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Heritage, Islam, Europe

Entanglements and directions. An introduction

Mirjam Shatanawi, Sharon Macdonald and
Katarzyna Puzon

In looking at heritage, Islam and Europe, this volume seeks to productively trouble
all of these terms and throw new light on the relationships between them. In this
way, it contributes fresh insights to existing debates in heritage and museum stud-
ies, and to the discussion of Islam in Europe.

The position and role of Islam in Europe is contested — especially as it intersects
with ideas of heritage. On the one hand, Islam is frequently depicted as not properly
European, or as at odds with what are claimed to be European values or European
heritage. On the other, however, are arguments that Islam has long been part of
Europe and should, therefore, be seen as part of European heritage; or that the many
and diverse heritages of those who currently live in Europe — whenever and from
wherever they arrived — should today all be regarded as part of the continent’s and
its various national heritages.

The notion of Islam itself is also contested. Is it a religion, a tradition, or a culture?
Or a civilisation, a premise that undergirds most museum representations? Is Islam
characterised by internal ‘difference, diversity and disagreement’ — or the opposite?
Can, and should, a distinction be made between ‘Islam’ (the religion, as an unchanging
universal core) and ‘Muslim culture’ (its fallible human interpretations) — positions that
some see as diametrically opposed (e.g. Ahmed, 2016; Jouili, 2019)? Some European
Muslims have argued that such a distinction is especially important to make in the
face of the current negative public representations of Islam. And what are the pre-
suppositions and effects of ‘Islamic heritage’ (see also Rico, 2017)?

In this volume, we examine such debates, highlighting how particular ideas of
Islam, heritage and Europe are variously mobilised at different times and in differ-
ent places, and looking at how they play out in specific instances.To do so is to take
all of the terms of our title not as designating fixed entities but, rather, as subject to
diverse interpretations, and as changeable and changing. At the same time, however,
we are interested in when and how these may be stabilised (as well as opened up),
by whom and in what ways. In particular, we are concerned with how they are
materialised through infrastructures, practices and processes, such as those of
museum taxonomies, buildings and sites, exhibitions, rituals, and creative rework-
ing of traditional forms. Thus, our contributors variously look both at official sites
of heritage, such as museums and designated heritage buildings, including not only
some mosques, but also those, for example, sacred landscapes and cemeteries, that
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are not so designated but are nevertheless regarded by their participants as of cur-
rent value and having significant continuities with the past. Moreover, we expand
our scope still further to also encompass practices bound up with senses of self that
invoke the past, such as particular deployments of music, sound or scent. By open-
ing up heritage in this way, Islam and Heritage in Europe also suggests ways in which
heritage itself might be rethought.

As well as looking at a broad array of forms of heritage, contributors to the volume
also discuss cases in many different European countries, including Bosnia and
Herzegovina, France, Germany, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Russia, Spain, Turkey
and the United Kingdom.The geographical scope is, however, broader still, for the
people, heritages and Islams involved interconnect in various ways with other parts
of the world, inside and outside Europe. Temporally, our emphasis is on the present,
but this takes us back into the various pasts that are mobilised as heritage, as well as
to those that exert continuing influence in the present. This includes colonial histo-
ries, which are implicated in the bringing of certain objects to museum collections,
as well as many Muslims to Europe, not least in recent so-called refugee crises.

As the subtitle of our book — Pasts, Presents and Future Possibilities — indicates, our
concern is also to look at what has been and is underway in order to consider what
might be potentials for both research and practice in the future. Below, we initiate
this by providing broader context for the chapters that follow, as well as introduc-
ing the chapters themselves.

The heritage of Islam in Europe

Heritage from the Muslim world has been entering European collections since the
time of the Crusades, accumulating over centuries in vast collections in museums,
libraries and private homes across the continent. Muslims have had a long historical
presence in al-Andalus and in medieval Sicily, as well as in Southeast Europe and
Russia, where they remain significant minorities within the population. More
recently, postcolonial and workforce migration, together with the seeking of refuge
and asylum, have brought them to many more European countries, leading not
only to a larger but also to a more varied Muslim presence in the continent.To give
an indication of numbers: in 2016, 4.9% of Europe’s population was estimated to
be Muslim, with figures ranging from 0.2% or less in Poland, the Czech Republic,
Slovakia and the Baltic states, to 11.1% in Bulgaria, 8.8% in France and 8.1% in
Sweden.! The recent migrant experience has also led to a tendency, especially in
Western and Northern Europe, to consider Muslims in Europe primarily through
the lens of migration, contributing to a widespread tendency to equate Muslims
with migrants (e.g. Brown, 2000; Shryock, 2019), overlooking the fact that Islam
has played a part in Europe’s history and culture for centuries.

The longstanding presence of Islam in Southern and Eastern Europe gives an
alternative potential for heritagisation than does the more recent presence in
Western Europe (see, for instance, McMurray’s chapter in this volume). This does
not necessarily mean that Islam will become part of the mainstream national heri-
tage in those countries where it had a longer presence. For most of the formerly
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socialist countries of Southern and Eastern Europe, the rebuilding of national
identities since the 1990s has usually excluded giving much attention to Islamic
heritage. Indeed, as Jesko Schmoller (this volume) describes for the case of Russia,
emphasis on the Christian Orthodox Church — or, rather, on a specific church that
becomes the national one, tends to leave Muslims as marginalised as they were dur-
ing socialist times, or even more so.? Interestingly, even an ideology of Eurasianism,
in which Russia explicitly positions itself between Europe and Asia, which might
in theory have allowed Islam to also be cast as part of Russian identity, does not
overcome this. Nevertheless, they continue their practices, though, as Schmoller
argues, this should not be seen as some kind of identity politics — that is, as some
kind of publicly active resistance.

