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Preface

Beyond the usual objectives of prefaces to thank those who helped in the
preparation of these books and to identify the technical idiosyncrasies of
their appearance, this particular preface is also meant to explain and justify
these four independent volumes given the general title of Constructing the
Study of Islamic Art, 1954–2004.
These volumes include eighty-three articles published during a period of
half a century. These articles constitute about two thirds of the contributions
I made over the years to periodical literature, encyclopedias and collective
books of one sort or another (with some exceptions noted below). Almost all
book reviews have been eliminated, as have articles which contain major
mistakes or which lead to incorrect conclusions without the redeeming value
of useful reasoning or of otherwise unavailable data. Chapters or sections in
historical or art-historical surveys or in introductions to Islamic culture have
been excluded for the most part. Most of these, like those written for
volumes 4 and 5 of the Cambridge History of Iran, for The World of Islam
(London, 1976, with many subsequent editions), for the Larousse Histoire de
l’Art (Paris, 1985), the Encyclopedia Britannica (Chicago, 1974), or the Grove
Dictionary of Art (New York, 1996), are reasonably valid summaries of the
state of knowledge at the time of their appearance, sometimes a generation
ago. But they are dated by now and make better sense in the context of the
volumes in which they appear rather than as contributions to scholarship.
And, in any event, nearly all of them are available in most reference libraries.
Just as with any retrospective, there is an element of self-centered vanity
for any author or artist to present anew his or her achievements. The
usefulness of the task lies, primarily, in making accessible items which were
often spread in many different and sometimes inaccessible places and,
secondarily, in reflecting the evolution of a field and of a person during
decades of many changes in the academic as well as political and cultural
spheres. Even this large selection reflects only part of the energies and efforts
of a life of learning and of teaching. Large numbers of files, photographs and
hand-written notes have been preserved in the archives kept under the
names of André and Oleg Grabar at the Getty Research Institute in Los
Angeles. Some documents were passed on to former students and colleagues
or given to a few institutions in places with restricted facilities for learning
or to young scholars who could profit from them immediately. In providing
xvii

xviii

preface

such gifts, I followed, more modestly, the example of Eric Schroeder (1904–
71), curator of Islamic art at the Fogg Museum of Art, Harvard University,
who, when he knew that his days were numbered by a fatal disease, passed
on to me and to a few other young colleagues some of his books and notes.
What he gave me is now, duly inscribed by him, at the Getty Research
Institute or in the possession of younger scholars. And there is something
soothing in continuing in this manner to preserve the use of resources for
scholarship.
The first decision to be made, after selecting the articles to be included, was
how to organize them. One way could have been according to the different
methodological directions taken by these studies. Such an approach could
have been justified by the two directions suggested in a couple of short
articles written when I was in my early twenties, which are not included in
this selection. One is a precise and detailed presentation of two unusual and
until then unpublished bronze coins of the early thirteenth century minted
by a minor ruler of the northern Jazirah, the upper Mesopotamian valley
now in Turkey; their analysis led to comments on the meaning of the word
sultan as a title.1 The other one is the hypothesis that a verse attributed to an
Umayyad caliph can explain a very fragmentary painting in the bath of
Qusayr ‘Amrah, even though there is no reason to believe that the verse or its
author had anything to do with the painting.2 In the first instance, all
references are to written or numismatic evidence from the time of the coins
involved, in the second one none are (even the verse is only known from a
later source), and much of the bibliography deals with arguments around
the representation of royal power. The information in the first article has by
now been superseded and the second one was incorporated in a later book,
The Formation of Islamic Art.
Alternately, the articles could have been put in the chronological sequence
of their appearance, which would have illustrated the development of an
individual’s scholarly thinking and interests and the ways in which that
thinking and these interests were affected by new information and by changing
intellectual fashions. But we finally settled on a compromise: two volumes
reflecting the history of the Islamic world and of its art, and two others with
a thematic focus.
There is, first, the early Islamic period, these first centuries which
transformed an enormous area into a primarily Muslim one. Then there is
the Islamic visual culture which overwhelmed these territories and which is
still the dominant one from Senegal to the Philippines. But then, no one
dealing with Islamic art can avoid explaining to himself or herself and to
1
2

“On Two Coins of Muzaffar Ghazi,” American Numismatic Society Museum Notes 5
(1953).
“The Painting of the Six Kings at Qusayr Amrah,” Ars Orientalis, 1 (1954).
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xix

others what it is that characterizes that art in contrast or as a parallel to other
traditions, especially, for the medievalist that I was as a student, to Christian
art with many of the same sources. The search for verbal formulas to explain
visual phenomena or for the ideological bases of the arts is an endless pursuit
that often has to respond to new challenges of thought and of political and
cultural events. Furthermore, the unique ways of Islamic art as it formed
itself and as it developed lead to important issues of the history and criticism
of art. In the late 1970s, I began a long and fruitful association with the Aga
Khan Foundation and I was introduced to contemporary activities in art
and architecture, as well as in the complex operation of cultural policies.
