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* First published in Muqarnas, 4 (Leiden, 1987), pp. 1–6.

Chapter XXI

On Catalogs, Exhibitions and Complete Works*

Although Muqarnas has not made book reviews a regular feature in its
pages, new publications are from time to time addressed to it for that
purpose, and there seems no reason not to devote some space to them when
they seem to call for comment beyond the typical compte-rendu. A group
recently arrived fall into that category; they are also related to one another
by the common methodological denominator that all purport to be complete
corpuses of discrete bodies of material or, in simpler terms, collection catalogs.
It might be well to begin with a brief description of each, before making
some observations on the group as a whole.

Two volumes of the Berlin Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz,
Museum für Islamische Kunst catalog – Jens Kröger, Islamische Kunst, vol. 1,
Glas (Mainz, 1984), and A. Hauptmann von Gladiss and Jens Kröger,
Islamische Kunst, vol. 2, Metall, Stein, Stuck, Holz, Efenbein, Stoff (Mainz,
1985) – comprise the first of them. Several years ago the Museum of Islamic
Art in West Berlin, under the energetic direction of Dr Klaus Brisch, embarked
on the compilation of an elaborate and systematic catalog of its collections
with the ultimate objectives of easy accessibility and eventual conformity to
some sort of universal information system. I do not know whether this
project ever advanced beyond the planning stage, or whether, like so many
projects born during the euphoric period when humanists first discovered
computers, it bogged down in the problems of translating visual data into
computer language, an activity that has so far been beyond the temperamental
and/or financial possibilities of art historians. But, instead of awaiting
uncertain results in novel techniques, the Berlin Museum fell back on the
old-fashioned task of presenting its collections in a printed catalog.

The first volume of this catalog to appear deals with 211 glass objects
superbly presented in black-and-white photographs. Its originality lies in its
format: a loose-leaf binder in which each page contains photographs or
drawings of one to three objects on the recto side and the written description,
with all appropriate comparative and other information, on the verso.
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Handling it is thus rather like leafing through a cookbook or a sales catalog,
but (leaving aside a broader issue to which I shall later return) it turns out to
be a very effective format, allowing the user to rearrange objects according to
categories other than the technical ones that dictated the original sequence,
or to look at whole groups at one glance and to compare them easily to
objects elsewhere.

A more problematic issue is the choice of objects. They are identified on the
title page as “unpublished,” but this is not literally true, as several among them
can be found in the 1971 selected catalog of the Berlin collection. They were
not illustrated there, however, so it is at least true that nearly all of them are for
the first time presented in full. The selection has also attracted attention to
some very interesting objects, such as a group of medallions with animals (nos
113–19), the very unusual decor of stylized animals on a rather common long-
necked bottle (no. 231), and the odd inscription on another type of Iranian
bottle (no. 89) (for which a transcription of the reading on which the translation
is based was unfortunately not provided). But its handsome presentation gives
the impression that it has superseded all previous publications, making it
difficult to notice that some of the most celebrated Berlin pieces are not
included. Finally, although the references and in general the critical apparatus
– which correctly includes a large number of excellent drawings – are superb,
altogether missing is a sense of why anyone should want to know about these
particular 211 objects of glass. Their dates and provenance are most uncertain,
their functions are either obvious (vases, pitchers, goblets) or unclear, and
their respective visual or historical qualities are hardly discussed. There is a
deliberate asceticism in this catalog, a [2] scientific dryness which may indeed
be appropriate, but which, as we shall see, raises fundamental problems for the
historian of Islamic art.

The second volume of the catalog to appear uses the same format and
introduces some 220 objects in six different techniques, with metalwork
predominating. It is an overwhelming experience to go through these pages,
which contain many more known or previously illustrated objects. Except
for a small number of metal objects and textiles from Fars, Khorasan, the
Levant and Egypt, for which we possess at least generally accepted dates and
provenance, most of these pieces are identified with question marks, suggesting
a world of activities and needs that have never been uncovered. The result is
a sense of frustration at art-historical procedures that do not include requiring
that objects be explained, though a more constructive reaction might be to
say that in this superb bibliographical apparatus we possess the means to
inspire dozens of studies, papers, theses and the like. One only wishes that
other museums could find the energy to provide scholarly presentations of
their collections that are equally accessible.

