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DOHA, Qatar: Few can boast of having created from scratch amuseum that dealswith the arts of the
past, no matter fromwhat culture. Thisfeat pulled off within acouple of decadesor so by theruling family
of Qatar wasreveal ed thisweek asthe Museum of IslamicArt opened itsdoorsto the public.

Likeany Utopian redlization, thisone displays someremarkabl e festuresmatched by equally blatant
weaknesses. The new building designed by .M. Pel wasmeant to be* an architectural gem, hometoa
thousand treasures,” as posters a ong avenues| eading to the museum claim. Beauty isintheeyesof the
behol der asthe saying goes, and not al beholderswill be overwhelmed by the geometrica volumesthat
seemed to be heaped upon one another when seen from adistance.

Onceingde, visitorsmay wonder why little attention hasbeen given to somebasi ¢ requirementsfor
thedisplay of objetsd art. Daylight, whichwould have been of immense benefit to ceramicsand silver-inlaid
brasswares, hasbeen largely shunnedin aland whereitisoften glorious.

Had artificia lighting been devised with greater sensitivity for the objects, thismight beforgiven. But
apparently someoneforgot to warnthosewho installed thelighting equipment that directional light aimed
from high upinthe celling on sensationa candlesticksfrom Iraqg, Iran and Syriawould cause nasty reflec-
tions, leaving other areasbarely discernible.

Thecontrast with afew objectsdisplayedinindividua casesproperly lit wheretheir splendor duly comes
out, asisthe casewith a 10th-century bronze animal from Arab Spain, makesthese elementary mistakesall
themoreirksome. Infairnessto the new museum, such mishapsare not uncommon inworld-famous, long-
established ingtitutions. The L ouvre exhibition of treasuresfrom Qatar two yearsago suffered fromsimilar
deficiencies.

These mistakesare compounded by thelarger problem of theoverall distribution of theart which
doesnot follow any discernible purpose.

Visitorsstepping into oneof thegallerieswherethe objectsare setinindividual casessevera steps
apart may beforgivenif they fail to detect any logicin thearrangement - thereisnone. A very beautiful bowl
with bluelettering on theivory ground and alabel assigning it to 10th-century Irag sitsashort distance away
from a10th-century bronze animal fromArab Spain described asafountainhead. A 16th-century decanter
(not a“water bottle”) from the Turkish city of 1znik isthere, too, and asthey approach acorner of theroom,
themorediligent art loversmay spot animportant astrolabe from Iran signed in 374 of theldamic calendar
(984-985A.D.) by Hamid ibn al-Khizr d-Khujandi. With luck, they may even catch sight inawall vitrine of
an extraordinary flask of deep blue glassdecorated in gold with astylized pomegranate tree and parrotsthat
istentatively attributed to Syria.

If confined to oneroom, therandom grouping might conceivably bejustified asan anthology of
stunning pieces, eachto beadmiredinisolation. But thisgoeson endlesdly.

Intheroom next to thisone, thetheme of “ patterns’ issupposed to justify the selection. Extremely fine
revetment tilesfrom 1 znik dating from the 1580s arevisble on awall. Nearby, the opening pageof a

M oghul manuscript with amagnificent rosetteis said to haveformed part of an abum put together for the
emperor of Hindustan, Shah Jahan. Thelabel, aas, omitsto specify for thelayman’sbenefit that the pageis
cropped onall sides, which drastically altersitsbaance.

Further on, ararebowl! from 15th-century Iran with turquoise cloud bands and | otus blossomson
black ground sitsinacase onitsown. No aesthetic link connects any of the above.

What could haveled tothedecision of setting Sdeby sideinacentra vitrineanivory oliphant from 12th-



century Italy (perhaps Sicily, thelabel speculates), and a17th-century tinned copper bowl from Iranwitha
date possibly to beread 1]0]89 (1678-1679AD), ispuzzling.

If thereasonissmply the presence of ahunting scene (naturaly involving animals) onthelranian
bowl and of animd effigiescarved in sunken rdlief ontheoliphant, theparallel ishardly illuminating. Thisis
theequivaent of displaying together a12th-century Romanesgue scul ptura group from Franceand al7th-
century picture by Rubenson the groundsthat both represent Mary and theinfant Jesus.

Such lack of visual coher enceistheinevitable consequence of the concept of “Islamicart”
that under pinsthedisplay. Thisisa European construct of the 19th century that gained wide
acceptancefollowingadisplay of LesArtsMusulmansat theold Trocadero palacein Parisduring
the 1889 Exposition Universelle. Theideaof “Islamic art” haseven lesssubstancethan the
notion of “ Christian art” from theBritish Islesto Germany to Russiaduringthe 1000 year s
separ ating thereignsof Charlemagneand Queen Victoriamight have.