Thus a third volume is devoted to general ideas on Islamic art up to our own
time and to the theories derived from it or applied to it. And then, partly by
accident, I began my acquaintance with the Islamic world and with the Near
East in Jerusalem, and I have devoted much time and effort to understanding
its monuments and their meaning over the centuries. A whole volume is
devoted to that extraordinary city and it includes one totally new contribution,
a lengthy response and reaction to the many works on Jerusalem which have
appeared during the past fifteen years.
This division is an interpretation of fifty years of scholarly activities. But I
hope that it will be of better use for other scholars than a purely chronological
one would have been or the artificial one of various poles of scholarly
procedures. Yet it is not entirely possible to separate the shadows of one’s
scholarly life from one’s written accomplishments. For this reason, short
introductions to each volume seek to recall the atmosphere surrounding
many of the works and especially the people and institutions who over the
decades created a context for learning and for growing which is almost
impossible to imagine in the academic world of today. For Volume I, I shall
introduce the archaeologists and archaeological institutions which helped
and inspired me, especially in the 1950s and the 1960s. In Volume II, I shall
mention the teaching and research institutions that became my home for
nearly forty years and the fascinating evolution that took place in the ways
students and colleagues in the United States and elsewhere became involved
in the study of Islamic art. For Volume III, I shall sketch out the festival of
ideas that accompanied so much of my academic life and some of the nonacademic activities which, from the late 1970s, played an important role in
the processes of my learning. Finally, when dealing with Jerusalem, I shall
sketch the unique circumstances of working in the Holy City during the
1950s and 1960s.
The initial division of the articles was proposed as early as the late 1990s
by Professor Cynthia Robinson, who first assisted me in sorting them out.
But I had too many other commitments to fulfill at that time and could not
manage to concentrate on the project in suitable fashion. Then, in 2001, the
Institute for Advanced Study agreed to support the project of a retired
professor and the Mellon Foundation provided the funds needed for a full-
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time assistant. Mika Natif, a finishing graduate student at the Institute of
Fine Arts of New York University, took on the job. She helped in making the
final choice of publications to be included, devised and proposed the
arrangement of articles found in these volumes, and undertook the tasks of
scanning articles published in many different journals into a single format,
of gathering illustrations, and, in general, of keeping the project going. Her
sharp and critical mind was essential in transforming what could well have
become a disorganized exercise into a reasonably coherent whole for future
scholars and critics. Without her energy, dedication and commitment, these
books could not have been completed and I owe her a deep debt of gratitude
for having stuck with the life and works of an older generation than hers.
Additional help was gracefully and intelligently provided by Elizabeth Teague,
the copy editor, and I am most grateful to her.
Thanks are also due to two institutions. One is the Aga Khan Trust for
Culture, which contributed to the publication of these books through
ArchNet, a branch of the Aga Khan Program in Architecture at Harvard
University and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. I was involved in
the early creation of the program and am grateful to Dr Shiraz Allibhai,
manager of the program, and to Dr Luis Monreal, the head of the Trust in
Geneva, for having continued to support my work so many years later. The
second institution is the Institute for Advanced Study from whose School of
Historical Studies I retired in 1998. Two successive directors, Dr Philip
Griffith and Dr Peter Goddard, supported all aspects of the work involved
in preparing these volumes and in making available to Mika Natif and to me
the technical facilities of the Institute and the expertise of its staff in particular
Julia Bernheim, who compiled the index. A special word of thanks is due to
Rachel Gray, Associate Director of the Institute, through whom all needs
and requests were channeled. A last expression of gratitude goes to John
Smedley from Ashgate Publishing, who, I suspect, did not quite know what
he was getting himself into when he agreed to consider the publication of
the eighty-odd articles found in these volumes. His gracious help and patience
and the quiet efficiency of Celia Hoare were essential to the completion of
the work. The following institutions gave permission to reproduce articles
and pictures published under their copyright: Pennsylvania State University
Press, Dumbarton Oaks, E. J. Brill, Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian
Institution, New York University Press, Ukrainian Research Institute, Harvard
University, Metropolitan Museum of Art, State University of New York
Press, Israel Exploration Journal.
A number of editorial decisions were made to ensure consistency across
all four volumes, to simplify the task of publishing them, and to facilitate
the use of the books. Diacritical marks and macrons were given up altogether.
