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S~BEL BOZDOÅAN AND GÜLRU NEC~POÅLU 

ENTANGLED DISCOURSES: 

SCRUTINIZING ORIENTALIST AND NATIONALIST LEGACIES 

IN THE ARCHITECTURAL HISTORIOGRAPHY OF 

THE “LANDS OF RUM” 

The essays in this volume are revised versions of papers 

presented at the symposium  “Historiography and Ide-

ology: Architectural Heritage of the ‘Lands of Rum,’” 

held in May 2006 under the auspices of the Aga Khan 

Program for Islamic Architecture at Harvard Univer-

sity, with a generous grant from the Aga Khan Trust 

for Culture in Geneva.1 The idea for the symposium 

was born in 2002 through the happy coincidence of 

our individual preoccupations at the time: Sibel Boz-

doqan with nationalism and architectural historiogra-

phy in early republican Turkey, and Gülru Necipoqlu 

with Orientalism and a critical rethinking of surveys 

of Islamic art and architecture.2 During our many 

exchanges we observed a basic connection between our 

pursuits that would eventually become the premise of 

the symposium, namely, how the nineteenth- and early-

twentieth-century Orientalist discourses that informed 

the very constitution of the field of “Islamic art and 

architecture” by Western European scholars were 

often mirrored in and entangled with the nationalist 

narratives of local scholars in predominantly Muslim 

geographies, both of them doing injustice to the actual 

complexity of premodern histories before the advent 

of modern nationalisms. 

It is often claimed that while Western scholars have 

put forward a “holistic conception of Islamic art, in 

Muslim lands—some of which only established their 

territorial boundaries in the twentieth century—schol-

ars have tended to proceed on ‘national’ lines.”3 In 

our view, this way of putting it sets up a false dichot-

omy. Just as Western scholars, with their retrospective 

search for the unifying “essence” of Islamic art in its 

formative period, actively engaged in ethnicizing dis-

courses that mapped out the regional/national com-

partments of this “universal” visual heritage, so too did 

local writers participate from the late nineteenth cen-

tury onwards in the production of both Orientalist and 

nationalist paradigms. Hence, scrutinizing the inter-

twined strands of these paradigms (in which interna-

tional and indigenous scholars alike engaged, whether 

to negotiate points of convergence or of divergence) 

promised to complicate the reductive Western/non-

Western binary that informs recent overviews of schol-

arship in the “Islamic field” as well as many postcolo-

nial critiques of Orientalism. 

  We knew that, given the current theoretical frame-

works and intellectual resources at our disposal, we 

were well equipped to address such issues of histori-

ography and ideology, and the time was certainly ripe 

for a more nuanced critical assessment of the archi-

tectural historiography of historically and culturally 

“multi-layered” regions once ruled by supranational 

Islamic empires. Above all, since the 1980s the Ori-

entalist constitution of the “Islamic field” (and Mid-

dle Eastern Studies) has been challenged by post-Said-

ian scholarship, while theorists of nationalism from 

Eric Hobsbawm to Benedict Anderson have exposed 

the historical processes of “invention” and “imagina-

tion” by which modern nations everywhere were con-

structed.4 At the same time, within the discipline of 

art/architectural history itself, critical scrutiny of the 

inherited, founding narratives and of the paradig-

matic texts/authors of the field has been underway 

for quite some time. Whether it is within the “West-

ern tradition” (recently dubbed the “non-East”5) or 

the increasingly visible fields of inquiry traditionally 

designated as “non-Western” (under which “Islamic” 

visual culture is generally classified), the major thrust 

of recent critical scholarship has been in the direc-

tion of revealing historical complexities, contingen-

cies, and even contradictions in the unifying “grand 

narratives” of canonical scholarship—in showing how 
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what has been taken for granted as “universal,” “nat-

ural,” or “timeless” is in fact context-dependent and 

historically constructed. That a critique of the “canon” 

does not necessarily mean discarding it altogether, 

but rather constructively exposing its exclusions and 

premises, has long been accepted in the case of the 

“Western canon” debates.6 It is in the self-reflective 

spirit of these wider critical trends that the present 

volume addresses historiography and ideology in the 

“Lands of Rum” (a region corresponding to the East-

ern Roman domains, commonly designating Anatolia 

and the Balkans) in an attempt to scrutinize the inter-

sections of Orientalist and nationalist discourses on 

the architectural heritage of a specific region within 

the Islamic world. 

