” forms which have often been mentioned, occasionally analyzed, and rarely explained. Here are a few less well-known instances. The early nineteenth-century publicist James Silk Buckingham was represented in vaguely Near Eastern clothing while his wife remained in European garb. In the Harvard Art Museums there is a painting by William Harnett called Bric-à-brac, with a Safavid candlestick in the midst of other pretty things. The great American artist Frederic Church transformed his memories of traveling in the Near East and incorporated the masses of things he had acquired there into his house at Olana overlooking the Hudson River. There is a palace in the hills of Tuscany built by a nineteenth-century Hispano-Italian gentleman by the name of Ferdinando Panciatichi Ximenes d’Aragona, in which an orgy of colorful ornament reproduces most of the effects of the Alhambra and even of a Moroccan architecture barely known at the time. The building is highly eccentric and includes a fascinating use of writing – poetry, moral aphorisms, names of people – in the spirit of Islamic monuments, and was probably inspired by them. The Belfast opera house decoration, done at the turn of the last century, was taken directly from drawings of Seville or Granada, but this is only one of myriad examples of Islamic motifs in the decoration of Western architecture.


  And, ﬁnally, the 1910 exhibitions of Islamic art in Munich and Paris, as well as the relative ease of traveling to North Africa, had a signiﬁcant effect on a small number of Paris-based painters, Matisse in particular, while in our own time Frank Stella or Philip Taaffe have acknowledged, either in the forms they created or in the titles they gave to their works, inspiration from the art of the Muslim world. The analysis of these relationships in painting, like the only slightly better known relationships in architecture, still awaits an investigator and probably requires the establishment of a hitherto unavailable vocabulary for dealing with artistic connections in order to avoid the simpleminded redundancies of establishing parallel designs.1


  The ﬁrst point of these examples is obvious. Over the centuries and all over the world, men and women have experienced works of Islamic art – or works alleged to be such – and have reacted to them in a variety of ways. Most of the examples I have given are positive in the sense that something concrete and interesting came out of the encounters. There were negative reactions as well, as for instance from aesthetes and critics like John Ruskin or Anton Loos, from Mark Twain, from a number of British administrators in India or from Christian travelers to the Holy Land, but I am not sure that we know how to deal intelligently and intellectually rather than passionately with negative reactions to the arts, so as to extract from such reactions something about the character of those arts.



  To return to positive reactions or experiences, it would be interesting to sort out the categories of thought involved in any analysis of artistic relationships. We may be dealing with copies, imitations, impacts, inﬂuences, borrowings, adaptations, willed or accidental parallelisms, and probably many other kinds of relationships between forms. And beyond the visible relationship there lies the even more complicated world of motivations, the psychological, emotional, ideological or other sources of action or inspiration that led non-Muslims to bury their holy men and women in silks with secular or religious Islamic themes, or a contemporary painter like Frank Stella to call his paintings from the 1970s Baghdad, Samarra or Darabgird, all names of cities in Iraq and Iran with associations with Islamic art.


  It is in fact reasonable to imagine two orders of discourse for the expression of the phenomenon of experiencing Islamic art over the centuries. One is that of visual and technical categories that can be seen and described, such as writing, color composition, inlaid metal or tile designs. The other is psychological, identifying the factors that led to the creation of these works and to the reactions that viewers and users can establish toward them.


  My purpose is not, however, to deal with the issue of judgments and deﬁnitions, because too much preliminary work is required before one can deal with it intelligently. My purpose is rather to use this occasion for joyful vanity to meditate on my own experiences with Islamic art, partly as a sort of justiﬁcation for my being here, but also because nearly half a century of dealing with Islamic art is a signiﬁcant experience in its own right. It is signiﬁcant in having shaped the activities which are being recognized by the Levi Della Vida Award. It is also signiﬁcant because this half-century began as Europe and eastern Asia were emerging from the physical and psychological horrors of World War II, when there were only ﬁfty countries in the United Nations, and when all but a handful of Muslim states were under some form of European tutelage. Today, over 45 independent or at least theoretically sovereign countries are predominantly Muslim, while many others, like China and India and now France, Great Britain, Germany, Russia and the United States, contain large Muslim populations; the political and economic conﬁguration of power has been considerably modiﬁed; and the nature as well as the styles of knowledge in general and of scholarship in particular have been revolutionized by changed linguistic competencies among scholars, by the still ill-focused potential of electronic machinery, by the slackening of the written word in books and articles as a vehicle for thought and information, and by the increase of visual awareness through travel, movies and television.
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