The hamza is shown as ’ and the ‘ayn as ‘. The date and place of the original
publication of each article are indicated with an asterisk on the first page of
each article. All notes are put at the bottom of pages. References to the
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original pagination are given in square brackets. Not all original illustrations
have been included. Some prints or negatives could no longer be located and
scanning or photographing anew a mediocre print seemed senseless. At
times substitutions were found and in a few instances original illustrations
were simply omitted. Typos were corrected whenever we noticed them and
minor emendations were made to the original texts to ensure clarity of
expression. Bibliographical notes were not brought up to date, except when
works announced in the notes were actually published. I should add that
several chapters in this volume complement each other and reuse or modify
comparable arguments. We did not try to correlate them to each other.
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Introduction

The articles gathered in this second volume of Constructing the Study of
Islamic Art cover the centuries between the eleventh and the sixteenth that
witnessed the development of Islamic art as an original cultural phenomenon
in all lands ruled by Muslims. Priority is given to what has, wrongly, been
called the Seljuq period in the central lands of the Near and Middle East,
from Egypt to Central Asia in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.
And then there are extensions of what was happening in the Ottoman,
Mamluk, post-Mongol Iranian and Mughal worlds of Anatolia, the Balkans,
Syria, Egypt, Iran, Central Asia, and even India. The study of illustrated
manuscripts predominates over essays on architecture and objects. The reason
for this imbalance lies in some of the academic directions I was given as a
graduate student at Princeton University and in the many weeks of
investigations in the manuscript collections of the Bibliothèque Nationale in
Paris, the British Library (then Museum), the Bodleian in Oxford, and the
many libraries in Istanbul.
Most of my work in Istanbul took place before the major transformations
in the organization of the museums and collections of that city which made
everything more accessible and more bureaucratic, but so much less adventurous.
In the Süleymaniye library, the one attached to Aya Sofya, or in Ahmet III’s
pavilion in the Top Kapı Serai museum, I was usually the only reader,
occasionally joined by an eccentric gentleman who was or had been an art
teacher at Galataseray and claimed to be the only practicing yogi in Istanbul.
We spoke French and became good friends to the point that he invited me for
what I thought was dinner in the house he shared with his mother on a
crooked street somewhere beyond Taksim Square, an area that was still a
lonely and quiet village in these days. The dinner never materialized, for his
real purpose was to make a yogi out of me. Having failed all the tests that
would have led me to a perfect state of non-being, I decided that it was time to
go back to my hotel in Sirkeci, at the other end of town. With some difficulty
I liberated myself and in the middle of the night managed somehow to find
my way to the recently built Hilton hotel. I did not have enough money to
hire a taxi and walked through Istanbul at night. It was lonely and a bit
frightening, but a proper enough adventure for a budding scholar of 27 or 28.
All manuscripts were available without any problem except those which
were exhibited, fortunately very few from the earlier periods that concerned
xxv
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me primarily. My searches were helped there by a long list of call numbers
given to me by Richard Ettinghausen, then at the Freer Gallery in Washington,
about whom I will have more to say further on. I saw the soon-to-become
celebrated albums when they were still bound in leather binders and I felt
like a youthful explorer in a territory that had hardly been charted and
whose magic key was the box of sweets from Haci Bekir which I shared
regularly with all the guards and with whoever was in the reading rooms. I
managed to obtain microfilms of many of these early illustrated manuscripts
from the newly created photographic center at the Süleymaniye. They are
now deposited at the University of Michigan, but I fear that half a century
of rolled-up existence has not preserved well documents in a technology by
now obsolete and on poor-quality film.
The most significant feature of these studies and essays is that, in contrast
to the archaeological bent of Volume I, the theoretical considerations of
Volume III, and the focus on Jerusalem of Volume IV, they illustrate my
involvement with the History of Art in the second half of the twentieth
century.
Until the latter part of the century, the art of Islamic lands played an illdefined role among the concerns of the History of Art. It was ignored by the
grand tradition of attributions and interpretations that issued from the
study of the Renaissance, southern or northern, except when it occasionally
appeared as an “influence” or as a form of exoticism. Nor did it have much
to do with the national or post-modernist concerns of those who dealt with
Europe or the United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, for
these were centuries for which, at least at that time, the uniqueness of the
European development of the arts was not questioned. It did, however,
become a sort of avocation for three very different groups of scholars and
amateurs, often with unusual intellectual pedigrees and idiosyncratic personal
histories.
There were, first of all, medievalists and practitioners of the newly
established cultural sphere of Late Antiquity who saw in Islamic art either a
competing parallel to the Christian art with which they primarily dealt or
one of the ends of a long-evolving formal development that issued from
classical and Iranian Antiquity. Alois Riegl and Josef Stzygowski in Vienna
were the torch-bearers for reflections and investigations that were picked up
in a more systematic scholarly form by Meyer Schapiro, Rudi Wittkower,
André Grabar, Kurt Weitzmann, Hugo Buchthal, E. Baldwin Smith, Ernst
Kantorowitz and Jorgis Baltrusaitis, among others. None of these scholars
learned or knew the languages of the Islamic world and none claimed a
competent understanding of Islamic culture, but they all felt that their own
medieval studies of the arts were incomplete without the presence of the
Islamic world.