Islamic heritage has also played a part in building distinctive identities in the
post-socialist and post-Balkan-War period. For those countries that formerly
belonged to the Ottoman Empire, and today have substantial Muslim populations
(most notably Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria and the Republic of
North Macedonia), this includes Ottoman heritage (Adie, 2019; Bryce & Causevié,
2019; Merdjanova, 2013; Velioglu, 2013). Muslim holy places are also important
heritage sites for South European Muslims, such as the Ajvatovica, a place of annual
pilgrimage and Europe’s largest Muslim gathering near Prusac in Bosnia and
Herzegovina (Henig, 2012; Rujanac, 2013). Even within and between these coun-
tries, however, there remains considerable ambivalence over Islamic heritage (see
especially Velioglu, 2013) — with which ‘Ottoman’ is, not unproblematically, often
regarded as synonymous.® In Skopje, capital of what since 2019 is officially called
the Republic of North Macedonia, for example, some proposed restoration of
Islamic architectural heritage has met with local resistance owing to a strong asso-
ciation of Islam with the neighbouring enemy, Albania (Dimova, 2019). Likewise,
in 2020, the Louvre cancelled a forthcoming exhibition about Bulgaria’s Ottoman
past, following concern from Bulgarian lenders over the curatorial framework,
which focused on stylistic dialogues between Christian and Islamic art (Greenberger,
2020). Such disputes are not necessarily new, however. Michael Herzfeld’s classic
study, A Place in History: Social and Monumental Time in a Cretan Town (1991), shows
local people objecting to what they see as official attempts to preserve ‘Turkish’
architectural features. In Turkey itself, Ottoman heritage — as architecture and art
— has a chequered history (see Karaca, this volume; Shaw, 2010). In recent years,
however, the Ottoman past has become increasingly — if still unevenly — celebrated,
revived especially by conservative Islamist politics, often playing into a political
rejection of European identity, though sometimes into its selective embracing
(Bozoglu, 2019; Bozoglu & Whitehead, 2018; Girard, 2015; Gole, 2015).

Within Southern Europe, Spain has most enthusiastically and prominently —
although nevertheless ambivalently — embraced an Islamic heritage (Arigita, 2013;
Astor, 2017; Mediano, 2013). The Iberian Peninsula, and the period of al-Andalus
(711-1492), has attracted much attention of scholars interested in translocality of
heritage, including questions of ‘shared heritage’ (Civantos, 2017), Spain’s colonial
project (Calderwood, 2018) and dealing with its various legacies (Arigita, 2013;
Hirschkind, 2014; Puerta Vilchez, 2010). As Avi Astor shows in his chapter in this
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volume, the vaunted revival of al-Andalus has not led to a widespread embracing
of contemporary Islam and Muslims, or of Islamic heritage elsewhere in the coun-
try. While it would probably be too strong to argue that the very fact that Andalusia
is considered to have such a rich Islamic heritage feeds into other parts of Spain
ignoring it, the case clearly shows how limits are set on how far even a much
admired Islamic heritage comes to be seen as part of wider national or European
heritage. Elsewhere too, a flagging up and even celebration of Muslim presence
and Islamic heritage in some parts of a country — perhaps even certain cities, such
as Bradford in the United Kingdom being colloquially referred to as ‘Bradistan’ on
account of its population connected with Pakistan (see McLoughlin, 2014) — risks
being double-edged, leading to ghettoisation rather than inclusion.

It should also be recognised that heritage has played an important role in the dis-
courses and practices that Muslims and Muslim ‘communities’ mobilise to negotiate
Islam’s place in Western Europe. Mosques, through their visibility and audibility,
mediate between the public and the private, the secular and the religious. They can
also be agents of transformations — and what might be seen as ‘new’ heritage-making
—in an urban context, as Petra Kuppinger (2015, 2019) shows in her examination of
the Salam Mosque complex in the German city of Stuttgart.

Transcending Europe’s borders

Islam in Europe is connected beyond the imagined geographical borders of Europe
through multiple kinds of entanglements. These include those of transborder
movements of people through migration — recent or longer ago — as well as con-
tinuing connections, such as through relatives or wider faith-based communities, as
well as through ideas and imaginaries. The very notion of the ummah — to designate
a world community of Muslims — is thoroughly translocal, transcending nations as
well as regions (e.g. van der Veer, 2002). How it is understood and lived in practice
may well vary between groups and localities, of course, but even as an idea, it clearly
evokes belonging beyond more limited territorialisation (Merdjanova, 2013; Puzon,
this volume). So too does a Muslim cartography that not only gives special signifi-
cance to certain locations, especially Mecca, but also requires that ‘people of Muslim
heritage’ — to use an increasingly frequently used formulation — visit these. Hajj —
pilgrimage to Mecca — is, as such, part of a thoroughly translocal and indeed global
heritage practice in which Muslims in Europe, as elsewhere, may participate. In
addition, heritage tourism to Islamic sites is a global phenomenon, supported by a
wide range of organisations. These include the Islamic Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (IESCO), established in 1979, modelled on and offering a
significant alternative to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO).* Like its counterpart, IESCO gives attention to cultural
heritage, having proclaimed the ‘Islamic Declaration on the Protection of Cultural
Heritage in the Islamic World’ in 2017 and established an Islamic World Heritage List.
‘While its list of 132 sites does not include any within Europe, there are other organisa-
tions dedicated to preserving Islamic heritage, which are also based outside Europe
but that have provided funding for the restoration of heritage within it. The Turkish
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Cooperation and Coordination Agency, TIKA, established in 1992, has been
especially influential — its Islamic Heritage programme funding the restoration
of mosques in Balkan countries (Kersel & Luke, 2015).> Companies specialising
in Islamic heritage tourism visits to Europe from other parts of the world have
also developed, with Spain being the most popular destination but halal tours
are also offered in Portugal, Bosnia and Herzogovina, Russia, Greece and Italy
(Adie, 2019).

