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Rediscovering Objects from Islamic
Lands in Enlightenment Europe

This book argues that the provenance of early modern and medieval objects from
Islamic lands was largely forgotten until the “long” eighteenth century, when the first
efforts were made to reconnect them with the historical contexts in which they were
produced.

For the first time, these Islamicate objects were read, studied and classified — and
given a new place in history. Freed by scientific interest, they were used in new ways
and found new homes, including in museums. More generally, the process of “redis-
covery” opened up the prehistory of the discipline of Islamic art history and had a
significant impact on conceptions of cultural boundaries, differences and identity.

The book will be of interest to scholars working in the history of art, the art of the
Islamic world, early modern history and art historiography.

Isabelle Dolezalek is Junior Professor of History of Art at the University of Greifswald,
Germany.

Mattia Guidetti is Senior Assistant Professor of History of Islamic Art at the University
of Bologna, Italy.
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Introduction

Rediscovering Objects from Islamic Lands in
Enlightenment Europe

Isabelle Dolezalek and Mattia Guidetti

The heatedly debated question of whether Islam belongs to Europe occupies a cen-
tral place in current political discourse surrounding the inclusion — or indeed, exclu-
sion — of migrants from North Africa, the Near East and elsewhere within the frame
of the European Union. Identitarian visions of pan-European traditions and cus-
toms, which have Christianity at their heart, are contrasted with the religious back-
ground of migrants from predominantly Islamic countries.! This carries wide-reaching
implications for perceptions of Islamic culture as distinct from and sometimes even
opposed to European culture and heritage. Such a binary opposition leaves little
room for the perception of present and historical entanglements. Yet people, thoughts
and objects from Islamic lands have formed an integral part of European culture for
centuries.

From the early Middle Ages onwards, objects from various regions under predom-
inantly Islamic rule circulated in Europe as objects of trade, gifts or booty. Luxury
wares, such as ivories, rock crystals or silk textiles, for instance, formed part of a
shared and entangled court culture of objects that was appreciated by Muslim and
Christian patrons alike and on all sides of the Mediterranean.? These objects were
valued for their formal and material qualities, and for the technical skills necessary
for their production.? Simplistic conceptions that specific objects belonged to one or
another cultural sphere thus ought to be questioned and revised.* While relatively little
is known about the uses of Islamicate’ objects in Latin court culture, these objects
often found a secondary use in church treasuries, following endowments by courtly
patrons. In fact, many if not most of the objects from Islamic lands which arrived in
Europe in the Middle Ages and have survived to this day are preserved in ecclesias-
tical contexts.® A textile from eleventh-century Egypt preserved in a church treasury
in southern France is but one example. The so-called “Veil of St Anne”, once balled up
in a transparent glass vessel in the cathedral treasury of Apt, was regularly displayed
in processions, together with other relics attributed to St Anne.” In the process of its
transfer to and appropriation in a Latin Christian context, this imported Fatimid
textile was turned into a Christian relic. In other cases, “Oriental” objects were used
as relic containers. This is the case with two enamelled glass flasks from Syria, which
had allegedly been filled with earth from the Holy Land. Formerly in the possession
of Rudolph IV (1339-65), these were given to the cathedral treasury of St Stephen in
Vienna.®

While the appreciation of their material qualities seems to have played a major
role in the reception of Islamicate objects in European contexts, they took on various
connotations, depending on the context of their use and on the circumstances of their

DOI: 10.4324/9781003105657-1
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arrival in church treasuries and elsewhere. While the flasks above would probably
have been perceived as products of the Holy Land, a group of Islamicate ivory caskets
from Iberia, on the other hand, seem to have carried connotations of Christian tri-
umph over the “infidels” after the conquest (“Reconquista”).’ Yet others, such as the
“Veil of St Anne” or the coronation mantle of the Holy Roman Empire (made in
Sicily in 1133), were endowed with fictitious origins and attributed to key figures of
Christianity, thus leading to their transformation into Christian relics and to their
appropriation within local histories.'® As a result of their inclusion into local cult and
customs, the foreign provenances of Islamicate objects in Europe were often forgotten.

This volume pursues the hypothesis that the long eighteenth century, a distinctive
period that shaped national and European identities, was also a period in which
the origins of these objects were “rediscovered”. We argue that eighteenth-century
scholars and their investigative focus on the objects’ production brought about a pro-
cess of demystification marking a clear departure from previous conceptions of object
identities and the “imaginative memories” for which many of these objects stood.'" Of
course, this process is not to be considered a sudden break with the past.!> Rather, we
suggest that the process of questioning and rediscovering provenances was a progres-
sive development, one which, in Europe, had a particular impetus that culminated in
the eighteenth century. This process paved the way for the scholarship and art histor-
ical classifications of the following centuries.

The chronological frame of our volume, defined as the long eighteenth century,
contributes to bridging the gap between the pre-modern period and the nineteenth
century; for both these periods, the reception of Islamicate objects in Europe has
been studied more extensively. As Finbarr Barry Flood and Nebahat Avcioglu say, the
eighteenth century “bracketed between the enduring hostilities of the Renaissance
and the rigid academic taxonomies of the nineteenth century [...] appears unique as
a time of flexibility, mobility, and possibility, as regards European relationships with
and representations of the Orient”.'? Studies such as Margaret Meserve’s Empires
of Islam in Renaissance Historical Thought (2008) consider the extent to which
antagonisms and conflicts — especially with the Ottoman Empire — shaped the recep-
tion of Islamic culture in Europe before the eighteenth century.'* However, this was
also a time of increasing material exchange between Italian courts and Islamic lands,
based on an appreciation of the forms, materials and techniques imported from the
East, which laid the foundations for later scholarly endeavours. The many facets of
these early exchanges and approaches to Islamic culture were addressed, for instance,
in a volume from 1999 edited by Charles Burnett and Anna Contadini.’> A large
number of publications centred on the nineteenth century, on the other hand, address
the fascination in Europe with objects and ornaments from the Islamic “Orient”.'®
With our focus on the eighteenth century, in contrast, we propose to address a period
of the reception and study of Islamicate objects in Europe which has been largely
neglected in the scholarship to date. The volume also turns to material culture!” —
to the interpretation of “things” — in an attempt to complement earlier, more text-
based analyses of Oriental studies in eighteenth-century Europe, such as Alexander
Bevilacqua’s seminal The Republic of Arabic Letters: Islam and the European
Enlightenment (2018).'8