Our decision to focus upon a particular region was 

intended to promote a contextualized way of question-

ing both the presumed unity of “Islamic” architecture 

and the presumed clarity of its ethnic/national bound-

aries in terms of which modern scholarship has gen-

erally constructed the premodern past. Although it 

has repeatedly been acknowledged that “Islamic art 

and architecture” as an umbrella term poses inevitable 

problems (especially for postmedieval periods), there 

nevertheless seems to be a considerable sense of nos-

talgia for the traditional unity of what has grown to 

be an “unwieldy” field. This longing for the uncom-

plicated simplicity of inherited frameworks—a kind 

of nostalgic neo-Orientalism—entails a fear of frag-

mentation and an uneasiness about regionally framed 

approaches, which are seen as threatening to dis-

mantle the “universalism” of the field by missing the 

larger picture and losing sight of the forest for the 

trees.7 To such anxious guardians of the integrity of 

the “Islamic field,” the regional focus of our sympo-

sium may well appear too narrow and overly special-

ized. In our view, however, one has to start with a spe-

cific place and time before moving to a more general 

critical reassessment of “Islamic” architectural histori-

ography, preferably on the basis of similar case stud-

ies of other regions and artistic traditions.

We have come to believe, for reasons outlined below, 

that the “Lands of Rum” are a particularly fertile start-

ing point for productive discussion. Why the “Lands 

of Rum” the reader may ask, as opposed to, say, the 

“Ottoman  Empire” or “Turkey,” both of which we ini-

tially considered? We settled on our choice of terms 

simply because the alternatives mentioned evoked 

precisely the kinds of dynastic or national categories 

that we wished to question in the symposium. “Lands 

of Rum” was a more inclusive and evocative designa-

tion for generating the type of critical discussion we 

intended.8 With this term, the motivation behind our 

geographical focus was less likely to be construed as 

“seeking to understand [our] own [Turkish] heri-

tage” or seeking to “transform...the study of Islamic 

art, once a branch of the humanistic study of art his-

tory open to all, into one of many fields of area and 

ethnic studies.”9 By focusing on historiographical, ide-

ological, and methodological questions pertaining to 

how the architectural history of Islamic dynasties in 

this multicultural region was written in the modern 

period, we hoped (and continue to hope) to open up 

a debate with broader implications for other regions 

as well. 

* * *

Few other modern nations exhibit the historical and 

cultural complexity of Turkey, with its tangled and 

difficult dilemmas of identity resulting from the multi -

ethnic and multicultural legacy of the Ottoman 

Empire, caught “between two worlds.”10 The pre-

Ottoman, medieval Islamic dynasties of Anatolia were 

equally complex polities, whose monumental heritage 

is often teleologically treated as a precursor of the 

Ottoman period in linear constructions of regional 

architectural history. Consequently, both Western and 

native scholars have been confronted with a distinct 

problem in writing the architectural history of the 

“Lands of Rum,” and their work often reflects the 

ideological and/or methodological biases with which 

they approach the topic.11 

On the one hand, histories of the Ottoman and 

pre-Ottoman architecture of this region sit rather 

uncomfortably in general surveys of “Islamic” art and 

architecture, within which Western scholars were the 

first to classify these traditions. A perennial problem, 

implicit in the holistic term “Islamic architecture,” 

is that of a dubious universalism: the tendency to 

explain the architectures of a vast multiconfessional 

region by the common denominator of religion or 

religious culture. Another legacy of nineteenth-cen-

tury European Orientalist scholarship is the equally 

problematic tendency to account for regional diver-

sity in terms of “schools” designated by ethno-racial 

categories (e.g., Arabian, Moresque, Persian, Turkish, 

Indian) that have masked the multiethnic and mul-

tilinguistic character of premodern Islamic polities. 