Dorothea Duda’s Islamische Handschriften, volume 1 of the two-volume
Persische Handschriften (Vienna, 1983), is a beautifully edited catalog of some
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125 illuminated or illustrated Persian manuscripts in the Austrian National
Library, with 562 on the whole excellent black-and-white photographs, 19
reasonably good color plates, and a wonderful series of indexes, including
not only the usual lists of titles and scribes or painters, but one for previous
owners, for iconographic topics and for stylistic attributions.

As it turns out, this group of manuscripts represents only something like
half of the eligible ones. The author made a willful choice of manuscripts of
unusual importance like A.F. 340, the earliest known dated Persian
manuscript; of particular quality, like the celebrated album gathered for
Murad III (Mixt. 313); or, of special interest to a keen iconographer–
archaeologist, like N.F. 224, with its representations of sanctuaries in Arabia.
Each selected manuscript is minutely analyzed and described, a full
bibliography is provided, and, whether compelled by specific issues of
codicology or inspired by art-historical considerations, the learned author
has scholarly and very well-informed commentaries of varying length on
individual miniatures and on whole manuscripts.

In short, this appears to be a flawless catalog: as one reads the book or
looks at its illustrations, nothing seems to be missing, every immediate
question is answered, and request for information satisfied. Exceptions (such
as my own regret that only two illustrations were chosen from N.F. 224)
usually reflect an individual reader’s idiosyncratic interest in a precise topic
rather than an erroneous choice on the part of the author.

Why, then, did I feel uneasy as I looked through the beautiful illustrations
or perused the accurate and precise descriptions? Just as with the Berlin glass
catalog, I realized that I did not know why I was going through this book. I
ended up neither learning about the history of painting in manuscripts
written in Persian in Iran, the Ottoman court, or India; nor about the
development of the book and the album as artistic endeavors or as
manufactured objects; nor even why the Austrian library has no significant
fourteenth-century works or how the collection came about. Information
for each of these topics is available, but once again, a kind of scholarly
prudishness stops short of expressing excitement, special interest, or quality
judgments more profound than those embedded in the careful descriptions.
Since Dr Duda has otherwise published very important and very imaginative
studies on Persian painting (among other subjects), it is once again the
catalog as a genre that seems to be put into question.

Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani’s Islamic Metalwork from the Iranian
World, 8th–18th Centuries (London, 1982), a handsome volume, is first of all
a catalog of the 172 objects in brass, bronze or related alloys kept in the
Victoria and Albert Museum. The descriptions of each individual object are
elaborate and precise, and the photographic survey is excellent. In addition,
every object is discussed, both on its own terms, as a combination of shape
and decoration, and in its relationship to other comparable or dissimilar
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objects. The result is a curious mixture of traditionally neutral catalog
descriptions and mini-monographs. In other words, the author has propelled
his views quite forcefully into the catalog, treating each object of bronze as
though it were the holder of a secret message to be decoded by the author.
Each object is thus an end in itself, and its understanding cannot be reached
by leafing through pictures, but only by the careful reading of the text.

The author has also provided a framework of chronological and spatial
categories (the “First Four Centuries,” the “Later Khurasan School,” “Western
Iran and Fars,” the “Timurid Interlude,” the [3] “Safavid Period”) which at
first glance are quite logical and could well have derived from the Victoria
and Albert objects, but which in reality were established as categories before
the catalog was written. In order to justify them the author provides lengthy
introductions to each one, which are major scholarly essays with additional
photographs of many other objects, appropriate quibbles with other scholars,
and a sizable apparatus of notes and references.