I was trained and formed by this particular tradition, partly because
several among these men were my teachers, but mostly because they
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encouraged their students to enter into areas they had only partly investigated
and sometimes wished they knew better. Even now, more than half a century
later, it is with some emotion that I recall how Baldwin Smith, Kurt
Weitzmann and André Grabar, with whom I associated most particularly,
encouraged me, because they had the vision of a broad spectrum of history,
some of whose components they were not able to handle. The tall, austere,
and reserved Baldwin Smith took notes and carefully recorded bibliographical
information (these were days before easily available techniques for the
preparation of handouts) during my seminar report on Sasanian royal art as
well as during another student’s report on Mshatta. Kurt Weitzmann
encouraged me to study the Maqamat illustrations and the Demotte Shahname
because he thought that these sets of miniatures would demonstrate the
global validity of his ways of dealing with manuscript illustrations. I, together
with Wen Fong, who was destined for a brilliant career in Princeton and the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, were to be the missionaries into Asia of
Weitzmann’s methods with Buchwesen.
Yet, even though I was formed by this art-historical tradition, it was not
the tradition that first inspired me. Nor was I inspired by a second tradition
consisting of men involved with Islamic art who did not come from the
university but either from the making of works of art, particularly but not
exclusively the technology of architecture, or from the exciting adventure of
collecting. From the time, in the early nineteenth century, of Owen Jones’s
Grammar of Ornament to the creation, in the second half of the century, of
the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, the Musée des Arts Décoratifs
in Paris, or the Museum für angewandte Kunst in Vienna, institutions and
technical experts, the latter often associated with the development of colonial
empires in North Africa, Egypt, or India, found in the Islamic world concrete
motifs of decoration, techniques for the transformation of surfaces, and
architectural forms that were used as exoticisms but could also compel
revisions in a Western-oriented history, as with providing an honorable
place for ornament next to works of “higher” arts. Whatever aspect of
Islamic art was involved, the arts themselves seduced many legitimate and
respectable collectors like Henri Vever, Raymond Koechlin and Louis Cartier
in France, Wilhelm von Bode and P. Schultz in Germany, Ivan Stchoukine
in Russia, Chester Beatty and Basil Robinson in England, David in Denmark,
and also more disreputable ones like the Swedish diplomat F. R. Martin who
acquired, probably illegally, many treasures from Istanbul libraries, or a
French ambassador to Turkey and Iran who obtained a first-rate gathering of
Persian painting in the countries in which he served and who took it out of
these countries in the diplomatic pouch.
The collecting instinct led to the growth of a highly sophisticated system
of dealers who, especially in Iran, toured the countryside, organized
excavations of their own, and distributed their finds through shops, often
held by their relatives, in Paris, London, or New York. Collecting always
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involved money and sometimes deals that were not always legal or proper.
But the more repulsive side of collecting, the side which is so clearly opposed
to the aims of scholarship, is secrecy. There is a secrecy of information and a
secrecy of ownership. The former is intellectually unacceptable because the
unwritten code of honor of the academic profession is that knowledge must
always be shared and cannot be copyrighted. Secrecy of ownership is equally
reprehensible, because it withholds from view some of the most important
works of Islamic art and often introduces into research a social and snobbish
component which does not belong there. When I was working, at the
University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, on the so-called Demotte Shahname,
which had been split between many collections, some miniatures were simply
unavailable for study, because they were in private hands. I was thus refused
the possibility of seeing one of these miniatures, which was in the possession
of a notable New York family. Once I joined the Faculty at Harvard University,
an institution of allegedly higher social prestige, the invitation to see the
miniature was extended to me. I refused the offer and only saw the painting
once it entered a public collection.