In several European countries, cultural institutions have been established to stra-
tegically advance cultural relations with the Arab states. These institutions fre-
quently use the medium of the exhibition, with a special focus on contemporary
art and photography, as tools for cultural diplomacy. In 2006, a consortium of
Spanish governmental bodies founded the Casa Arabe, with branches in Madrid
and Cordoba, whereas the private A.M. Qattan foundation runs the Mosaic Rooms
in London. Casa Arabe presents itself as a meeting point where different stakehold-
ers can ‘dialogue, interact, establish lines of cooperation and undertake joint proj-
ects’ (http://en.casaarabe.es, for more examples of cultural diplomacy in Spain, see
Astor, this volume). The Institute du Monde Arabe (Arab World Institute, IMA) in
Paris was founded in 1980 by 18 Arab countries together with France (see Guidi, this
volume). In addition, the Institut des Cultures d’Islam (Cultures of Islam Institute,
ICI), also based in Paris, but city-financed, wants to be ‘a place for dialogue and learn-
ing’ about the diversity of the cultures of Islam in the world (https://www.institut-
cultures-islam.org/). Like the IMA, the ICI largely focuses on Islamic cultures abroad
rather than on French Muslims, in line with the French official state policy of per-
ceiving all citizens as French without making a distinction based on ethnic origin
or religious affiliation.

The idea of Europe

That Islam has played a significant and even key — if often unrecognised or ignored
— role in imagining the very idea of Europe has been argued by many scholars.
Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) established what became an influential and wide-
spread analytical approach in which representations of ‘the Orient’ were under-
stood as being fundamentally about European self-definitions. Not least because
Said’s ‘Orient’ principally drew examples from the Middle East, Islam was thor-
oughly part of the oriental ‘Other’ against which Europe defined itself. Within the
broad and often ambiguous span of emotions evoked by this Other, Said argues
that fear and a sense of threat have long been to the forefront. ‘For Europe’, he
writes, ‘Islam was a lasting trauma’ (1978/2003, p. 59) — a lurking danger that could
imperil ‘the whole of Christian civilisation’ (ibid.).

Building on this, Talal Asad poses the question ‘Muslims and European Identity:
Can Europe represent Islam?’ (2002). As he puts it: “The problem of understanding
Islam in Europe is primarily... a matter of understanding how “Europe” is concep-
tualized by Europeans’ (2002, p. 209). Through a selection of contemporary his-
torical narratives, he shows how these variously position Muslims as ‘in Europe but

.. not of it’ (2002, p. 213). In some cases, this is by historical accounts that equate
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Europe with Christendom, or, later, Judeo-Christianity,® deploying tropes such as
‘civilisation’ to evoke a continuing ‘essence of Europe’, with Islam thus cast as the
fundamental other. Also exclusionary are historical narratives of Europe that focus
on conflict within the continent — as applies especially to many World War I and II
narratives — and ignore entanglements beyond it. What these produce is a teleologi-
cal account in which contemporary Europe emerges autochthonously, in triumph
over its own internal conflicts. This runs alongside the positioning of Islam as
‘Other’, simultaneously bolstering an image of Europe as autonomous and pristine,
with other presences and histories — especially those of the colonial — side-lined or
ignored.

There is no doubt that such historical narratives are crucial to how Europe is
imagined and to who can thus be defined as, or can be allowed to feel, ‘European’.
As Asad notes and other scholars have also elaborated, such narratives have been
deployed in the establishment of, and debates over, the expansion of the European
Union (Berger, 2009; Macdonald, 2013). In relation to the possible accession of
Turkey, the issue of its ‘Europeanness’ has been especially questioned, with Islam a
major reason given or implicit (Delanty, 2013; Géle, 2012, 2015; MacMillan, 2013).
An important part of Asad’s argument, however, is that at issue is not just the ques-
tion of which narratives are told but also the key concepts and formations of ideas
that inform them. He regards a particular discourse of ‘identity’ — one bound up
with Lockean notions of property and inheritance — as promoting the idea of ‘real
Europeans [who] acquire their individual identities from the character of their
civilization” while at the same time as implying that ‘not all inhabitants of the
European continent are “really” or “fully” European’ (2002, p. 217). He acknowl-
edges, however, that the word ‘civilisation’ — which plays a key role in this articula-
tion — does not have wide public traction, though, as we see below, it is frequently
deployed in museums. The idea and practice of heritage, however, which he never
mentions, can provide a means for such narratives to permeate society more widely.
Moreover, it shifts the parameters of debate still further.

Heritage and ‘the idea of Europe’

Putting ‘heritage’ into Asad’s argument shows how the ideas of Europe with
which he is concerned can be disseminated and naturalised. Heritage as a term
and a format — in which certain histories are given contemporary value — has
become, especially over the past two decades, internationally widespread, and,
importantly, not only in relation to ‘high culture’ but also at local, popular and
vernacular levels. What it entails is not simply historical narrative — though this 1s
typically part of it — but a close linking with identity. Heritage is always attached
to some group — some social collective: there is always a ‘whose’ of heritage
(Eriksen, 2014; Macdonald, 2013, 2018).

Unlike ‘civilisation’, heritage operates at multiple scales. It can be deployed not
only with reference to large-scale entities, as is civilisation, but also at more micro
ones, not only national but sub-national, even of small localities or special interest
groups. Thus, categories such as ‘European heritage’ or ‘Islamic heritage’ are used
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as well as, say, ‘Syrian migrant heritage’ or ‘Bosnian Muslim heritage’. Moreover,
these various kinds of heritage can be overlapping or subsumed within each other:
they can be non-exclusive. This contributes to a widespread democratisation of
heritage, in which it is increasingly not only used in reference to — or left in the
hands of — elites but is also taken up by many various groups and to multiple dif-
ferent, and sometimes contradictory, ends. Scholarship — especially what has come
to be called critical heritage studies — has both reflected and supported this, cast-
ing its net all the more widely to incorporate more and more forms under the
label of ‘heritage’ — as, indeed, we do in this book.