Finally, the author has introduced into his catalog an approach – something
which can almost be called an ideology – to metalwork which he has been
developing over the past decades. It would take a whole book to disentangle
and explain this ideology, at least as I understand it, and to evaluate it
critically. I shall limit myself to two points illustrating different degrees of
plausibility for Melikian’s arguments. His presentation of Timurid and
especially Safavid metalwork is brilliant. His reading of their elaborate poetic
inscriptions has made it possible to set these objects in a culture so deeply
imbued with a mystical imagery that it may well have sought to throw a
mystical veil over the often prosaic functions of objects, thereby transfiguring
both the objects themselves and by implication the actions they involve.
This transfiguration is plausible because of the expressiveness of the poetry,
but to extend it to earlier pieces of metalwork with their traditional formulas
of “good wishes” is already more problematic. Although I am willing to
admit that scholarship has until now dismissed these inscriptions too easily
as meaningless redundancies, I am not convinced that profound meanings
need be given to every such sequence of words and even occasionally to
single letters. It is, it seems to me, easy to see Timurid and Safavid bronze
metalwork as a technique unified by a consistent quality of manufacture and
therefore with a justifiable commonness of purpose, whereas earlier metalwork
comprises too many different techniques, too great a variety of aesthetic
values, to justify a single explanation.

The second point is the assumption that a Khorasan school of metalwork
existed that was particularly dominant and creative. I am aware of the
arguments for it: the group of inlaid objects from the middle of the twelfth
century, and the unusual number of discoveries by Dr Melikian, among
others, of particularly interesting objects in the provincial museums of
historical Khorasan. But what all these examples suggest, it seems to me, is
that there was an active industry or artisanship of metalwork in Khorasan,
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and that possibly it was more active than others because it had easy access to
ores. But to argue for a Khorasan “style,” or even a Khorasan “mode,”
appears so far, if not illegitimate, at least only hypothetical on both visual
and historical grounds.

Many more such arguments and discussions can easily be stimulated by
this erudite, fascinating, passionate book. From the point of view of my
main theme, however, the point is that dealing with an author’s ideas and
interpretations, with the very motors of his procedures and judgments, has
taken the reader away from the carefully numbered individual objects. The
extraordinarily rich bronze collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum
has receded into the background and has almost become irrelevant to the
vaster issues of Islamic art and of Iranian culture.

James W. Allan, Islamic Metalwork, the Nuhad es-Said Collection (London,
1982), is yet another lavishly produced book with beautiful color repro-
ductions of the twenty-seven bronze objects that form a rapidly and recently
acquired private collection. Its sumptuousness strikes one first, for the
contemporary collector with a discriminating eye can make choices rarely
possible in old or comprehensive museums that must accommodate gifts
and donations. The choices were dictated by technical mastery with the
concomitant achievements of formal brilliance and expressive quality. Helped
no doubt by the excellence of the photography, the inkwells, dishes,
candlesticks, ewers, and even the Ka‘ba keys shine through the formal
precision of their inscriptions, the powerful geometry of some designs and
the luscious sensuality of others, the liveliness of the figures on many twelfth-
and thirteenth-century objects, and the interplay on later objects of sinuous
curves in motifs within rigid divisions of space.

A second criterion for selection was historical. The collector made certain
that the main groups and periods of Islamic metalwork were represented,
though representation is never achieved at the expense of quality. The absence
of pre-twelfth-century metalwork, for example, probably means that none
of sufficiently high standard was available for acquisition.

Only this second criterion is reflected in the written text. The introduction
contains a succinct history of the technique, and each object is provided not
only with the usual descriptive apparatus but also with appropriate
comparative materials. While avoiding formal or aesthetic considerations,
however, the commentary introduces into scholarship on metalwork the
novel suggestion [4] that the iconographic program for its designs was based
on the representation, or the evocation, of the ancient struggle between
forces of light and of darkness visible through mystical poetry. I would
certainly agree that the elaborate images on many twelfth- and thirteenth-
century objects and the careful compositions on Mamluk ones legitimize the
search for a meaning to the decoration more elaborate than a simple collection
of well-worn formulas. Later Iranian inscriptions as well as the celebrated
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poem on the 1181–82 ewer in Tiflis certainly confirm that at least for some
objects mystical explanations are possible. The problem, however, is that a
provocative explanation of this sort, with ramifications extending to the very
roots of the prevailing understanding of representations in Islamic art, cannot
be based on metalwork alone, even if it dates from the unusually rich twelfth
and thirteenth centuries. It requires a consideration of metalwork together
with ceramics, books and whatever other documents are pertinent. An
explanation that may well be valid for an object like a rich ewer in the es-
Said collection (no. 5) cannot be extended to an entire technique without a
very different sort of investigation, and one that does not belong in a
catalog. On the other hand, a visual, formal and aesthetic analysis which the
quality both of the objects and of their presentation demands is almost
totally absent. Thus, once again, an exciting and very learned catalog seems
to have neglected to elaborate on its main accomplishment.