There is still something revolting about all the treasures allegedly, and
often actually, kept in the vaults of Swiss banks. The activities that surrounded
the break-up of the great sixteenth-century Shahname of Shah Tahmasp and
the ultimate fate of its miniatures are among the saddest episodes of the
fairly recent history of Islamic art. It is sad, even though the exchange of
Shahname pages for an abstract painting by an American artist on the
tarmac of the Vienna airport smacks of comedy rather than of serious
scholarly pursuit. An equally disreputable story was spun in the 1950s and
1960s around a Persian manuscript known as the Andarzname, whose ninetyodd miniatures were dated to the late eleventh century, which would have
made them the earliest example of the Islamic art of the book. The Cincinnati
Art Museum had acquired one half of the manuscript, while the other half
remained invisible in the hands of a dealer who exhibited it once only in a
Paris show of Persian art. All but one of the then specialists in the field
thought that the manuscript might well be genuine, but some doubts were
slowly creeping in. The dealer who then owned half of the manuscript used
the occasion of a Congress of Orientalists in Munich in 1956 or 1957 to
gather most of us for a lunch in a fancy restaurant and, in a fiery speech,
chided the profession for not trusting its eyes to judge new works of art but
preferring the judgment of laboratory technicians. He was right, for, at a
later meeting in New York of the Congress for Persian Art, some time in the
mid-1960s, Richard Ettinghausen dramatically opened a sealed letter which
contained laboratory-made pigment analyses of some five or six miniatures
which clearly showed them to be fakes. Whether this judgment should stand
for the whole manuscript is still an open question to my mind, although
after the time of the New York meeting, I became aware of many doubtful
features on pages which had not been analyzed. What is remarkable is that
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no one even talks about the manuscript any longer, however interesting the
lessons may be which can be drawn from it, even if it turns out to be indeed
a forgery.
Possessiveness did occasionally affect public institutions. Edgar Blochet, a
serious scholar well versed in Persian and Arabic, even though given at times
to wild interpretations, was curator of oriental manuscripts at the Bibliothèque
Nationale in Paris. He considered that particular public collection so
profoundly his own that his own published catalog of its Persian manuscripts
identified each manuscript with a different number from its actual call
number. The latter can be found by those who know the system he created
within the mass of technical information provided about each manuscript.
But his aim was to discourage access to manuscripts by printing false
information about them, certainly an immoral procedure. This was no
doubt an extreme case, but still now manuscripts in libraries and objects in
museums cannot always be studied simply and automatically like a printed
book or a periodical in libraries.
It is relatively easy to condemn these secretive practices, especially when
they are indulged in and enforced by the bureaucracies that run some public
institutions. But it is important to recall that a degree of control over access
to precious objects or books is necessitated by the fragility of so many
remains from the past. Furthermore, and more importantly, it is the passion
of collectors and dealers that preserved so many works of Islamic and other
arts. At times, as with ceramics or miniatures, this passion channeled the
field in the direction of connoisseurship and attributions that may no longer
be fashionable today but that certainly set the tone for research and
investigations for a long time. And then passions, even when wrong-headed
and improperly restrictive, have certain rights and privileges, because they
extol the endless variety of men and women rather than the drab sameness
of institutions. Arbitrary restrictions were few in those days, but personal
contacts and recommendations played a major role in providing access to
often uncataloged and unclassified documents. There is little doubt that, for
me, my father’s name and reputation were often a password to many
institutions.
Collectors and museums provided an approach to the arts which was,
possibly still is, perfectly acceptable, but certainly not one I appreciated. A
curious episode in which I made the decision not to work in a museum
without quite realizing what I was doing occurred some time in the 1950s. I
had come to New York to give a lecture, I believe, at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art. The then curator or acting curator of Islamic art was
Charles Wilkinson, a particularly attractive combination of orientalist
archaeologist and connoisseur of beautiful things, who invited me and my
wife for dinner at his home, in those days a routine procedure for visiting
lecturers. The other guests turned out to be James Rorimer, the Director of
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and his wife. Soon after the exchange of
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normal preliminary social vacuities, Rorimer reported to me that he had
heard that I was not interested in a museum job. He wondered whether I
might not still consider joining the staff of the Metropolitan Museum from
which its long-term curator, Maurice Dimand, had retired. I instinctively
reacted by saying that I was quite happy in a university and the matter did
not go any further. I am sure that, at that time, I had not given any thought
to whether I preferred university employment to museums, but I realize now
that more experienced administrators were aware of basic differences in
attitude and expectations. Once, probably in the late 1960s, I was again
approached to consider a museum position, this time in the Louvre. There
also, a venerable scholar and collector, Jean David-Weil, had retired. De
Gaulle had just appointed as director of all French museums the former
head of the French Institute in Beirut, Henri Seyrig, with whom I was well
acquainted through my father and through my own work in the Near East.
But I did not pursue the matter for reasons that had more to do with my
lack of experience with the administrative bureaucracy of French museums
than with the job itself. Henri Seyrig, an unusually independent individual
who was viscerally immune to bureaucracies, himself did not last very long
in his job. The differences between universities and museums were only, to
my knowledge, bridged, at that time, by one scholar of Islamic art, Richard
Ettinghausen. But, even in his case, the commitment to museums far
outstripped his concern with universities.