Should any art historians declare themsel ves competent to deal with paintings, artifactsor monu-
ments created across Europe during that period, not many would take them serioudy, and wereamuseum
director to prepare haphazardly asimilar artistic concoction, hewould not last long inthejob.

Yet that isroughly how the Western art world, academic or not, approachesthelandswhereldam
prevails. Never mind that the sundry culturesare more diverse taken asawhol e than those of Europe.

Thereasonsfor the enduring myth are many. Inthe West, museumsstick to the notion of “Idamic
art” becausethey lack the money, the space or the competenciesrequired to set up separate Arab, Iranian,
or Turkish departments. Similar lack of financial and/or human resourceslead universitiestorun“Idamic
departments.”

Inldamic countries, thesituation varies. Thegenera tendency to import wholesale Western Euro-
pean concepts and fashions, from clothesto constitutional matters, paved theway for the adoption of the
“Idamicart” myth. Ironically, the anachronistic phrasetrand ated from European languageswoul d have been
incomprehensiblein earlier times. Humansaonecanbe®Mudims” i.e. entrust themsel vesunto God, inert
thingscannot - evenif thequalifier ischangedto“Idamic.” Themythisparticularly popular inthose parts of
theMudlimworld that have only made amodest contribution to art because by using an all-encompassing
qudlifier, they fed that they, too, somehow owntheart of the more powerful cultures.

Thisoveral confusion hasacorallary - inadequate scholarship, regrettably reflected in easily haf the
labelsthat requireurgent revision. Many do not yield basicinformation that can be culled merely by glancing
at theinscriptions painted on the pottery or inlaid in gold on the brassvessalsand candlesticks.

Nonspecialistsmight beinterested to learn that the ceramic bowl with bluelettering ascribed to
“Irag (probably Basra)” issigned. ThelinereadsinArabic mimma'amaagdlih,” “madeby Jajlih.” It
saysalot about the status of artists- and the fame of some - that the sole decoration isconfined to that
sgnature. Add in passing that the bowlswith such bluelettering onivory ground that have appearedinthe
market aretraceableto Iranian, not Iraqi, sources. This, added to variousbowlsrecovered from archaeo-
logical excavationsacrossIran, carriesgreater weight than the shardsexcavated in Samarra, thelraqgi city
that wasbriefly acaliphal capital wheregoodsarrived fromal over theworld.

It would be of even greater interest to visitorswho are not speciadistsinArabic epigraphy to betold
that thefantastic Syrian brassincense burner inlaid with silver and gold carriesthetitlesand names of the
great Mamluk Sultan of Syriaand Egypt, a Maik an-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun.

Onthethirdfloor, acandlestick of extraordinary importanceislikewiseinscribed with thetitlesand
namesof aruler, Sheykh Abu Eshag, the Injuid Sultan of the southern Iranian region of Fars, who reigned
from 1341-1356. Thisnot only makesthe bronze piece decorated with miniature-like court scenesaroya
object, it sotellsusthat it wasmadeinthe capital of the Sultanate, Shiraz. Thelabel isagain silent onthese
meatters.

Curioudly, thevery namesof the objectsin English and Arabic are often wrongly stated. Truncated



conical pottery bowlsaredubbed“ dish” in Englishand* sultaniyya’ inArabic, not the classical word, which
iska'sor sometimesjam.

Most regrettably, no special emphasisislaid on someof themost important objectsinthe collection.
A group of brass piecesfrom 13th-century Irag, including two pairsof stunning door knockers, and some
unique candlesticks, can be seenfor themost part on thethird floor. Only one, decorated with dazzling
silver-inlaid scrollwork, and assigned to Baghdad, isinamain galery on thefirst floor. Trade sourcesreport
that these all left a Shiite shrine on the outskirts of Baghdad inthe days of Saddam Hussein. L ater, they
passed into the hands of agreat Kuwait collector, thelate Jasem al-Homai zi, whose objectswere acquired
by Qatar.

Thereare severa moreobjectsof cardinal importance unmatched in most of theworld’smuseums.
Two velvet pandsillustrating winedrinking at the Safavid court of late-16th-century Iran are miraculoudy
well preserved.

If only for these masterpieces, anyonewho hasachance should pay avisit to thisimperfect museum
with many unforgettableworksof art.

A 15th-century bowl from Iran. (Museum of Islamic Art, Doha)