L. N. Dodhudoeva, Poemy Nizami v Srednevekovoi Miniaturnoi Zhivopisi
(The Poems of Nizami in Medieval Miniature Painting) (Moscow, 1985) is,
in contrast to the others dealt with here, a small and unprepossessing book.
More than two-thirds of it is given over to a list of 245 illustrated manuscripts
of Nizami’s poems out of a known corpus of 427, and the identification of
338 illustrated topics with an indication of where each miniature is located.
These two lists are an extraordinary achievement complementing the dutifully
and kindly acknowledged pioneer work done for the Shahnameh many years
ago under my direction (Jill Norgren and Edward Davis, Preliminary Index
of Shahnameh Illustrations [Ann Arbor, 1969]). Even if the investigation of
manuscripts whose illustrations could not be identified subsequently modifies
the iconographic index, the changes are bound to be relatively few. We have,
in other words, for the first time an accessible (provided the user knows the
Cyrillic alphabet) corpus of images related to the second most frequently
illustrated text in Persian painting.

This is good news indeed; the question is what to do with it. In two
preliminary chapters the author attempts an answer by providing a few
applications. In the first of these she surveys the main sections of Nizami’s
work and comments on points such as the rate of illustration in each one
and on a number of minor questions of interpretation. What is striking in
these comments is that the mass of indexed information does not quite seem
able to generate a proper framing of the question, a difficulty we had already
encountered in dealing with the index to the Shahnameh. The reason is easy
to determine: a list of subjects cannot elicit questions about images or
provide answers unless one already has a hypothesis to test. In the second of
these preliminary chapters the author tries to develop a few such hypotheses
based on a curious balance between index-derived information and general
views on Persian painting or literature: the distinction between specific and
typological subjects; the contrast between subjects shared with other texts
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and ones unique to Nizami; differences between early illustrations and the
Nizami images from the middle of the sixteenth century; and, finally, the
very intriguing suggestion that visual parallels exist for literary conventions,
including narrative topoi such as the hunt, the palace, or the encounter in a
garden, and popular stories with a more complex pedigree.

This very well-informed book and catalog end up once again creating an
instrument for work which should be good, which is good, but which does
not explain what it is good for.

Oliver Watson’s beautifully edited Persian Lustre Ware (London, 1985), like
the previous book, but on a different scale, ends with three catalog-like
appendices on luster potters, buildings decorated with luster tiles, and dated
Persian lusterware. The appendices are preceded by twelve admirably clear,
concise and well-balanced chapters which are wonderful examples of a very
classical history of art. Background and technical information is followed by
a series of stylistic characterizations, by a short chapter on three-dimensional
figures, by two long and important chapters on tiles, and by a chapter on
later (i.e., post-1400) lusterwares. Aside from the fact that this work will
long remain the basic textbook for a complicated subject which has often
been unnecessarily obscured by earlier writers (primarily merchant–collector–
scholars with other than purely scientific concerns), there are in it several
rather controversial and speculative interpretations. Of them the most
intriguing is the proposed association, at least [5] from Mongol times on, of
a technique – luster tiles – with Shi‘ite piety in Iran. I will leave for
specialists of the fourteenth century the task of debating the issue in detail,
but, on a methodological level, the association of a technique, rather than
forms or subjects, with religious behavior strikes me as highly unusual, yet
not impossible within the social context of luster manufacture.