This development has a number of implications. On the one hand, it means that
there is now potentially an even more effective route for consolidating particular
ideas of Europe — including ideas in which Islam is positioned as ‘Other’. ‘European
heritage’ turns Europe not just into an idea but also into a landscape filled with
material and immaterial ‘evidence’ of an identity-relevant past. On the other hand,
however, it allows for a recognition and flourishing of multiple other heritages,
potentially subsisting together, at different scales — rather than just in the model of
clashing or serially superseding civilisations. While this does not eliminate the per-
sistence of majority conceptions of Europe, it allows for the manifestation of oth-
ers, including alternatives or even those that run counter to the majority ones. That
is, it also opens up to widespread acceptance of the idea of a multitude of diverse,
minority identities and heritages. This goes some way towards establishing a model
in which Asad’s call for a ‘Europe in which everyone lives as a minority among
minorities’ (2002, p. 226) is at least more thinkable. Equally, however, it remains
clear — as contributions to this volume abundantly evidence — that majority heri-
tage and accompanying practices of exclusion continue across the continent.

Nevertheless, what these reflections and the contributions to this volume also
imply is that attending only to majority ideas of Europe would be to miss impor-
tant parts of the picture. While there is no doubt that ‘fortress Europe’— a concep-
tion in which the continent is seen as needing to maintain forceful guard of its
boundaries against incursion, especially Muslim — has considerable continuing, and
indeed even increasing, currency, it is not the only imaginary in operation, even
within Europe’s political and cultural centres of power. Not only have there been
alternative conceptions — including some that are more accommodating of Islam
as part of Europe (Delanty, 2013; Fadil, 2019) — in the past, but there are also sig-
nificant variations across the continent, as already noted. Furthermore, over the last
decade in particular, even promoted by the relatively European mainstream — such
as the European institutions and governments of Western Europe — there have
been multiple political statements and the creation of narratives in which Islam is
included as part of Europe (Bock & Macdonald, 2019; Puzon, this volume).
Especially relevant for the present volume is that many of these do so by position-
ing Islam as part of Europe’s heritage. As heritage is an especially powerful mode of
inclusion — a format with widely acknowledged legitimacy and value — this allows
for Islam to be historically situated within Europe rather than simply accepted as
being present in the here and now. As heritage, in other words, Islam becomes a
valued cultural form, and as part of European heritage, it gains the potential to
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become of rather than just in Europe. It becomes part of ‘where we have come
from’ and not simply ‘what we are now’.

Therein, however, lies heritage’s ‘rub’. That very past-orientation of heritage also
allows for making a distinction between the past and today in which ‘where we have
come from’ might also potentially be ‘what we no longer are’ or even ‘what we have
left behind’. Thus, considered as part of heritage, Islam may be seen as having con-
tributed to shaping Europe but that does not necessarily mean that Muslims living
in European countries today will feel included. Indeed, as various chapters in this
volume show;, such heritage can even be used to the contrary, to act as a ‘better’ form
of Islam, in relation to which contemporary Muslims and their practices are held as
lacking. A heritage of ‘good Islam’, that is, can make today’s Islam seem all the more,
instead of less, alien (see, e.g. Guidi, and Shatanawi, this volume).

Europe, then, we argue, needs to be seen as globally entangled and multiply
imagined and reimagined — processes in which heritage and Islam are thoroughly
and mutually enmeshed. As such, Islam and Heritage in Europe contributes to a wider
project of ‘provincialising’ (Chakrabaty, 2000) or ‘decentering’ Europe (e.g. Adam
et al., 2019; Dabashi, 2019; Géle, 2012).

Coloniality and heritage

The movement of decentring Europe, in relation to Islam, is essentially a move-
ment to overcome the legacy of European colonialism. In Europe and its Shadows:
Coloniality after Empire (2019), Hamid Dabashi deals with Europe as a metaphor
and traces how the condition of coloniality persists even after the collapse of
empires — museum taxonomies are but one example. Dabashi argues that this condi-
tion ‘with the European “West” on one side and the colonized “Rest” on the other—
has now metastasized’, and the world has entered a new phase in which the coloniser
and the colonised are no longer divided along any national, regional, or continental
divide (Dabashi, 2019, pp. 193-194). What results, he says, is the decentering and de-
authorising of Europe globally, in a ‘new montage’, and the opening up of Europe to
the world at large. Various contributions to this volume discuss the implications of
this development at a local level, whereas other chapters outline the legacy of colo-
nial-period constellations and suggest directions for their transformation.

At the peak of European imperialism, the British, Dutch, French and Russian
Empires each governed more Muslims than any Muslim-ruled state, including the
Ottoman Empire. The most obvious consequence of this was the large-scale move-
ment of works of art, objects and even entire architectural structures from the colo-
nised Muslim lands to the European metropoles. The Islamic art collections in
France, Britain and Russia were largely formed in colonial contexts, but museums
in countries without colonies in Muslim regions, such as Germany, also benefited
from the steady stream of objects coming out of the colonies (Gierlichs & Hagedorn,
2004; Giese,Volait & Varela Braga, 2019; Vernoit, 2000). In recent decades, the resti-
tution and repatriation of colonial collections has become an area of increasing
debate. Remarkably, Islamic art has thus far remained relatively in the shadows.
There are several reasons for this, such as the greater weight many countries in the
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Muslim world place on the cultural heritage of pre-Islamic civilisations (Feener,
2017) and the relatively more urgent situation regarding Sub-Saharan African heri-
tage.” Nonetheless, a few claims on Islamic objects have been put forward, mostly
by Turkey, against museums such as the Louvre (Gtisten, 2011).