In the classical corpus of texts on Islamic architec-
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ture (most of them produced at the height of West-

ern colonial ambitions in the Middle East and else-

where, particularly during the disintegration of the 

Ottoman Empire) the monuments of “Turkish” dynas-

ties are often relegated to a lesser status than those 

of the “Persians” and “Arabs,” which for many Euro-

pean Orientalists represented the superior “sedentary” 

architecture of authentic “Muslim civilization” before 

it was overtaken by the “nomadic” Turks.12 Moreover, 

these texts often display a medieval bias that judges 

the monuments of predominantly Turkic “later Islamic 

dynasties” as derivative. They also reflect a geographi-

cal bias that privileges the “Arab” and “Persian” lands 

of the “medieval Middle East” as the “central zone” 

or “heartland” of Islamdom, at the expense of fron-

tier regions (such as Spain, North Africa, sub-Saha-

ran West Africa, East Africa, Anatolia, the Balkans, the 

Indian subcontinent, China, and Southeast Asia) char-

acterized by more fluid and hence “impure” cultural 

mixtures. We believe that it is precisely this “impu-

rity” and “hybridity” that makes the “Lands of Rum” 

particularly relevant for our purposes. Compared to 

the central zones of the Islamic lands, these frontier 

regions, or “margins of Islam,” have greater poten-

tial to challenge the essentialist constructs that still 

pervade general surveys and popular venues such as 

museum displays and exhibitions.13 

On the other hand, regional scholarship on the 

“Lands of Rum” produced by Western and native 

authors alike has been fraught with its own essen-

tialist biases in the form of prolific constructions of 

nationalist genealogy. In fact, the “Lands of Rum” pres-

ent an especially interesting case because the earliest 

examples of local counter-narratives against French 

and British Orientalist discourses—discourses satu-

rated with derogatory character evaluations of “the 

Turks” as lacking artistic sensibility, in contrast to the 

exalted “Arab,” “Persian,” or “Indian” creative genius 

of their own colonial domains—were produced in this 

region starting in the late nineteenth century, before 

they emerged anywhere else in the Islamic world.14 

Hence, contrary to the claim that “the notion of a dis-

tinctly ‘Islamic’ tradition of art and architecture” and 

“the terminology used to identify it”15 were entirely 

a product of Western scholarship, a dynamic inter -

action existed from the very beginning between the 

dialogical discourses produced by late Ottoman authors 

and the publications of European Orientalists. More-

over, as a number of essays in this volume demon-

strate, such critical engagements on the part of Turk-

ish scholars, albeit from defensive nationalist positions, 

owed a great deal to the efforts of German and Aus-

trian art historians to promote the hitherto underval-

ued field of “Turkish art” at the turn of the twentieth 

century.16 The emergence of this art-historical field 

(paralleling the linguistic constitution of the new dis-

cipline of Turcology, particularly in Berlin, Vienna, 

Budapest, and Moscow, and subsequently in Ankara 

and Istanbul), occurred just before the disintegration 

and collapse of the multinational Romanov, Habsburg, 

and Ottoman empires. The political alliance linking 

the Austro-Hungarian and late Ottoman empires as 

well as the Wilhelmine Reich owed much to a con-

fluence of shared interests that offer compelling tes-

timony on how imperial/colonial histories were intri-

cately intertwined with the highly contested arena of 

art/architectural history. The resulting entangled dis-

courses were informed by a much more complex pro-

cess than the one envisioned in Edward Said’s Arabo-

centric critique of Orientalism, which remains silent 

on the presence of the Ottoman Empire as a sover-

eign entity in the Middle East and does not differen-

tiate between various brands of Western Orientalist 

scholarship, whether French, British, Central Euro-

pean, or Russian. 

Starting in the early twentieth century and intensi-

fying with the creation of the secular Turkish Repub-

lic in 1923, ethnocentric nationalist perspectives have 

led native scholars to highlight the “Turkish” element 

over the “Islamic” in Seljuk, Beylik, and Ottoman archi-

tecture or to foreground the “purity” of these build-

ing traditions by marginalizing the formative input of 

many centuries of cross-cultural exchange with both 

Anatolian/Balkan Christendom and Europe.17 Another 

bias of nationalist paradigms has been their anachro-

nistic focus on the present borders of modern Tur-

key, to the exclusion of neighboring Islamic regions 

such as western Iran/Azerbaijan, Iraq, Syria-Pales-

tine, Egypt, Arabia, and North Africa—former prov-

inces of the Ottoman Empire—which, in turn, have 

developed their own exclusivist traditions of Oriental-

ist as well as nationalist historiography. In the sympo-

sium we sought to address the currency of comparable 

discourses over a broader Islamic geographic range 

by inviting papers that extended the horizons of our 

inquiry beyond the “Lands of Rum” to areas associ-

ated with the “Arab,” “Persian,” and “Indian” tradi-

tions of art/architecture.18 For the sake of focus, we 

decided not to include papers addressing the national-

ist architectural historiographies of non-Muslim nation-
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states that partitioned the once-unified territories of 

the Ottoman Empire, a subject that certainly deserves 

comparative analysis in the future. 