For my purposes here, however, the interesting point about this book is
that its presentation certainly does not correspond to the procedure which
led to it. Making the catalog was essential to the development of the text’s
arguments, but, once an argument is made, the catalog is relegated to an
appendix for potential reference, not an end in itself. The catalog has played
its role in creating ideas, interpretations and hypotheses; like a set of statistics,
its usefulness is now limited to a mechanism for the control of interpretations.
It can be modified by additions, and such additions may change the
interpretations or may only further confirm them. At best, it can perhaps
inspire another set of interpretations, complementary to Watson’s, or entirely
new ones.

Each of these six books is a significant – in some cases even major –
contribution to scholarship. Each of them, except perhaps the last, poses
problems and exhibits flaws which are not the fault of authors or collectors,
but the result of the genre – the catalog – used to present them. Why is this
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so? The first issue, it seems to me, is that most catalogs, like the public or
private collections which usually generate them and like most exhibitions
whose memorial they often are, are the products of artificial, arbitrary or
accidental choices. If it is a public collection, its holdings depend on a host
of actions unrelated to an eventual catalog: donations, the state of the art
market, involvement in excavations and so forth. If it is a loan exhibition,
the operative motives are, some major exceptions notwithstanding, availability,
cost of insurance or transport, presentation of an individual’s or an institution’s
acquisitions, national or regional pride, and occasionally salesmanship. If it
is a private collection, idiosyncratic whims and a private taste can be added
to all these variables. In short, then, a catalog is true to its most obvious
raison d’être when it reflects most forcefully, most intelligently and most
beautifully the peculiarities of a given collection, not an arbitrarily extracted
group of artefacts. Thus, the twenty-seven objects in the Nuha es-Said
collection represent an individual’s aesthetic choice and lead to questions of
quality in metalwork. The Vienna miniatures and the Victoria and Albert
Iranian bronzes illustrate certain particular sources of objects – officials of
the Habsburg empire, and British travelers and colonial agents – and the
Berlin glass objects show how a conscientious and discriminating, but
essentially archaeologically directed, post-World War II institution has built
up its holdings in an interesting but relatively minor technique.

In all these cases the lists of measured and described objects have in fact
become candidates for a second type of catalog, one that might be called
thematic as opposed to institutional. This is certainly true of the Iranian
lusterware and the Nizami illustrations: the justification for both those
catalogs lies in the assumption that a compilation of all known dated luster
pieces and of all known illustrated topics from Nizami’s poems is useful,
perhaps even essential, for the elucidation of certain problems, or, as in the
case of Nizami, for the posing of new ones. For the advancement of knowledge
these thematic catalogs are certainly more important than the institutional
ones. Even when, as with the book on Nizami, the information is provided
without visual parallels, the sudden availability of raw data ready for further
investigation leads inevitably to scholarly questions and pursuits.

The Victoria and Albert catalog exemplifies yet a third category, the
interpretative catalog, in which a method, an explanatory system or an idea
is developed through or around a finite and accidentally gathered collection
of objects. Publications of single manuscripts or of groups of manuscripts
often fall into this category, as can be demonstrated through recent
publications by S. C. Welch and myself. Although quite different in approach
and in the kind of conclusions or explanations they have reached, his
complete publication of Shah Tahmasp’s Shahnameh (Harvard, 1981) and
mine of the Maqamat of Hariri (Chicago, 1984) both began with detailed
studies of finite groups of images. These studies then led to the definition of
problems – attributions and individual whims of artists and patrons in one
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case, the intellectual and social context for transferring a text into images in
the other – which then serve to explain the images. Whether correct or not,
interpretative catalogs are by definition challenging, and therefore they are
stepping stones in the unending path to knowledge.