The third avenue that, in those days, led, or could lead, to the study of
Islamic art was the one known, in a very positive way, as Orientalism. Its
formative component was the study of languages and cultures or travel
and residence in the lands of the Islamic world. Many archaeologists, in
the richest and widest ways of the profession, as was the case with Ernst
Herzfeld, were formed on that path and some, like Jean Sauvaget, wrote
scathingly and rather unfairly about the foibles of art historians when
compared to orientalizing archaeologists. A very different kind of of art
history came out of the remarkable work of peripatetic architects, who,
like André Flandin, Pascal Coste, Max Herz, André Godard, became
historians of the arts they encountered in new lands, even if they did not
set out to be historians. From Morocco (Henri Terrasse and Georges
Marçais) to India (Charles Ferguson and the compilers of the Archaeological
Survey of India) or Central Asia (the Circle of Friends of Archaeology in
Tashkent), these men recorded what they saw, often visited remote areas
(like André Maricq, essentially a philologist and historian with a taste for
exotic travel who discovered the still almost inaccessible Jam minaret in
Afghanistan), noticed important monuments even when they were not
within their sphere of competence (D. Stronach and T. C. Young Jr, both
specialists in the ancient Near East who encountered the Kharraqan
mausoleums of the eleventh century, now well known to all historians of
Islamic architecture), and willy-nilly became historians, at times first-rate

introduction xxxi

ones. The paragon of this architectural Orientalism was K. A. C. Creswell
(1879–1974). His local linguistic talents were limited, but he spent his life
in Cairo, traveled from Iraq to North Africa, and certainly shared many of
the ethnic and racial prejudices associated with the caricature of the
Orientalist. Yet he was devoted to the study of Islamic architecture and
knew how to ask help from those who knew languages better than he did.
And, as a parallel to Creswell, there was also in Cairo Gaston Wiet, a
patriotic veteran of World War I and a good Arabist who became director
of the fairly new Museum of Islamic (then Arab) Art. He wrote himself or
sponsored others to write many catalogs of objects and was one of two or
three standard-bearers of Arabic epigraphy. I knew him well when he
became a professor at the Collège de France in Paris and was particularly
anxious to help organize the work of younger scholars.
It was some sort of mix of training in general medieval art history under
the intellectual guidance of a very special group of original thinkers and of
an Orientalism in which other worlds had not yet become the “Other” that
directed my first steps in this field. And this is where the striking role of
Richard Ettinghausen in my career as well as the peculiarities of my
professional life come into play.
All those who knew Richard Ettinghausen remember his tall and lanky
body with a sharply defined head that made him look at times like a bird of
prey, for instance when he was surveying the wares in a dealer’s shop. His
gentleness and quiet generosity were also proverbial. He had been formed as
an Orientalist. But he came from a family with a great deal of taste for the
arts, and he turned at some point to the study of Islamic art. He had learned
Arabic first, but then during World War II switched to Persian, partly to
teach it within some US government program to develop soldiers with
linguistic training. He loved to speak Persian, although specialists were
amused by some of his expressions, just as he loved to speak French, in a
very old-fashioned European way. But what really happened to him in the
late 1930s and 1940s, in New York and later Ann Arbor, was the extraordinary
growth of an “eye” that would notice the smallest detail on an object and a
memory that could make often unexpected formal, iconographic, or technical
connections. His eyes would shine when he described how he discovered the
importance and the secrets of a given object, as he does for the Wade Cup in
the Cleveland Museum of Art in a film on the collecting of Iranian art in the
United States.
Ettinghausen was a friend and colleague of my father and, partly thanks
to that, he became for me a mentor rather than a teacher, who taught me a
great deal in an unsystematic way, sharing knowledge and information and
especially putting me in contact with people, objects, ideas. He particularly
enjoyed calling me early in the morning, aware as he was that I slept late, to
provide some information on an object we had discussed the day before. It
was only much later, after my father’s death, that I discovered that he
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exercised a sort of beneficent surveillance over my professional life by
reporting, in long letters to my father, about the lectures I gave, the ideas we
discussed, or even the places where we lived.
Three examples illustrate the kind of relationship I had with Ettinghausen,
which was as rare as it was beneficial. The first example took place when I
had written what I thought was the final draft of an article on the Dome of
the Rock and offered it to Ettinghausen for publication in Ars Orientalis. He
wrote back that he would be happy to publish the article, but also that the
article would be much better if I spent another year on it. In those days,
when there was no pressure to publish, I followed his advice and the article
as published is still read almost fifty years later, apparently with profit.
Then, second example, several years later I returned from Beirut having
acquired a few ceramic objects and fragments of glass for the University of
Michigan Art Museum. I was very proud of my acquisitions and showed
them to Ettinghausen on the occasion of one of his frequent visits in Ann
Arbor. He spent a long time looking at the glass fragments through the
magnifying glass he always kept in his pocket. Then, without saying anything,
he gave me the fragments and the magnifying glass and asked me what I saw.
