
PROSOPOPEIA: PERFORMING THE RECIPROCAL GAZE 13

since edward Said’s groundbreaking work on oriental-
ism recognizes “the West” as an ideological construct 
rather than as an impermeable geopolitical and cultural 
boundary,4 the distinction between Western and non-
Western art continues to have institutional weight in 
the practice of art history. in that context, one finds 
some work in visual culture that extends Western theo-
ries of the gaze to non-Western art—for example, stud-
ies by W. J. t. mitchell, norman Bryson, and nicholas 
mirzoeff5—but one may state unhesitatingly that theo-
ries of the gaze familiar to other areas of art history have 
as yet had limited impact on the study of islamic art. 

the most significant contribution in this direction 
was made in an interdisciplinary conference of islami-
cists, whose proceedings were published under the title 
“mapping the Gaze: Considerations from the history of 
Arab Civilization.”6 Aziz Al-Azmeh offered there a chal-
lenging summary of the corresponding research agenda: 

What needs to be mapped, on reflection, is not only the 
gaze and the frames it freezes, but also the glance, the vi-
sual or visible index, visual practices overall, metaphors 
and figures of visual practice and of its organ which has a 
greater involvement with the body and with its surround-
ings … and, finally to gesture towards the outward and in-
ward eyes, two eyes, one located on the visible face and the 
other, according to Arabic usage, in the “heart”, veiled by 
the visible body. Both of these are equally organs of percep-
tion whose relationship goes beyond the contrast of the 
ordinary and the extraordinary or uncanny, and reaches 
into the very structure [of] being, in which the visible and 
the invisible are both equally present.7

in gathering a new group of islamicists to discuss the 
gaze, then, for the conference titled “Gazing other- 
wise: modalities of Seeing,” we took the theoretical 
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theories of the gaze, usually drawing directly or indi-
rectly on the psychoanalytic writings of Jacques lacan, 
have been crucial to the development of art history for 
more than a generation.1 issues concerning the gaze 
have also proved central to an internal critique of art-
historical practices that has coalesced as the field of vi-
sual culture. in either case, the gaze in question is 
deeply rooted in the Western pictorial tradition—filip-
po Brunelleschi, too, could be considered a theorist of 
the gaze—which in turn is set within a long philosoph-
ical tradition in the West connecting thought and sight. 
indeed, in the Western context, to speak of theories of 
the gaze is almost a tautology (like “theater,” “theory,” is 
related etymologically to “beholding”); all theorizing 
may be a form of gazing, and gazing may always mean 
gazing in theory. 

the cultural category of “the West” poses its own 
problems, needless to say, and not least with respect to 
the gaze. Commerce, gift exchange, diplomacy, and con-
quest ensured ongoing intercultural contacts, so that the 
West and its “others”—in the middle Ages, most nota-
bly the islamic world—were always gazing at each oth-
er, so to speak, and incorporating what they saw into 
their own artistic traditions. Also, quite concretely, 
Western consideration of the processes of visual percep-
tion at the base of any theory of the gaze, such as articu-
lated in the writings of Roger Bacon (d. 1294), John 
pecham (d. 1292), and Witelo (d. after 1278) in the 1250s 
and 1270s,2 drew upon the scientific research of ibn al-
haytham (Alhazen, d. ca. 1040), whose Kitāb al-Manāẓir, 
translated into latin as Perspectiva or De aspectibus in 
the early thirteenth century, set forth a theory of optics 
in which imagination played a crucial role linking per-
ception and cognition.3 nevertheless, even if  scholarship 
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developed during the medieval period in al-Andalus, 
exemplified here in ibn al-Khitab’s verses, i note that i 
am led to this text by its connection to the Alhambra. 
the nasrid palatial city is well-known for its abundant 
parietal epigraphy, but a characteristic feature of those 
inscriptions, namely, not simply the use of poetry but 
more particularly of poetry also speaking in the first per-
son, has the effect—writ large—observed in the verses 
cited above.11 the “i” inscribed on the walls gives a figu-
rative voice to the otherwise mute and inanimate archi-
tecture. the figurative invention is known in poetics as 
the trope of prosopopeia,12 and often in the Alhambra it 
allows the walls to speak for themselves and to articu-
late, in theory, the experience of beholding. to trace the 
workings of prosopopeia in the Alhambra is too large a 
task for this introduction,13 so, aware as i am of the irony 
of introducing the topic of the gaze without providing 
an example to gaze at, i turn to the more limited but by 
no means isolated case of ibn al-Khatib’s poetic inscrip-
tions for his palace.