In short, the premise of the symposium that resulted 

in this volume was our conviction that the tendency 

to read the past through the optics of present-day 

national boundaries has long obscured the synchronic 

unities and complex intercultural exchanges across the 

Balkans, Anatolia, the Middle East, and beyond that 

existed prior to the rise of modern nation-states and 

their teleological, diachronic historiographies of archi-

tecture from ancient to modern times. Without con-

sidering these unities and transcultural interactions, 

any “ethnicized” reading of architectural history in 

terms of exclusive national categories is highly prob-

lematic—at least as problematic as the blanket term 

“Islamic art and architecture” that has plagued the 

field with its specious “universalism.”

 

***

Following the structure of the panels in the symposium, 

the papers collected in this volume are thematically 

organized in three sections and preceded by an intro-

duction (originally the keynote lecture). The introduc-

tory essay, “A Rome of One’s Own: Reflections on Cul-

tural Geography and Identity in the ‘Lands of Rum,’” 

problematizes the essentializing uses of ethno-racial 

or regional identities, with specific reference to the 

concepts of “Rumi” and “Rumi-ness” in late medieval 

and early modern written sources. The papers in the 

first section, grouped under the subtitle “Ethnicized 

Discourses on the Arts and Architectures of Islamic 

Geographies,” critically address paradigms and method-

ologies pertaining to the art/architectural historiogra-

phy of Anatolia, Syria/Egypt, Iran, and India, exposing 

not only the anachronistic uses of ethnic and national 

categories, but also the medieval and geographical 

biases underlying the construction of the “Islamic 

field.” The second section, subtitled “Dominant Narra-

tives in Historiographies of the Ottoman Architectural 

Heritage,” examines in detail paradigmatic texts that 

have focused on this postmedieval tradition of archi-

tecture, exhibiting the entangled relationship between 

Orientalist and nationalist discourses from the late 

Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic. The essays 

in the final section, assembled under the subheading 

“Interface of Historiography with Institutional Prac-

tices in Modern Turkey,” bring the discussion to the 

present by analyzing the ways in which contemporary 

policies of archaeology, museology, and preservation 

have been informed by and diverge from the “grand 

narratives” of art/architectural historiography.  

All of the papers published in this volume look 

closely and critically at some of the key texts, per-

sonalities, and narratives that have shaped the histo-

riography of architecture in the “Lands of Rum” and 

beyond, scrutinizing their ideological subtexts and 

methodological biases while concurrently retrieving 

some of their overlooked insights. Here are some of 

the questions we asked the authors of these papers 

to address:

To what extent is the premodern architectural heritage 

of the “Lands of Rum” “Islamic”? To what extent is it 

something else? To what extent and from which period 

onwards is it “modern”? What are the limits and problems 

of ethnicized readings of architecture in the “Lands of 

Rum” and elsewhere? Are the terms “Rum Seljuk,” “Bey-

lik,” and “Ottoman” interchangeable with “Turkish”? Can 

we talk about different but simultaneous threads within 

nationalist historiography, a “critical” one (against the 

“universalist” approaches of Orientalist frameworks) vs. 

an “ideological” one (in its espousal of exclusive par-

ticularistic identities)? In what ways is art and architec-

tural historiography an autonomous field? From the late 

Ottoman Empire into the Republic, what role has the 

historiography of art and architecture, as well as related 

institutions of archaeology, museology, and preservation, 

played in constructing particular definitions of Turkish 

identity? How can new critical scholarship contribute to 

the questioning of existing ideological paradigms, not 

only in the “Lands of Rum” but also in other regions 

and artistic traditions? 

Inevitably, the papers published in this volume barely 

scratch the surface of the formidable questions we 

initially posed. Given the implications and ongoing 

relevance of these issues today, however—not only 

for research and scholarship but also for architec-

tural education and practice as well as the work of 

museum professionals, exhibition organizers, archae-

ologists, and preserver/restorers—we believe that they 

will provoke further debate. We hope that by taking 

issue with the ideological premises of received his-

toriographic traditions, these papers will collectively 

contribute to the project of rewriting the “universal” 

and regional surveys available to us today, as well as to 

the transformation of institutional practices informed 

by these surveys.19

Cambridge, MA
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NOTES

1. The symposium convened May 11–13, 2006, at the American 

Academy of Arts and Sciences in Cambridge, MA. We would 

like to thank the panel discussants—David Roxburgh, Zeynep 

Çelik, and Renata Holod—for valuable critical insights that, 

along with comments made by the audience, have contrib-

uted to the revised papers published in this volume. 

