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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

A VOLUME WITH A SUBTHEME: SHARED HISTORIES OF ISLAMIC AND ITALIAN ART

new scholarship is beginning to introduce more dy-
namic frameworks, which consider intercultural artistic 
exchange as a form of visual negotiation and adaptive 
reinterpretation. Partly informed by theories of cross-
cultural translation and critiques of Eurocentrism, these 
approaches go beyond the passive “influence” paradigm, 
which often overlooks the agency of patrons, artists, and 
non-human factors, as well as the mechanisms of recep-
tion and the production of meaning. Arguably, the two-
way circulation of portable luxury goods between Italy 
and the Islamic lands was a perpetual phenomenon. Yet 
one can also identify instances of more contextually 
specific, interconnected histories of architecture and 
the arts, such as the examples analyzed in the special 
subset of articles in this volume. Focusing on particular 
case studies between the thirteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies, these articles reveal, each in their own way, how 
the mutual Roman-Byzantine heritage of the Mediter-
ranean basin continued to play a role in mediating the 
shared histories of Islamic and Italian art, not just as a 
potent vehicle for hegemonic discourse but as a basis 
for aesthetic and hermeneutic sensibilities. Some of 
these studies are intertwined with common thematic 
threads, such as the connections between Islamic, 
Byzan tine, and Italian visual cultures; uses of the late 
antique and Roman artistic heritage of the “lands of 
Rum” for the construction of imperial identities; the 
contentious ideological debate among Renaissance hu-
manists concerning the Trojan origins of the Turks; and 
the artistic deployment in Islamic contexts of “Western” 
and all’antica forms, along with an aesthetics of hybrid-
ity, to communicate claims to world empire.

The volume opens with my own article, “Visual Cos-
mopolitanism and Creative Translation: Artistic Con-
versations with Renaissance Italy in Mehmed II’s 
Constantinople.” This essay explores the transcultural 

Readers may have noticed that the first four articles in 
this volume of Muqarnas each address relations be-
tween Islamic and Christian polities as manifested in 
their visual cultures. Furthermore, the predominant 
geographical focus of these articles is on the former do-
mains of the Eastern Roman Empire, denominated in 
Islamic sources as the “lands of Rum.”1 Complementing 
this notable cluster are two other articles, on late Otto-
man engagements with Western European and Per so-
Islamic artistic traditions. While the editors will 
continue to solicit works on a wide range of subjects, it 
is hoped that upcoming volumes might feature subsets 
of articles with common themes, whenever possible,  
in order to encourage synergies and intertextual  
reso nances. We have already started to introduce such 
thematic groupings in some volumes, but would like to 
emphasize that this is in no way meant to diminish the 
value and autonomy of individual contributions on 
broadly varied subjects. 
 In the present volume, the thematic arrangement of 
the first four articles highlights multiple cross-cultural 
interactions that destabilize the rigid “civilizational” 
boundaries generally ascribed to terms such as “East” 
and “West.” Although the creative adaptation of the 
Byzantine and Sasanian traditions in the formative 
period of early Islamic art has long been recognized, 
ongoing artistic exchanges with neighboring cultures in 
the medieval and early modern periods have, until re-
cently, been relegated to marginal status in canonical 
scholarship. Thus, the intensification of dialogues and 
intriguing parallels between Islamic and Italian art, par-
ticularly after the establishment of closer diplomatic 
and international trade networks in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, has been explored in a few special-
ized studies of artistic “influence.” However, prompted 
by a growing interest in premodern global connectivity, 
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exchanges engendered by the Ottoman conquest of the 
Byzantine capital in 1453, an event that triggered com-
peting projects for the renewal of the Roman world 
empire through the reuniting of Rome with Constanti-
nople. It is against this background that I reinterpret 
Mehmed II’s agency as a patron of Italianate art and 
architecture. Like his primary role model, Alexander the 
Great, the sultan deliberately negotiated the expanding 
Western and Eastern horizons of his empire through 
cosmopolitan visual strategies that cross-fertilized 
inherited dynastic traditions with artistic inspirations 
drawn from Byzantium, Italy, and the Timurid-Turkmen 
domains. The article traces the post-Mongol Islamic 
precedents for this sultan’s enthusiasm for Europeanate 
art and concludes by assessing the longevity of his leg-
acy well into the reign of Sultan Süleyman (r. 1520–66) 
and beyond. 

In “The Bride of Trebizond: Turks and Turkmens on 
a Florentine Wedding Chest, circa 1460,” Cristelle 
Baskins proposes that the hitherto misunderstood imag-
ery on a celebrated cassone crafted in Florence depicts 
the Aqqoyunlu Turkmen ruler Uzun Hasan’s early mil-
itary success against his rival, Sultan Mehmed II, rather 
than the fall of the Byzantine city of Trebizond to the 
Ottomans in 1461. She finds in this cassone compelling 
visual evidence of Uzun Hasan’s claim to be the legiti-
mate successor of Timur as world emperor, and argues 
that its Florentine patron likely hoped that an Asiatic 
League might curb Ottoman expansion. Meanwhile, 
Ana Pulido-Rull’s article, “A Pronouncement of Alliance: 
An Anonymous Illuminated Venetian Manuscript for 
Sultan Süleyman,” introduces us to a previously unstud-
ied, richly illuminated work written in Italian and dat-
able to 1532. This extraordinary manuscript, rediscovered 
by Pulido-Rull in the Houghton Library at Harvard, had 
been exhibited before, but only as a beautiful specimen 
of Italian Renaissance illumination. She brings to light 
its role as a diplomatic gift for Sultan Süleyman by situ-
ating it within the formerly overlooked context of a 
shared history of Venetian-Ottoman artistic interaction. 
The panegyrical text, featuring marginal decorations 
with vignettes that depict fascinating historical narra-
tive scenes, is a brief chronicle of the Ottoman dynasty, 
glorifying its semi-divine Trojan origin and declaring 
that no monarch of the age but Sultan Süleyman was 