Of course, both “Europe” and the “Orient”, or the “Islamic Lands”, from which
the objects in our case studies originated, are not homogenous entities. They are
multifaceted, politically and culturally diverse. One of the major dividing lines,
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between Catholic southern Europe and the Protestant North, plays a role in several
contributions to this volume." The Islamic lands addressed here, on the other hand,
cover a vast geographical range; they include not only the Near East and North Africa,
but also parts of southern Europe. As the contents and structure of this volume indi-
cate, we have not sought to offer a comprehensive overview, but rather a number of
significant case studies.

As the contributions assembled here show, what played a central role in the schol-
arly effort to reinterpret objects in the Enlightenment period, on both sides of the
Protestant—Catholic divide, was the recognition and decipherment of inscriptions.
Several recent publications have addressed European endeavours in learning
Oriental languages from the Renaissance onwards.?® There has been an emphasis on
institutions and chairs of Oriental languages in universities,>' on networks of corres-
pondence between scholars, on mother-tongue teachers and instructors who travelled
through Europe from the late seventeenth century onwards,?> and on publications of
grammars and dictionaries, such as Franciszek Meninski’s Linguarum Orientalium
Turcicae, Arabicae, Persicae institutiones, seu grammatica Turcica, published in Vienna
in 1680.%3

Oriental manuscripts with historical texts were deemed potential sources of
knowledge;?* objects with inscriptions became carriers of information about
themselves and about the cultures in which they were produced.” In fact, the
knowledge of Oriental languages was one of the cornerstones of the rediscovery of
objects and their provenances. It was central also to the establishment of broader
cultural categories: the attention to chronology and succession helped to make
sense of the progression of Islamic history and define similarities and differences
among Islamic dynasties. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the first objects in European
collections to be newly interpreted as groups of objects from Islamic lands in the
eighteenth century were those that carried inscriptions. Increasing knowledge of
Oriental languages, access to primary written sources and wide-ranging networks
of scholarship thus promoted a new paradigm of knowledge, one which, we argue,
also contributed to shaping a new sensibility for dealing with the material legacies
from Islamic lands and those in Europe that had experienced periods of Islamic
rule (such as Spain).

The rediscovery of the North-African provenance of the “Veil of St Anne” and
the ensuing demystification of this supposedly authentic Christian relic provides an
example of this process. In 1714, Joseph-Frangois de Remerville wrote a history of
the relics of St Anne preserved in the church of Apt, which included the “Veil”.?¢ He
spotted the textile’s Arabic inscription — which he mistook for Old Coptic — and raised
doubts about the relic’s authenticity. Ultimately, his misinterpretation of the Arabic
script allowed him to cling to the attribution of the textile to the lifetime of St Anne,
when, he believed, Old Coptic would have been in use.?”

A parallel line of investigation connects the Fatimid textile of Apt to the Vatican
Library in Rome, and to two among the most renowned German Orientalists of the
second half of the eighteenth century. Around 1781, an exchange of letters took place
between Luigi Gaetano Marini (1742-1815), the Prefect of the Vatican Archives in
Rome, and Jacob Georg Christian Adler (1756-1834), a biblical scholar, numismatist
and Orientalist, who also authored the Museum Cuficum Borgianum.?® These dealt
with drawings of objects with Arabic inscriptions that Marini sent to Adler for trans-
lation.?” The drawings themselves bore no indication of the object that they depicted,
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Figure 0.1 Drawing of a medallion from the so-called “Veil of Sainte Anne”, published in von
Murr’s Inscriptio Arabica (Nuremberg: Adam Schneider, 1790), pl. I. (Munich,
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb10516452-5).

but two of them illustrated a pair of medallions of the “Veil of St Anne”.’° Adler
published an initial translation of what was visible in the drawings as early as 1783
(see Figure 0.1). 3!

This was later re-elaborated by Christoph Gottlieb von Murr (1733-1811),
who published a copy of the drawing from the Barberini Archive in 1790.3> A fur-
ther attempt at translation was made some decades later by Michelangelo Lanci.??
Although all the scholars involved ultimately failed to connect the drawings to the
“Veil of St Anne”,>* they were able to correctly attribute the inscription to the reign of
the Fatimid caliph al-Musta [i.

In 1851, Abbot André Gay took up Remerville’s studies of the Apt textile, unaware
of the decipherment of its inscriptions on the basis of the Vatican drawing. With the
help of Etienne Marc Quatremére de Quincy (1782-1857), a French Orientalist, he
published a reading of the Arabic inscription, which revealed its date and place of
production: the Egyptian city of Damietta in AD 1096-97 — the period of the caliph
al-Musta ‘1. This reading, which is still accepted today, paved the way for later studies
on the “Veil of St Anne”, which focus on the historical context of its production in
Fatimid Egypt, its original shape and function and the technique used to make it.>* Yet
despite his Christian-myth-shattering discovery, Abbot Gay — like Remerville before
him - still found a way to preserve the textile’s attribution to St Anne, by speculating
that the textile must have been taken by Frankish Crusaders during the First Crusade