Colonial paradigms continue to have profound influence on how these collec-
tions are being displayed in museums in Europe. The nineteenth-century arrange-
ment of collections broke up Middle Eastern history and heritage into three time
periods (pre-Islamic, Islamic, and modern). Each of these time periods was studied
in a different disciplinary tradition (archaeology, art history, and ethnology, respec-
tively) and the corresponding collections became part of dedicated museums
(Shatanawi, this volume). The taxonomies and conceptions of Islamic collections
(including definitions of the ‘Islamic’) have remained largely unchallenged since the
early twentieth century (Karaca, this volume). Likewise, artefacts from the ancient
Near East remain not only geographically, but also epistemically dislocated and
detached from the region where they were once excavated (Brusius, this volume).
Moreover, the different time periods were, and still are, appreciated and appropriated
differently; generally, Near Eastern archaeology and Islamic art were valued more, and
seen as closer to Europe, than the heritage of modern and contemporary Muslims. In
addition, colonial concepts did not lead to the appreciation of Islamic art everywhere
in Europe. The largest colony of the Netherlands, Indonesia, had a predominantly
Muslim population.Yet Indonesia came to be seen in Dutch museums, academia and
popular culture, as part of a single Asian civilisation with Hindu—Buddhist and spiri-
tual characteristics (Bloembergen & Eickhoft, 2020; Formichi, 2016).

Colonialism has also resulted in the creation of Islamic heritage in Europe as a
result of Muslim migration. For instance, the Great Mosque of Paris, inaugurated in
1926, was built to serve the needs of Muslims originating from the French colonies
(Bayoumi, 2000). Furthermore, post-independence migration has led to new forms
of heritage, for example, pious art forms and the reshaping of cultural expressions
(Peter, Dornhof, & Arigita, 2013). Chapters in this volume, especially those by
Katarzyna Puzon, Peter McMurray and Jesko Schmoller all provide instances of this,
highlighting the broad range of forms that these might take, and, in the process,
showing how heritage itself is expanded and diversified through such processes.

National approaches to diversity

In addition to differing colonial legacies, also varying between European countries
are laws and policies that seek to regulate approaches to cultural and religious differ-
ence. While there have been useful attempts by scholars to identify ‘national models’
of how difference is approached (see Choquet, 2017) — ranging from its attempted
erasure through assimilation to its toleration or even celebration, it is important to
emphasise that there may be considerable change over time and variety within legal
and policy landscapes, even to the extent that inconsistencies arise. Questions of
Islam and heritage are not necessarily (and are indeed unlikely to be) covered by a
single law or policy but instead fall under laws and policies variously devised to
address citizenship in general or more specific areas, including religion and culture
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(within which heritage legislation and policy are more specific still). In addition, dif-
ferent levels of law and policy may be in operation simultaneously, emanating not
only from national governments but also from supranational organisations such as the
EU and UNESCO, as well as from more local, regional or city governance. How far
these shape what actually happens on the ground is itself also notoriously varied, as
chapters here, especially that of Schmoller, also underline.

With these caveats in mind, it can nevertheless be usefully pointed out that some
countries primarily favour integration, that is, emphasising collective values and
downplaying difference (even outlawing certain manifestations of it), whereas oth-
ers accept and may even support religious and cultural diversity through forms of
multiculturalism. Usually, France is taken as the prime example of the former,
though even there, this does not entail extensive restrictions on religious and cul-
tural expression outside the public sphere. Moreover, as Diletta Guidi’s chapter
here shows, the French approach certainly does not rule out displaying Islamic
heritage. On the contrary, doing so, especially in national institutions, can contrib-
ute to the centralising agenda by promoting a ‘frenchified’ form of Islamic heritage
that conforms to national values. Multicultural models ostensibly not only tolerate
the manifestation of cultural and religious difference but even give state support for
some expressions of it — with heritage especially likely to be so recognised. Here,
the Netherlands and the United Kingdom are the usual exemplars of nations
adopting multicultural policies, with both usually being said to have done so in
part to respond to Muslim populations (Bertossi, 2011; Modood, 2013). Again,
however, this has gone alongside more integrationist tendencies rather than sup-
planting these. Moreover, both countries, alongside various others in Europe, have
seen a ‘backlash’ against multicultural approaches since the early 2000s (Modood,
2013; van Reekum et al., 2012; Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2009). Indeed, both coun-
tries’ governments in the early 2000s proposed new national history museums to
help instil more national values in the face of what was claimed to be the ‘failure’
of multiculturalism (Macdonald, 2016). Elsewhere in Europe too, there are often
complex and changing mixtures of approaches. Greater religious freedom in most
post-socialist contexts has sometimes allowed for the flourishing of Islam (Racius,
2018), alongside other religions, though not necessarily (Schmoller, this volume),
and perhaps accompanied by increased state control (Racius, 2020). As we also see
in this volume, however, while national governments may seek to instrumentalise
heritage to fit with prevailing policy approaches — of which the chapters by Astor
and Guidi provide the strongest examples, though even here this is not unequivocal
— this is far from all-pervasive, not least because heritage is also shaped by the very
presence of collections (including with specific colonial histories and entangle-
ments), sites and people that may push in other directions.