These considerations are, of course, not peculiar to the art of Islamic
objects and miniatures. They can certainly be extended to architecture, as
the three-volume [6] series, Palais et maisons du Caire du XIVe au XVIIIe
siècle (Paris, 1975–83), by J. Revault, B. Maury, M. Zakariya and A. Raymond
fully demonstrates. These volumes are interpretative catalogs of the
accidentally preserved secular monuments of a city (a special review of
architectural catalogs will form the subject of a review article in a future
Muqarnas volume). But, beyond Islamic architecture, these considerations
can just as well be extended to the art of other lands and other times, as the
numerous and often lavish catalogs of recent exhibitions devoted to the
work of Manet, or Watteau, or to Japanese calligraphy demonstrate. Are
there problems that catalogs present which are specific to the art of the
Islamic world and which contribute to the peculiar unease I have felt in
reviewing all the books mentioned so far? I think there are, and I shall
mention one of them.

Whenever one deals with Western art, one builds on the unexpressed
assumption of an accepted sequence of major masterpieces, of key periods of
artistic development, and of aesthetic or social values that have been debated
for nearly two centuries. A catalog of an exhibition or of a collection of
Western objects is immediately and often unconsciously set against the backdrop
of a known history of art and of a commonly accepted interpretation of it.
The most trivial theme or the most redundant private or public collection has
a place in this hierarchy of knowledge and of values. In the relatively new and
underdeveloped field of Islamic art, this is not so. What seems to be lacking is,
first of all, even the most tentative agreement on a paradigmatic series of
objects and, second, a conceptualized and verbalized expression of that
agreement. It is easy to say that every one of us knows that the Bobrinski
“kettle,” the “Baptistère de St Louis,’’ the Freer luster plate with mystical
overtones, and the Shah Tahmasp Shahnameh are major works of art, but,
except for the last one, no one has ever said why this is so or what gives these
objects their pre-eminence in art-historical discourse. Is it perhaps simply that
they have been better studied than other objects? Or is it that their importance
is historical or chronological rather than visual, i.e., that they illustrate episodes
of change or of creativity rather than definable values of their own?

As one reviews all these catalogs and as one looks again and again at their
usually excellent reproductions, the question keeps coming back whether it
is entirely justified to give to all these objects the pre-eminence they have
received before one knows what the appropriate criteria are for understanding
and evaluating them. Or possibly this is precisely the new task for scholarship
that has emerged from all these recent efforts.
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It is a new task because new means and new tools have been made
available. But it is also an old task, as yet another recent publication brings
to mind. Myriam Rosen-Ayalon has edited the collected articles of the late
Richard Ettinghausen under the title Islamic Art and Archaeology, Collected
Papers (Berlin, 1984). In a heavy volume of 1,319 pages one can now have at
one’s disposal nearly all the published work of the scholar who has, more
than anyone else in the twentieth century, transformed our understanding
of Islamic objects. A simple perusal of the table of contents explains how he
did so: nearly four-fifths of the book (pp. 205–1171) is devoted to essentially
monographic treatments of objects – thirty-two in all – and to attempts (of
which there are eight) at defining a period or area “style.” There is always
something poignant in seeing in one volume the completed work of a
teacher, friend and colleague who is no longer among us. So many friends
hidden in obscure periodicals or between dog-eared offprint covers have
somehow become monumentalized, as it were, in paper. But my main point
lies elsewhere. It is that Ettinghausen’s life’s work might be telling us that the
study in depth of individual works of art or architecture still remains the
primary means by which criteria of judgment and of explanation can be
developed which will make institutional or thematic catalogs more useful
and more meaningful than they now appear to be.

To sum up, whatever its type and scope, the catalog is an unavoidable and
probably indispensable tool of art-historical knowledge. It may be nothing
more than a dictionary of arbitrarily gathered items, or it may become the
last word on some topic or the take-off point for new research, as happened
after the 1910 Munich exhibition of Islamic objects or the 1931 London
exhibition of Persian painting. But for truly successful results, Islamic art
still needs the double thrust of independently grown monographs and of
general statements on functions, forms, periods, areas and pan-Islamic or
localized aesthetics. This is why the loose leaves of the Berlin glass catalog
are, in my judgment, so symptomatic. They form a book and yet seem to
ask to be put together in a different way.


