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ART REVIEW

In Two Rooms, a Universe
The recently opened Islamic World galleries at the British Museum focus on much more than just
religion.

Detail of the ‘Blacas Ewer’ (1232) PHOTO: THE TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM

By Cammy Brothers
Dec. 29, 2018 7 00 a.m. ET
London
A raven, beak open, perches atop a hill, addressing an enthralled crowd of animals, both
fantastical and real. Winged and tree-climbing dragons, an array of variously patterned horses,
a pair of peacocks, a cobra, a lion, an elephant and the rest of the richly colored menagerie gaze
up at the bird as if awaiting instructions. This extraordinary sheet, attributed to the Mughal
court painter Miskin and dated c. 1590, was once part of an illustrated manuscript containing
morality tales regarding human behavior, originally derived from Indian oral traditions but
here translated from Sanskrit into Pahlavi or Middle Persian. A fabulous example of the fusion
of literary and cultural traditions that characterized Mughal India in the 16th and 17th
centuries, it is just one of many works of art in the British Museum’s stunning, recently opened
galleries featuring the art of the Islamic world that undercut visitors’ preconceived ideas.
Because of the widespread misconception, fostered by the commonly used term “Islamic Art,”
that the work produced by Muslim societies is all about religion, the curators have titled these
galleries the Islamic World. It’s a subtle shift that puts the emphasis on the range of both
religious and secular objects, from the monumental to the miniature, and a wide geography,
from Southern Spain and North Africa to Mughal India, Ottoman Turkey, Egypt, Iran and
Indonesia. The galleries present visitors with the staggering array of objects produced by these
varied civilizations from the seventh century to the present.
The curators also address head-on the perception, dating back to the 19th century, that while
“the West” moves and changes, “the East” never does. The installation intersperses historical
objects with videos demonstrating artistic practices that continue to this day. The museum
commissioned a new work by the artist Idris Khan to mark the galleries’ opening, and there are
plans to display additional contemporary works in future.
Similarly, the inclusion of a widely varied set of ﬁgurative works of art, from courtly scenes
incised in metalwork to sculpted chess pieces, puts the lie to the notion that all art produced by
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ceramic bowls, and inlaid in metal drinking vessels feature scenes of hunting, dining and other
princely pleasures that were common across Mediterranean societies, both Christian and
Muslim. For example, a 13th-century inlaid metal ewer from Mosul, Iraq, includes depictions of
musicians, huntsmen, and members of court riding on camels, accompanied by servants.
Even the forms
typically associated
with the arts of the
Islamic world, such
as calligraphy or
geometry, appear in
so many guises and
on such varied
surfaces that their
variation stands out
much more than
their common
motifs. The stark,
Samanid epigraphic bowl (10th-11th century) PHOTO: THE TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM
almost minimalist
aesthetic of a ceramic bowl (10th-11th century) probably from Nishapur, Iran, with black
calligraphy against an unadorned white surface, is at one end of this aesthetic spectrum, while
the cobalt blue, turquoise, green and white ﬂoral motifs on a bowl from Iznik, Turkey (c. 154550) is at the other.
While it is a 21st-century conceit to imagine that our world has never been as interconnected as
it is now, the curators suggest otherwise. For example, they undo the neat divisions between
“East” and “West” by illustrating the shared lineage of Islamic and European cultures, both
rooted in the Greco-Roman and Byzantine visual traditions. A display of carved stone Byzantine
capitals, with the recognizable foliage of Corinthian capitals, serves as a reminder that early
Islamic mosques, from Damascus to Cordoba, often reused ancient Roman and early Christian
column shafts and capitals, a solution that was both economically and aesthetically expedient.
Then there are the 15th-century blue-and-white Timurid ceramics demonstrating the impact of
trade with China, along the so-called Silk Road. Stepping just beyond the second gallery one
ﬁnds a fascinating vitrine of Tuscan, Genoese and Spanish ceramics all showing local
craftsmen’s attempts to imitate the luster technique perfected by Muslim ceramists in
Southern Spain under the Nasrid Empire (which ended with the reconquest in 1492).
The team of curators, Ladan Akbarnia, William Greenwood, Zeina Klink-Hoppe, Amandine
Mérat, Venetia Porter and Fahmida Suleman, had a blank slate, made possible through a gift
from the Albukhary Foundation that allowed them to move into two rooms on the second ﬂoor,
just above the main entrance, a much more prominent position than their former one on the
ground ﬂoor by the rear entrance. Fittingly, they are at the end of a sequence of European
medieval art.
While now in a prize position, the curators had a limited amount of space—only those two
galleries in which to do credit to one of the world’s great encyclopedic collections. By contrast,
the Metropolitan Museum’s 2011 reinstallation of its own Islamic galleries occupies 15 rooms.
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At the British
Museum this
compactness feels
like a virtue, allowing
the visitor to move at
a meditative pace
through the dazzling
array of objects and
cultures. In two
rooms, we glimpse a
universe.
—Ms. Brothers is an
associate professor
at Northeastern
University and the
author of
“Michelangelo,
Drawing, and the
Invention of
Architecture” (Yale).
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