Contestations of Islam in Europe

‘What we see clearly in this volume, then, is that there is no single ‘European’ posi-
tion on Islam and Islamic heritage. Whether Europe is even imagined as having a
single heritage or multiple heritages is not a constant across time or space. These
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are important caveats to arguments about Islam playing the role of the Other in con-
stituting Europe as a predominantly Christian space. As we have noted and will see in
various chapters that follow, these arguments are certainly not without substance:
there are many contexts in which Muslims find themselves positioned as very much
as neither of nor belonging in Europe, not least those of the populist nationalisms
discussed below. But these ways of positioning Islam also need to be considered along-
side others, which manifest a good deal of variety not only across different European
countries but also within them. Degrees of rejection and acceptance are not equally
distributed across populations and they change over time, as well as being variously
inflected in different cultural spheres and in relation to different kinds of imagined
Islam. Such differences matter not only to help gain a fuller picture but also because
they too shape the lived experience of and with Islam in European societies.

That having been said, there was a widespread increase in anti-Muslim senti-
ments across Europe, and indeed worldwide, after the terrorist attacks of 11
September 2001. Following those and subsequent tragic events, such as the terror
attacks in Madrid in 2004, the London bombings of 2005, and the Berlin Christmas
market attack of 2016, Islam was most prominently featured in public debate in
relation to terrorism. Elsewhere, as in the case of Chechnya, Islamophobic cam-
paigns have been launched against secessionist movements. More recently, especially
during the ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015 and 2016, increased Islamophobia has been wit-
nessed in many countries (e.g. Kaya, 2020), including those with very small Muslim
populations (Bobako, 2017).

Heritage — perhaps figured as ‘tradition’ or ‘culture’ — is often central to contested
aspects of Islam in Europe. Veiling (Moors, 2012; Abu-Lughod, 2013), minarets
(Gole, 2011), the azan (call to prayer) and attitudes towards figurative images
(Tamimi Arab, 2017, and forthcoming) have all, variously, been depicted in the
media as rooted in ‘traditional culture’, and used as exemplars in discussions over
whether Islam can — or should — find a place in Europe. In 2019, as part of the cam-
paign for the European elections, the German nationalist AfD party (Alternative for
Germany) placed posters across the country that were a ‘reinterpretation’ of Jean-
Léon Gérome’s 1866 painting “The Slave Market’. The posters showed a naked
white woman surrounded by men wearing Arab headdress, and featured the slogan
‘Europeans, vote for AfD! So that Europe does not become a “Eurabia™. Pointing
to the imaginary ‘Orient’, they evoked representations rooted in Orientalist dis-
courses supported by the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ rhetoric. At the same time, however,
heritage has been mobilised to challenge anti-migrant attitudes and anti-Muslim
prejudice. For example, in Amsterdam, designers collective Mediamatic developed
a line of Arab products in the style of the ‘typically Dutch’ department store Hema,
including a redesign of the logo which was rebranded EL HEMA.The HIPSTER /
MUSLIM project (2014-2019) involved a series of portrait photographs of hip-
sters and Muslims, with the identical beard as starting point. The photographs were
exhibited outdoors in the urban settings of Brussels, Antwerp, Rotterdam and
Amsterdam to start a conversation on identity and stereotyping. In addition, muse-
ums have sought to challenge problematic representations of Muslims in many and
various ways as we see below and elsewhere in this volume.
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Museums and Islam in Europe

Since the events of 11 September 2001 and the rise of anti-Muslim sentiment,
there has been an increased interest of museums in the West in presenting Islamic
art and material culture. Across Europe, museums have invested in new galleries, or
their existing collection displays have undergone a major overhaul (for a partial list
see Shaw, 2019a). In major metropolitan institutions, notably the Louvre in Paris
and the British Museum andVictoria & Albert Museum in London, these remakes
were made possible by sponsorship coming from the Muslim world, in particular
the Gulf countries and Southeast Asia.Yet, despite the renewed interest in exhibi-
tions, research on how Islam is transmitted, displayed and framed through museum
representations remains relatively scarce (Grinell, Berg & Larsson, 2019). This is
remarkable considering the interest of critical museology in issues of social justice,
and the focus on museums as spaces to counter prejudice and to confront racial
discrimination (e.g. Gonzales, 2020; Janes & Sandell, 2019; Labadi, 2018; Sandell &
Nightingale, 2012).

In Europe, Islam is mostly presented in museums through Islamic art, a category
of art that was created by European art historians around the turn of the twentieth
century, grouping together objects from Central and West Asia and North Africa
on the basis of stylistic similarities. Islamic art 1s often defined as ‘the visual culture
of any society where Muslims were or are dominant’, and the category also includes
the art made by or for Muslim groups in societies where they constituted minori-
ties (Watenpaugh, 2017). Major Islamic art collections can be found in museums
across the continent (for an overview see Adahl & Ahlund, 2000), for instance, in
Austria (Vienna), Belgium (Brussels), Denmark (Copenhagen), Ireland (Dublin),
Germany (Berlin, Hamburg), Greece (Athens), France (Paris), Portugal (Lisbon),
Russia (Moscow, St Petersburg), Spain (Granada, Madrid), Switzerland (Geneva,
Zurich), Turkey (Istanbul) and the United Kingdom (Cambridge, Edinburgh,
London, Oxford).

The idea that there is something like ‘Tslamic art’ is deeply embedded in mod-
ernist, European discourse rather than in Islamic concepts. As Wendy Shaw (2019b,
p- 11) explains: ‘Islamic art history has often designated a history of objects pro-
duced under Islamic hegemony and considered through lenses crafted to define
the “Western” legacy: art, aesthetics, and dynasties. This is a history of objects rec-
ognized as art and understood in analytical terms from a vantage point dependent
on European intellectual history’. Modernist European principles, privileging aes-
thetics over function and secularising the concept of art, can be found in most defi-
nitions of Islamic art that museums commonly provide. Therefore, an ‘Islamic’
work could be designated purely on stylistic criteria, regardless whether it has a
relationship to the Islamic religion or not.