2. Sibel Bozdoqan started working on this topic in 2002 with a 

Post-Doctoral Aga Khan Program Fellowship at Harvard Uni-

versity. During the same year, Gülru Necipoqlu organized 

“Surveying Islamic Art and Architecture: A Symposium,” held 

May 17–18, 2002, at the American Academy of Arts and Sci-

ences in Cambridge, MA, under the auspices of the Aga Khan 

Program for Islamic Architecture at Harvard University. The 

symposium included sessions titled “Thoughts by the Authors 

of Surveys of Islamic Art and Architecture,” which featured 

papers by Oleg Grabar and Marilyn Jenkins-Madina, Sheila 

Blair and Jonathan Bloom, Barbara Brend, Robert Hillen-

brand, and Robert Irwin, and “Thoughts on the Future of 

Surveys,” comprising papers that addressed publishers’ con-

cerns, museum perspectives, and the impact of surveys on 

teaching. 

3. Stephen Vernoit, “Islamic Art and Architecture: An Overview 

of Scholarship and Collecting, c. 1850–c. 1950,” in Discover-

ing Islamic Art: Scholars, Collectors and Collections, 1850–1950, 

ed. Stephen Vernoit (London and New York, 2000), 53. This 

claim has recently been repeated in a polemical overview of 

the state of the field, where it is maintained that “the study 

of Islamic art and architecture...was invented at the end of 

the nineteenth century and was of interest primarily to Euro-

pean and later American scholars.” Arguing that “there is no 

indigenous tradition in any of the Islamic lands of studying 

Islamic art,” the authors assert that “there are very few posi-

tions teaching ‘Islamic art’ in the Islamic lands themselves, 

where professors and students largely study the arts of their 

own countries. Thus, one is far more likely to encounter Egyp-

tians studying and teaching Egyptian art in Egypt, Turks study-

ing and teaching Turkish art in Turkey, or Iranians studying 

and teaching Iranian art in Iran. In other words, the concept 

of a universalist ‘Islamic art’ remains specific to the West.” 

See Sheila S. Blair and Jonathan M. Bloom, “The Mirage of 

Islamic Art: Reflections on the Study of an Unwieldy Field,” 

Art Bulletin 85, 1 (Mar. 2003): 153, 157.

4. Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York, 1978); Terence Ranger 

and Eric Hobsbawm, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cam-

bridge, Eng., 1983); Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communi-

ties: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (New 

York, 1983); Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 

1780 (Cambridge, Eng., 1990); Homi K. Bhabha, Nation and 

Narration (London and New York, 1990); idem, The Location 

of Culture (London and New York, 1994); Pheng Cheah and 

Bruce Robbins, eds., Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling beyond 

the Nation (Minneapolis, 1998); Anthony D. Smith, The Nation 

in History: Historiographical Debates about Ethnicity and National-

ism (Hanover, NH, 2000); Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence: 

The Illusion of Destiny (New York and London, 2006). 

5. Dana Arnold, “Beyond a Boundary: Toward an Architectural 

History of the Non-East,” in Rethinking Architectural Historiog-

raphy, ed. Dana Arnold, Elvan Altan Ergut, and Belgin Turan 

Özkaya (London and New York, 2006), 229–45. The preface 

and introduction by the editors of this collection of essays 

provide an overview of recent critical trends in global archi-

tectural historiography. 

6. See, for example, the special issue “Rethinking the Canon,” 

Art Bulletin 78, 2 (1996). 