I answered that I saw very clearly the grooves outlining the design on the
glass. He pointed out to me that these lines were perfectly straight, not
jagged as they would have been if done manually, and that they were etched
with acid, not with a sharp engraving instrument. The design was a
contemporary forgery made with acid, while the glass may well have been
old. His point was not to emphasize to me my amateurish status, but to
show how essential is the observation of details.
And, as a third example, for every one of the trips I organized for graduate
students from the University of Michigan to the Freer Gallery in Washington,
Richard Ettinghausen prepared selections of fragments from the Freer
collection or from his own, nearly all of which had a detail which would
“tell” (his favorite verb, just as “missing link” was his favorite definition of a
detail or even of a whole object) something about the object. He loved to
lead me and the students down the path of mistakes before dramatically
revealing the truth. The writings of Richard Ettinghausen, available in a
single large volume, are wonderful examples of the highest form of scholarship,
creative in imagination and in opening new paths for investigations. There
are unfortunately many works of his that remained unfinished at his death,
lingering only in the memory of those who heard them as lectures or as
items of conversation. Traces of a few of them are found in his letters. He
was an unstoppable correspondent and I still cherish the hand-written pages
he would send from wherever he took his holidays. Many of my elders in his
generation were inveterate letter writers, a habit which no longer exists in
our age of telephones and of email.
Until 1989, when I joined the peaceful and quiet Institute for Advanced
Study in the woods near Princeton University, I had been involved for
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thirty-five years in teaching at two very different institutions, in departments
both called then, but no longer now, Departments of Fine Arts.
The University of Michigan had a relatively new department of the
History of Art, but it had the distinction of being the first American
institution, and for a long time the only one, to have a professor of Islamic
art. The post was occupied first by Mehmet Aga-Oglu, a scholar I never met
who was from Azerbayjan and trained in Russia and Vienna. Aga-Oglu must
have been an energetic and creative scholar, who had to leave the University
of Michigan for personal reasons. No one seems to know what happened to
what I heard were elaborate archives of Islamic art. He was replaced by
Richard Ettinghausen who, in turn, moved to the Freer Gallery in Washington
in 1944. No one taught Islamic art there until David Storm Rice in 1953–54,
but his personality did not fit easily with the mood of the university at that
time. He returned to the School of Oriental and African Studies in London
and his departure made it possible for me to be hired at the young age of 25.
The department was a curious amalgam of old and new. There were a few
ghosts from times when the department was a minor oasis of visual culture
in a university with very different strengths. There was Adelaide Adams, a
kind and pleasant woman who taught American art or whatever else needed
to be taught and from whom I acquired a complete set of Ars Islamica, the
only periodical devoted to Islamic art, published by the University of Michigan
and by then out of print. There was James Plummer, who learned about
Chinese art during his many years in the Chinese Customs Service. His
knowledge of Chinese ceramics in particular was immense, but his intellectual
horizon was restricted to a simple evolution of all artistic traditions from
“primitive” to “decadent.” By the time I came to Ann Arbor in 1954, he was
already quite deaf and somewhat eccentric. I remember being struck by an
incident at a lecture, I assume on Japanese ceramics, by Soames Jenyns, of
the British Museum. After Plummer had uttered the appropriate words of
praise in introducing the speaker, he sat in the front row and conspicuously
turned off the hearing aid hanging on his chest. As I recall it, the lecture was
indeed quite dull.
Next to these representatives from another age, there were three very
different but equally striking individuals who were the active senior strength
of the department. There was Harold Wethey, a specialist in late Renaissance
and Baroque art, mostly in Spain; he was a dedicated and hard-working
traditional scholar and connoisseur, full of knowledge and rigorous in
scholarship, but often pedantic and weak on interpretations, a stickler for
rules both in learning and in departmental affairs. There was Max Loehr, a
German Sinologist, who had spent the war years in China after years of
studying in Munich. He impressed me enormously in relating that he spent
seventeen years learning Chinese, Japanese and Sanskrit in order to return to
the study of the arts with which he had begun his university life. From the
study of prehistoric objects all over northern China and Siberia, he had
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turned to Chinese painting and developed a unique approach to the
appreciation of the painter’s art. Since, during these first years, I had few
students of my own, I attended a couple of Max Loehr’s seminars and was
bathed in totally new ways of seeing paintings. We observed the slides on
the screen in total silence before anyone dared to make a comment or to ask
a question. We often argued socially and I remember a particular time when
I made what I thought was a very cogent argument that an ideal history of
art would consist in words alone, without pictures, since a history is a verbal
and mental construct. After a few moments of silence, Max Loehr replied
that an ideal history of art would consist of details of works of art arranged
in such a fashion that evolution or whatever else one wanted to demonstrate
would be obvious to anyone and that no words were needed.