Initially the term Islamic art was used for a limited range of objects. In the twen-
tieth century, the canon of Islamic art gradually expanded to include a wider geo-
graphical and temporal reach. Today the category of Islamic art comprises, as the
Calouste Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon clarifies, ‘objects made from Spain to India,
from the time of the Prophet Muhammad to the eighteenth century’. The starting
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point is Islam as a cultural and civilisational zone. Islam is here explained in the sense
of ‘Islamicate cultures’ (Hodgson, 1974), to refer to the cultural layers of the regions
ruled by Muslims, which are influenced by Islam but not necessarily religious in
themselves. According to this canon, Islamic art is said to end in the nineteenth
century, coinciding with the beginning of European colonisation of the Muslim
world and the birth of its disciplinary study (Flood, 2007; Watenpaugh, 2017).
Following from this art historical format, the central message of Islamic art galleries
focuses on stylistic and material features (e.g. metalwork, ceramics, textiles, calligra-
phy, miniature painting) and their development over time (the dynasties under
whose guidance the items were produced). Exhibition texts usually only briefly
touch on religious and social aspects of the Muslim world (Grinell, 2020, p.36).

A second mode of museum presentation also defines Islam as a culture and civili-
sation, but focuses instead on its social aspects. This type of exhibition can be found
in ethnographic museums and other categories of cultural history museums, where
objects are usually presented under geographical headings, such as the ‘Middle East’
or ‘North Africa’. These modes of presentation are also present in Europe’s Muslim
majority countries and regions, for example, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where
they are current in museums showcasing national or regional cultures. Thematically,
this type of exhibition addresses topics like religious rituals, social classes, gender
roles and the differences between city and countryside.

Museums where Islam is primarily exhibited as a religion, rather than an art
historical category or a civilisation, are few. Notable exceptions are the gallery
dedicated to Islam at Glasgow’s St Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art,
which was inaugurated in 1993 (Kamel, 2013; Naguib, 2015), as well as the
Religionskundliche Sammlung in Marburg and the State Museum of the History
of Religions in St Petersburg (Orzech, 2020). The colonial past could also be one
of the prisms through which collections are presented, as it 1s intimately tied up
with the histories of collections, especially in Western Europe, which are often the
result of colonial encounters, but this background is largely ignored in museum
presentations of Islamic collections (Kamel, 2019).

The study of museum representations of Islam

Following the pioneering volume Discovering Islamic Art: Scholars, Collectors and Col-
lections, 1850—1950 (Vernoit, 2000), there has been a steady rise of research on the
histories of collecting Islamic art and material culture in Europe. These publica-
tions often focus on one collector or museum, or they take a national approach.
Together they cover a wide geographical range, including countries such as Poland,
Russia, Romania and Hungary (e.g. Dolezalek & Guidetti, forthcoming; Gierlichs &
Hagedorn, 2004; Giese et al., 2019; Kadoi & Szant6, 2013). However, when it comes
to questions of how museums present Islam and Muslims today, and how historical
collecting practices impact contemporary representational politics and identity for-
mation, research is concentrated on Western Europe. Moreover, within this part of
Europe, only a limited range of countries is covered: the United Kingdom and
Germany (see, e.g. Heath, 2007; Kamel, 2013; Kamel & Gerbich, 2014),



14 Mirjam Shatanawi, Sharon Macdonald and Katarzyna Puzon

the Netherlands (Shatanawi, 2012a,2012b,2014), and France (Bernasek, 2007,2010;
Guidi, 2019). Within this body of literature, the main focus is on Islamic art in
national and encyclopaedic museums, while less attention has been paid to the pre-
sentation of Islam and Muslims in other types of museums, for example, those with
holdings of ethnographic material or contemporary art and in city and neighbour-
hood museums.

The focus on Western Europe has a number of implications, as it means that the
place of Islam in museums is studied through the lens of postcolonial and labour
migration and as a minority culture, rather than with an eye on the Muslim com-
munities that have been living in Europe for centuries. Another research theme
that follows from this focus, concerns the colonial roots of collections of Islamic art
and material culture in Western Europe. Past research has focused on colonial
encounters through objects, the durability of colonial epistemologies through
canon formation and the construction of taxonomies, as well as on the impact of
these historical processes on museum representation today (see the various contri-
butions in journal of Art Historiography, June 2012; Junod, Khalil, Weber, & Wolf,
2012; Vernoit, 2000). Specifically, critical debate has focused on the untimely
‘death’ of Islamic art around 1900 which, by consequence, locates Islam’s greatest
achievements in the past and ignores its contributions in the modern period
(Flood, 2007; Graves, 2012). More recently, the growing research interest in ways
in which museums address religion has resulted in a number of studies about the
religious aspects of museum representations of Islam, in particular Muslim spiritual
experiences, in museums in Western Europe (Berns, 2015, 2016; Reeve, 2017,
2018). Besides Western Europe, Turkey has a prominent place in research that is
critically engaging with museum representations of Islam, with a focus on the
question of how changing political attitudes towards the secularisation policies of
the Turkish Republic govern museum practices (see, e.g. Harmansah et al., 2014;
Posocco, 2019; Shaw, 2010). Literature on Southern or Eastern European coun-
tries, on the other hand, but remarkably enough also on Scandinavia, is scarce or
even absent.