7. Blair and Bloom, “Mirage of Islamic Art,” 158–60, 174–76. 

Blair and Bloom explain in the catalogue of their recent 

exhibition, Cosmophilia: Islamic Art from the David Collection, 

Copenhagen (Chesnut Hill, MA, 2006)—where objects are 

grouped ahistorically according to “four themes of decora-

tion” (figures, writing, geometry, and vegetation and the 

arabesque) commonly singled out in early-twentieth-century 

Orientalist discourses on the “decorativeness” of Islamic art 

and architecture—that their approach is based on the exhi-

bition “The Arts of Islam,” held in 1976 at the Haywood Gal-

lery, London, whose catalogue preface proposed to “define 

the essential character of Islamic art…taken to be calligra-

phy, geometry, the arabesque, and the treatment of figura-

tion”: see idem, Cosmophilia, 13. For critiques of the essen-

tialist approach adopted in “The Arts of Islam” and of the 

Orientalist concept of the “arabesque,” see Oleg Grabar, 

“Geometry and Ideology: The Festival of Islam and the Study 

of Islamic Art,” in A Way Prepared: Essays on Islamic Culture in 

Honor of Richard Bayly Winder, ed. Farhad Kazemi and Robert 

D. McChesney (New York, 1988), 145–52; Gülru Necipoqlu, 

The Topkapæ Scroll: Geometry and Ornament in Islamic Architec-

ture (Santa Monica, CA, 1995), especially the chapter titled 

“The Discourse on the Geometric ‘Arabesque,’” 61–83.  

8. It was far from our intention to privilege the spatial/geo-

graphical over the temporal/historical dimension in the study 

of architectural history. The methodological pitfalls of geo-

graphical approaches have been cogently analyzed in Thomas 

DaCosta Kaufmann, Toward a Geography of Art (Chicago and 

London, 2004), a book of collected essays that attempts to 

develop a “geohistory of art” combining chronological/histor-

ical and geographical factors. Kaufmann observes (100) that 

“monographic series, such as the Pelican History of Art, still 

present material according to national categories, even when 

such categories did not exist in the period they denote.” 

9. Blair and Bloom, “Mirage of Islamic Art,” 174, 176. The authors 

nostalgically recall that during the 1970s “we and our fellow 

students were virtually all white, non-Muslim Americans,” but 

observe that now “white non-Muslims are becoming less dom-

inant in the field.” They believe that the new generation of 

Middle Eastern and Muslim students/scholars, largely aim-

ing to “trace their roots,” are somehow more ideological than 

the leading Western scholars who have established the field 

of Islamic art and architecture; although the authors view 

this new diversity as “welcome,” it “raises complicated issues 

about who is doing what for whom.” They write: “The inter-

ests and opinions of those seeking to understand their own 

heritage can be very different from those who are seeking 

to understand and explain something they consider some-

what distant in time and space…While we admire students’ 

eagerness to understand what they identify as their own her-

itage…we are concerned that this approach transforms the 

study of Islamic art, once a branch of the humanistic study 

of art history open to all, into one of many fields of area and 

ethnic studies, sometimes organized along national or eth-
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nic lines. It is, in our view, a sorry commentary on our field 

that at the graduate level most students from Iranian back-

grounds study Persian art and students from Turkish back-

grounds study Turkish art.” Blair and Bloom not only assign 

value-free objectivity (and superiority) to studying a distant 

culture not one’s own (a pursuit almost exclusive to Western 

scholars) but also, by logical extension, deny the capacity for 

objectivity to those studying their own culture, particularly 

when the culture in question happens to be non-Western. 

It seems that students/scholars originating from the Islamic 

lands can never get it exactly right, unlike Western scholars, 

who are able to observe the challenges of the field from their 

panoptic, disinterested vantage point, with deep concern for 

the “universalist” humanistic foundations of the field. 

10. See Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds: The Construction of 

the Ottoman State (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, 1995). 

11. Blair and Bloom admit that “Turkish” art and architecture 

pose a more difficult problem for historians than do “Arab” 

and “Persian” art: see “Mirage of Islamic Art,” 159. 

12. For the ethno-racial ranking of “Persian,” “Arab,” “Indian,” 

and “Turkish” art, in which the “Turks” occupied the “lower 

rung,” see Vernoit, “Islamic Art and Architecture: An Over-

view,” 6–7, 19, 22, 40–41.  