The third member of the scholarly faculty was George H. Forsyth Jr, an
architect, medievalist and architectural historian. He was a true American
aristocrat, tall and handsome, somewhat aloof at first glance, meticulous in
his work, a man of enormous generosity of spirit with a vision for the future.
He had been brought in from Princeton, where he had studied and taught
for many years, in order to create a new and strong department of the
history of art. He became one of the last powerful chairmen who used to
run American universities. Their departments were their fiefdoms and they
saw themselves as providers of funds and support for their vassals, the
assistant professors. I was one of those, many of whom came to play an
important role in the growth of an American history of art. My position
among them was a somewhat privileged one, because of the connection
between the University and the Freer Gallery in Washington, because of the
University’s past history in my area, and because of the existence of a fund
for research and publications. George Forsyth understood how important it
was to provide for me time to learn the centuries of artistic growth between
the Atlantic Ocean and China; he negotiated for me three free semesters
during my first four years of teaching which turned out to be of inestimable
value in forming my scholarship and teaching.
Two examples of Forsyth’s direction stand out in my mind nearly fifty
years later. One was an extraordinary six-weeks trip he organized from
Beirut to Beirut via Damascus, Palmyra, Baghdad, Mosul, Urfa and Aleppo,
and for which he invited a select group of scholars as well as a photographer.
He then went to Egypt and Mt Sinai. Out of this trip emerged eventually
my excavations at Qasr al-Hayr East in Syria and the Michigan–Princeton
expedition to Sinai. There are many stories attached to this trip from a time
of relatively easy movement in the Near East, but my main point is the sense
George Forsyth had for exploring research possibilities for himself and for
others. The other example took place when he and I realized that young
American students were not likely to flock to the lessons on Islamic art by a
young unknown. He thus proposed that I join the group of instructors
taking turns in teaching the general introduction to the History of Art. Not
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only did I have to adjust to classes of 200 students after a few years of five or
six poor souls, but it was a wonderful occasion to develop that integration of
Islamic art into world art which led eventually to the appearance of the field
in so many universities.
I should add that such successes as I had were also due to the wonderful
group of young men (this was before the appearance of women on the
faculties of major universities) who came, sometimes only for a few years,
and often shaped a lively and invigorating department, where a full exchange
of ideas was possible without professional jealousies, and where everything
could be tried. These years of innovation affected also my involvement
with young colleagues in a department of Near Eastern Studies developed
energetically, if at times haphazardly, by the Assyriologist and Iranist George
Cameron and in all departments dealing with Asia or in a budding Center
for Middle Eastern Studies which made possible academic and linguistic
opportunities impossible at that time to include in traditional departments.
Thanks to a grant, I think from the Rockefeller Foundation, five young
men under 35 devised a then unique year-long introduction to Asia for
undergraduates, in which we all taught all the sections regardless of the
areas being covered. In these years of relatively easy access to funds and
without worries about tenure or promotion, I could at the University of
Michigan develop complex and detailed scholarly searches and find ways
to present to the mass of students both the History of Art and the cultures
of Asia.
I moved to Harvard in 1969 and joined a department of Fine Arts full of
world celebrities, including Max Loehr who had left Michigan a few years
before me, and a Department of Near Eastern Languages and Cultures as
well as a Center for Middle Eastern Studies that were in the process of
rejuvenating their involvement with the Islamic world. Harvard’s Department
of Fine Arts, better known as the Fogg, was still then the bastion of
connoisseurship, a treasure box of magnificent works of art, the guardian of
a truly astounding library of books and photographs. But, set as it was in its
sedate ways and traditions, it lacked the excitement of the University of
Michigan, and much in its organization was falling apart, physically and in a
way even spiritually. Much of the following twenty years was spent dealing
with practical problems of space and financing which eventually altered
completely the looks of the institution and its spirit. What these years meant
to me in my maturity can be easily summed up. Access to a wide variety of
often first-rate students broadened my conception of my field, as I began to
introduce into it other areas than those of the central Near Eastern lands
and other periods than the Middle Ages. Then the daily contact with major
works of art softened my preference for verbal expression over the sensuality
of “things” themselves. And, finally, the association with the Aga Khan
Trust, about which I will have more to say in the introduction to Volume III
of this series, made me encounter my own times, meet the world of practicing
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architects, and begin to reflect on the continuous values of an art I had seen
until then as the medieval expression of a neighboring civilization.
For me the curiosity of this large volume has been the contrast between
the work done in the 1950s and early 1970s on medieval subjects according
to traditional methods of investigation and the articles of the last twenty
years, which deal with many more areas and periods and which engage
aesthetic as well as historical issues. To what degree these changes are the
result of personal evolution or of changes in the expectations of the field, I
do not know.