worthy of the title “Emperor of the World.” The article 
is accompanied by a facsimile of the manuscript and an 
annotated English translation of the text. In “ʿAla al-Din 
Kayqubad Illuminated: A Rum Seljuq Sultan as Cosmic 
Ruler,” by Suzan Yalman, we learn that in addition to 
“Western” Roman imperial links, the artistic sources 
that inspired Kayqubad (r. 1220–37) included models 
with Perso-Islamic impulses from the “East,” resonating 
with international royal themes from the Holy Roman 
Empire of Frederick II to the Artuqid court in the Jazira. 
The author detects in some iconographic and artistic 
features associated with Kayqubad’s patronage a mys-
tical dimension of divine kingship, with overtones of 
celestial symbolism, bolstering his sense of entitlement 
to the heritage of “Rum,” that is, Rome, as Anatolia was 
then known in the Islamic world.

 The subsequent group of chronologically ordered, 
individual articles begins with Matthew D. Saba’s “Abba-
sid Lusterware and the Aesthetics of ʿAjab,” winner of 
the 2010 Margaret B. Ševčenko Prize. This study pres-
ents an alternative to traditional stylistic taxonomies of 
ninth- and tenth-century luster-painted ceramics by 
speculating on how their visual characteristics were 
informed by the aesthetic expectations of Abbasid-
period viewers. Saba proposes that the whole range of 
ceramic types produced for the beholder an experience 
of pleasurable wonder, known in Arabic as ʿ ajab. Jasmin 
Badr and Mustafa Tupev’s collaborative article, “The 
Khoja Zainuddin Mosque in Bukhara,” on the other 
hand, presents an archaeological survey of this sump-
tuous but largely unknown sixteenth-century monu-
ment, which exemplifies building crafts in Central Asia 
after the Timurid era. Besides tracing the phases of con-
struction of the mosque, the authors investigate tech-
niques of building, decoration, and materials. 

The next two articles are both on late Ottoman sub-
jects. Ünver Rüstem’s “The Afterlife of a Royal Gift: The 
Ottoman Inserts of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī” was awarded 
the Margaret B. Ševčenko Prize in 2009. It brings to light 
heretofore unnoted inserts in Ottoman Turkish that 
were added in 1800–1801 to the famous Shāhnāma-i 
Shāhī manuscript made for the Safavid Shah  
Tahmasp I and gifted to Sultan Selim II in 1568. Com-
missioned by the recipient’s namesake, Selim III, the 
surviving inserts provide invaluable insights into how 
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the manuscript was received in its late Ottoman con-
text and, more generally, into how Firdawsi’s epic may 
have been viewed in other contexts and eras in Islamic 
history. In “Making Sense of Osman Hamdi Bey and His 
Paintings,” Edhem Eldem proposes a critical reassess-
ment of recent scholarship on some of the major paint-
ings of the artist and archaeologist Osman Hamdi Bey 
(1842–1910). In doing so, he reinterprets the contexts 
and meanings of some iconic works, taking into consid-
eration their local and European audiences, as well as 
their reception, thereby challenging what he regards as 
overly speculative interpretations.

The volume ends with an article in the “Notes and 
Sources” section: Pierre Siméon’s “Hulbuk: Architecture 
and Material Culture of the Capital of the Banijurids in 
Central Asia (Ninth–Eleventh Centuries).” This study 
analyzes the largely inaccessible finds of excavations 
conducted by Ėrkinoi Guliamova and, later, the Tajik 
Archaeological Institute, in a hitherto unknown medi-
eval city in southwestern Tajikistan. The architectural 
remains of the relatively well-preserved palace and 
mosque complex on its citadel, along with their deco-
ration and related archaeological artifacts, testify to the 
rich material culture of a once powerful Turco-Iranian 
dynasty in Central Asia. 

Let me conclude with two announcements. I am 
happy to report that henceforth Muqarnas volumes will 
be posted on the Archnet website (archnet.org) three 
years after publication, rather than five, as in the past. 
I am also delighted to announce that Muqarnas is now 
among the journals indexed in the Arts & Humanities 
Citation Index (A&HCI), a listing important for the aca-
demic recognition and promotion of scholars affiliated 
with institutions in diverse countries. 

Gülru Necipoğlu, Editor
Aga Khan Professor of Islamic Art, and Director, Aga 
Khan Program for Islamic Architecture, Department 
of History of Art and Architecture, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, Mass.

NOTES

1. The concept of the “lands of Rum” was introduced in a 
special issue of Muqarnas (vol. 24 [2007]), entitled “Histori-
ography and Ideology: Architectural Heritage of the ‘Lands 
of Rum.’ ” Edited by myself and Sibel Bozdoğan, the volume 
contains the proceedings of an international conference by 
the same name that we organized in 2006 at the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences. 