13. The geographical biases of the two Pelican surveys (Rich-

ard Ettinghausen and Oleg Grabar, Islamic Art and Architec-

ture, 650–1250 [Hammondsworth and New York, 1987], and 

Sheila S. Blair and Jonathan Bloom, The Art and Architecture 

of Islam, 1250–1800 [New Haven, 1994]) are, in fact, admit-

ted by the coauthors of the second volume. Blair and Bloom 

write (in “Mirage of Islamic Art,” 158), “The two volumes 

differ in their approaches, as befits the nature of the mate-

rial: the first deals more with archaeological evidence and 

is divided regionally (perhaps with some overemphasis on 

the western Islamic lands) whereas the second [by Blair and 

Bloom] treats more individual masterpieces, usually under 

dynastic rubrics, and gives special emphasis to the arts of Iran 

[italics ours].” This conspicuous bias towards “Persian” mate-

rial reveals the extent to which the authors are protective of 

the traditional assumptions of the “Islamic field” as primar-

ily “Arab” in its formative period and overwhelmingly “Per-

sian” thereafter. The premise of their volume (which omits 

such regions as sub-Saharan Africa, West Africa, China, and 

Southeast Asia) is thus the elaboration of the “canon” rather 

than its critique and revision. These regions are also missing 

from the only comprehensive survey of Islamic architecture, 

which moreover excludes the Indian subcontinent: see Rob-

ert Hillenbrand, Islamic Architecture: Form, Function, Meaning 

(New York, 1994). In a chapter titled “The Mosque” Hillen-

brand explains that these areas “fall outside the purview of 

this book; what follows is therefore intended to encompass 

the significant basic types of medieval mosque in the central 

Islamic lands. This material does lend itself tolerably well 

to analysis within the framework of the three ‘ethnic’ tradi-

tions,” namely, “Arab, Turkish, and Persian”: Hillenbrand, 

Islamic Architecture, 64.

14. For the denial of artistic creativity to the “Turks,” see n. 12 

above and the papers of Heghnar Zeitlian Watenpaugh and 

Gülru Necipoqlu in this volume. Counter-narratives against 

derogatory evaluations of “Turkish art” are analyzed in the 

papers of Necipoqlu and Sibel Bozdoqan. 

15. For this claim, see Blair and Bloom, “Mirage of Islamic Art,” 

153. In fact, one of the earliest uses of the term “Islamic” 

with regard to architecture appears in Marie de Launay, 

Pietro Montani, et al., Uª¢l-i Mi{m¸rº-i {Osm¸nº = L’architecture 

ottomane = Die ottomanische Baukunst (Istanbul, 1873), 40–42. 

This trilingual publication, commissioned from a cosmopol-

itan committee of Ottoman bureaucrats and artists by Sultan 

Abdülaziz for the Vienna International Exposition of 1873, 

glorifies the undervalued dynastic tradition of Ottoman archi-

tecture; it is analyzed in the papers of Ahmet Ersoy, Necipo-

qlu, and Shirine Hamadeh in this volume. Another early text 

that uses the same term is the 1906 essay by the late Ottoman 

architect Mimar Kemalettin, titled “Mi{m¸rº-i ~sl¸m” (Archi-

tecture of Islam), published in ~lhan Tekeli and Selim ~lkin, 

Mimar Kemalettin’in Yazdæklaræ (Ankara, 1997). This essay crit-

icizes the omission of “Turkish” monuments built under the 

Anatolian Seljuk and Ottoman dynasties from a chronologi-

cal manual of Islamic architecture published in Europe that 

privileges “Arab” monuments. Yet another early critique of 

European Orientalist “universalism” for its construction of a 

unified, imaginary Orient is provided in Celâl Esad Arseven’s 

1928 survey of Turkish art, which in some respects anticipates 

Edward Said by five decades: for Arseven, see the papers of 

Necipoqlu, Hamadeh, and Bozdoqan in this volume. 

16. See Oktay Aslanapa, Türkiye’de Avusturyalæ Sanat Tarihçileri ve 

Sanatkârlar = Österreichische Kunsthistoriker und Künstler in der 

Türkei (Istanbul, 1993). 

17. For the proceedings of a conference criticizing nationalist par-

adigms and promoting a recognition of the 700-year “supra-

national heritage” of Ottoman architecture, see Nur Akæn, 

Afife Batur, and Selçuk Batur, eds., Osmanlæ Mimarlæqænæn 7 

Yüzyælæ “Uluslarüstü bir Miras” (Istanbul, 1999). 

18. See the papers of Watenpaugh, Kishwar Rizvi, and Finbarr 

Barry Flood in this volume. 

19. Both types of survey continue to raise concerns about how 

areas of study are delimited, spatially and temporally. The 

value of so-called universal surveys, particularly in the “Islamic 

field,” where they did not exist until quite recently, is cer-

tainly not to be denied. Now that we have several examples 

of such surveys, however, what are urgently needed, in our 

opinion, are books that focus critically on particular regions 

or periods, generating contextually specific new interpreta-

tions that will, in turn, contribute to innovative synthetic 

visions in future “universal” surveys.
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