i also acknowledge at the outset that the reference to 
the mirror in the verses might well open the alternative 
approach, that is, assimilating ibn al-Khatib’s text (and 
by extension his palace and its architectural decoration) 
to the lacanian gaze rather than investigating it as an 
articulation of gazing otherwise. Something would be 
gained, but much would be lost. 

the image of the palace as a bride, taken as an object 
of desire, might provide the cornerstone for a psycho-
analytic disposition, in which desire is the key to under-
standing the gaze. following that line of thought, 
lacan’s discussion of the idealization occasioned by the 
integrity of the mirror image, for instance, might pro-
vide insight into the palace’s claim to uniqueness. that 
such a claim would be a misrecognition, in lacanian 
terms, would not have been lost on the contemporane-
ous fourteenth-century readers of the poet’s divan and/
or of the parietal inscriptions in situ, for they would have 
been altogether familiar with the distinguished lineage 
of a palace-pool-garden setting in the medieval archi-
tecture of al-Andalus (fig. 1). But the islamic context 
would give pause to those meditations. 

in the literary culture of the Andalusi readers, the hy-
perbolic claim, “i am unique,” would have had a clear 
rhetorical basis, fulfilling the formal demands of the 

 developments in the study of Western art as a provoca-
tion and anticipated two fundamental lines of inquiry 
in response. first, we thought islamicists might return 
to lacan and michel foucault, laura mulvey, and mar-
tin Jay for theoretically informed approaches to their 
familiar objects of study.8 Second, we thought islami-
cists might draw upon the cultural contexts, philosoph-
ical traditions, and visual evidence of their own field to 
speak of “gazing otherwise.” it is this second approach 
that proved to be the prevalent mode of inquiry in the 
papers delivered at our conference in florence and in 
the more fully elaborated texts collected here. in the 
remainder of this introduction i will briefly illustrate the 
latter approach, pointing to the initial bifurcation and 
to at least one of its implications.

like semiotic theory, which, in any variety, assumes 
a sender and receiver of the message, theories of visual-
ity generally begin with the poles of the subject and the 
object of the gaze. in his part of the introduction, Avi-
noam Shalem concentrates on the pole of the subject; i 
will concentrate on the object. or more precisely, in tak-
ing up the agency of objects—a subject explored in the 
art-historical work of Aby Warburg and developed by 
the anthropologist Alfred Gell9—i will turn to islamic 
art for a base upon which to reconsider the status of the 
object in the formation of social interactions through 
the gaze. 

i take as my theoretical source—that is, an exem-
plary articulation of a certain understanding of the 
gaze—a brief poem by ibn al-Khatib, a prolific four-
teenth-century writer and vizier of the nasrid rulers of 
al-Andalus (1238–1492), whose verses embellish the pal-
aces in the Alhambra. the poet’s divan indicates that 
the following verses were composed to be inscribed on 
the cupola of a pavilion built over a pool in his own pal-
ace, which once stood on the outskirts of Granada. i call 
attention in advance to the use of the first-person pro-
noun that enunciates the text: 

nothing like me has been seen in the past, 
nor will be seen in the future; 
i am unique, though i unite different things. 
i am the bride; myrtles are my vestments;
the pavilion is my crown; the pool is my mirror.10

Before proceeding to the analysis of this poem and the 
elucidation of what i propose as a theory of the gaze that 
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specifically, prosopopeia creates the fiction of a direct 
address in language. for, as the linguist emile Ben-
veniste observes of all uses of the first-person pronoun, 
in saying “i” a “you” is implied.15 in ibn al-Khatib’s vers-
es, this relationship is introduced explicitly as a problem 
of visuality. the building, or its likeness, cannot be seen 
in the past or the future; it can only be seen now, in the 
present moment of address when, in the act of reading 
the inscriptions, the building speaks to the beholder. 

What is unique, then, is this present moment of visu-
ality wholly distinct from the customary flow of before-
and-after (the times when “nothing like me can be 
seen”)—a state of suspended temporality, to recall Jon-
athan Crary’s terms.16 By imparting agency to the inani-
mate architecture, prosopopeia, through its efficacious 
and authoritative “voice,” enables the imagination of a 
moment when “you” and “i,” beholder and palace, enter 
into a relationship in which each are subjects. indeed, a 
certain intimacy is established by the reference to the 
bride, who, it is implied, addresses her groom. the 
 subject/object poles of the experience of art are sub-
verted in favor of a fundamental reciprocity—what paul 
Crowther explains in a phenomenological analysis of art 

genre of the fakhr, or praise poetry, which, when em-
ployed in connection with architecture, was intended 
to express the glory of the patron through the supposed 
perfections of the building. likewise, the reader/behold-
er would have been well prepared for the extended use 
of metaphor—considered the chief trope in medieval 
Arabic poetics. the metaphors develop the description 
of the architecture from the initial image of the building 
as bride (a common figure)14 through the further substi-
tutions of vestments, crown, and mirror for the architec-
tural elements of the garden, pavilion, and reflecting 
pool. 

Contrary to a lacanian analysis, it is the bride here, 
and not her mirror image, that represents integrity, uni-
fying diverse parts of the architectural ensemble. But 
this is another way of saying that what is most remark-
able in the verses is that the bride—that is, the palace—
says “i.” the bride/palace speaks for itself as a subject 
and is not merely an object of the gaze and its desires, 
idealizations, and misrecognitions. 

Whereas lacan’s mirror stage, at least in its initial 
formulation, is resolutely prelinguistic and asocial, ibn 
al-Khatib’s poem stages the gaze within language. more 

fig. 1. patio de Comares (the Court of the myrtles), palace of Comares, Alhambra, Granada, Spain. (photo: olga Bush)



OLGA BUSH16

bear on the study of islamic art of other times and plac-
es. that is, one of the benefits of taking a theoretical 
concept—here, the gaze—as the point of departure for 
discussion is to provide common ground for topics that 
would otherwise be incommunicable across the barriers 
of historical period, political geography, or even mate-
rial of composition. 

to close with a case in point, i leap ahead seven cen-
turies and cross from a monument, even if now lost, to 
the work of a contemporary artist, who is as well an art 
historian and political activist, Azra Akšamija. the gaze 
articulated poetically by the inscription of prosopopeia 
in the example of medieval islamic architecture dis-
cussed above, i will now suggest, is literally embodied 
by Akšamija’s Wearable Mosques.18 in one such work, 
the Dirndlmoschee (dirndl-dress mosque) (2005), for 
instance, the artist’s vestments first appear as a tradi-
tional Austrian dress, still worn today in some areas, 
giving the wearer a very specific cultural location  
(fig. 2).19 When the artist undoes her belt, however, her 
apron unfolds into connected prayer rugs, literally con-
structing the ritual space of an open-air mosque, or mas-
jid, which is to say quite another cultural location. in 

as “the ontological reciprocity of the subject and object 
of experience.”17 the palace’s unequivocal declaration, 
“i unite different things,” may also be understood as a 
reinforcement of the reciprocity of such an encounter. 

ibn al-Khatib’s metaphors of vestments and crown 
for garden and pavilion suggest that the subject position 
of the work of art is embodied. if the architecture has a 
figurative voice, that is so because its implicit body has 
a mouth to speak. But then, the metaphor of the mirror 
indicates that the palace must also have figurative eyes 
to see: to look at itself in the reflection of the pool and 
also to look out at the beholder whom it addresses. ibn 
al-Khatib’s text speaks for a theory of a reciprocal gaze. 

ibn al-Khatib’s prosopopeia, or the deployment of the 
same poetic trope in inscriptions in islamic art from gift 
objects to the walls of the Alhambra, theorizes a gaze in 
which the work of art represents an embodied subject 
position and not only an object of perception, idealiza-
tion, or desire. this understanding of the subjectivity of 
the object—to put matters paradoxically—and of the 
work of art as a performance, revealing that subjectivity 
through the staging of a direct address in an emphatic 
and ever renewable present, might then be brought to 

fig. 2. Azra Akšamija, Dirndlmoschee, 2005. (photo: Rahkeen Gray and Azra Akšamija)
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And again much as ibn al-Khatib does, Akšamija explic-
itly articulates the issues raised by her reconstruction of 
the object of the gaze as a subject position in terms of 
visuality. She speaks of her wearable mosques as an ef-
fort to “evoke a more active involvement of muslims in 
the discussions about their visibility and integration in 
the West.”24 or, as i would say, in the terms drawn from 
my reading of ibn al-Khatib’s text, she proposes and em-
bodies a theory of reciprocal gazes.

the essays that follow do not make such leaps across 
periods, places, and materials, each on its own, but, we 
believe, as an ensemble “unit[ing] different things,” em-
body such movement between them across the bridge 
of the theory of the gaze, and so constitute a coherent 
and innovative scholarly dialogue within islamic studies 
and, perhaps, an opening toward a critical engagement 
between islamic and other art histories on a more recip-
rocal footing. 
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noteS

1. Among the many introductions to theories of the gaze 
grounded in lacanian psychoanalysis, see Gillian Rose, 
Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation 
of Visual Materials (london: Sage, 2001).

2. for assessment of ibn al-haytham’s contribution to the 
theories of vision articulated by Roger Bacon, John pecham, 
and Witelo, see david C. lindberg, Theories of Vision from 
al-Kindi to Kepler (Chicago: university of Chicago press, 
1976), 58–86.

3. for a critical analysis of ibn al-haytham’s theory of optics, 
see ibn al-haytham, The Optics of Ibn al-Hayham, Books 
I–III, On Direct Vision, trans. Abdelhamid i. Sabra, Studies 
of the Warburg institute 40, 2 vols. (london: university 
of london, 1989); Abdelhamid i. Sabra, “ibn al-haytham’s 
Revolutionary project in optics: the Achievement and the 
obstacle,” in The Enterprise of Science in Islam: New Perspec-
tives, ed. Jan p. hogendijk and Abdelhamid i. Sabra (Cam-
bridge, mass.: mit press, 2003), 85–118; Abdelhamid i. Sabra, 
“the ‘Commentary’ that Saved the text: the hazardous 
Journey of ibn al-haytham’s Arabic Optics,” Early Science 
and Medicine 12 (2007): 117–33; A. mark Smith, “ Alhacen’s 

either case, dirndl or mosque, the seeming object of an 
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possibility of changing a spectator into a participant in 
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peia, for there, too, the beholder/reader could (and no 
doubt often would) move from a place outside, gazing 
at the palace, to a place inside, gazing from the subject-
position marked by the palace. once the subject/object 
dichotomy is transformed into a balanced relation of 
subject positions, reciprocity can even become an ex-
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Although Akšamija does not rely on prosopopeia, as 
ibn al-Khatib does in fourteenth-century al-Andalus, 
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ject dichotomy and the one-sided gaze of the beholder. 
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“to critically engage both muslims and non-muslims.”23 
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