Exhibitionary emphases of Islam

The portrayals of Muslims in cultural institutions in Europe ‘tell us much about
how Europe is understood, maintained and imagined’ (Larsson & Spielhaus, 2013,
p. 106). As Diletta Guidi outlines in her contribution on France in this volume,
museums in Europe employ different ‘exhibitionary regimes’ in their portrayal of
Islam and of Muslims, which can be seen as two distinct (if overlapping) emphases
that run in parallel and compete with each other.To a large extent, these emphases
are framed by the type of collections museums possess as well as the specific mis-
sions and roles they seek to fulfil. Almost all exhibitions discuss Islam and Muslims
through the ‘management of difference’ (Whitehead & Bozoglu, 2015), that is, they
construct ‘Europe’ and ‘Islam’ as distinct and separate cultures, and subsequently
they set out to emphasise difference between the two entities, to either marginalise
Islam or to assimilate it.
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In national and encyclopaedic museums, Islam is typically staged through mas-
terpieces of Islamic art, presenting Islam as a civilisation that is distant from Europe
in time and place. The historical nature of the Islamic art collections comes with a
number of drawbacks. The make-up of the Islamic art collections, with the major-
ity of objects originating in Central Asia, the Middle East and North Africa rather
than in the Muslim regions of Europe, and their temporal frame, predating the
modern and colonial era, precludes a narrative which presents Islam as integral to
European heritage. Policy makers, and also the public, expect these exhibitions to
address issues relevant to present-day Europe, such as the twentieth-century migra-
tion from Muslim countries, the rise of political Islam and the position of Muslim
women (Demerdash-Fatemi, 2020). Yet, the historicity of the objects and the art
historical prism through which they are interpreted makes museums ill-suited to
reflect these recent interests and, as a result, they hardly accommodate the public’s
growing demand for better insight into Muslim history and societies (Heath, 2007).
Instead, Islamic art exhibitions present objects in a frame of tolerance, that is, the
displays intend to teach visitors to respect, admire, and become intrigued by the
beauty and wisdom produced in the Islamic world, which is situated far away and
in the past (Larsson, 2019). Nonetheless, in a number of national museums, one can
find a narrative which shows Islamic culture as historically intertwined with and
contributing to the cultural past of Europe and to specific national histories, as is the
case of the Museum of Islamic Art in Berlin (Spielhaus, 2013) and the Louvre in
Paris (Guidi, this volume).

Another type of exhibitionary emphasis focuses on contemporary Islam and
Muslims and their relation to European culture. In Western European museums,
this regularly involves the celebration of multiculturalist and cosmopolitan cultures
and an intercultural treatment of Muslim otherness, based on the accentuation of
similarities and differences to promote common living. Whitehead and Bozoglu
(2015, p. 254) give the example of exhibition displays about the presence of Turkish
communities in the urban centres of Germany and the Netherlands, and observe:
‘we see Turkish people and cultures utilized to construct a kind of ideal cosmopoli-
tanism associated with a hybridisation of cultural identities and forms (e.g. cuisine)
that characterize a beneficial Western-European multiculturalism’. Similarly, exhi-
bition displays of this kind draw parallels between Christianity, Judaism and Islam,
pointing out the shared origin of the three religions, in order to promote tolerance
and co-existence (Guidi, this volume). The Ottoman past is sometimes employed in
a similar scheme of positive re-interpretation of history to promote common living.
For example, it is remarkable that in many of the new Islamic art galleries, Armenian
works of art are displayed with reference to the multireligious and multicultural
make-up of the Ottoman population.Yet as Banu Karaca (this volume) explains, the
same galleries remain silent on the state violence, dispossession and the displacement
of Armenians and their material culture in the late Ottoman period.

A third type of exhibitionary emphasis presents Islam and Muslims as integral to
Europe’s history and Muslims as a natural component of Europe’s population. This
type of narrative is, however, more rarely encountered. Of particular interest in this
respect are the museums located in the Muslim-majority countries and regions of
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Europe, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina where museums offer competing narra-
tives of the position of Muslim culture vis-a-vis other religious and cultural com-
munities in the region (von Puttkamer, 2016). In Western Europe, museums led by
Muslims have only recently been created, for example, in Spain and Switzerland.?
In these Muslim-led museological settings, Islam is no longer presented as foreign,
but as ‘diasporic’, because objects are used for self-representation oriented towards
contexts that are at once national and supra-national, for example, the ummah or
the Middle East as well as Africa (Rey, 2019).

Research in the United Kingdom and Germany shows that exhibitions repre-
senting the lives and perspectives of Muslims living in Western Europe today tend
to happen outside the large metropolitan museums: in city museums, local libraries
and neighbourhood and community museums (Kamel & Gerbich, 2014; Reeve,
2017). Small locally based museums have a number of advantages. They are less
bound by the conventions of academic disciplines such as art history or archaeol-
ogy, which makes it easier to collect new material relevant to the lives of Europe’s
Muslim citizens and to address current questions, including those related to migrant
experiences and a specifically European Muslim religiosity. Furthermore, they are
more likely to engage new audiences through outreach work or by becoming a
meeting place and discussion forum for local citizens (Puzon, 2019). Nevertheless,
as we discuss in the final chapter of this volume, such developments are also,
increasingly, evident in larger and even national museums.

Bridging cultures in museums

As noted above, negative images of Islam and Muslims prevail in the news media,
political discourse and public perceptions throughout much of Europe. In contrast,
museum representations of Islam and the Muslim world typically focus on positive
aspects. As Goran Larsson (2019, p. 11) observes, ‘museums in Europe are governed
by the notion that they should combat what they see as negative and stereotypical
images in society’. In addition, museums have expressed that they want to ‘promote
dialogue’, ‘create understanding’, or ‘build bridges’ between Europe and the world
of Islam. Museums, thus, take on the position of broker, which emanates from some
of the roles they assume for themselves: to make society a better place and to spread
beauty to the world. The more direct response of museums to current affairs also
has to do with the fact that governments and funding bodies increasingly ask
museums to prove their relevance for today’s societies.

In a much-cited essay, Jessica Winegar (2008) analyses Islam-related arts events in
the United States after 11 September 2001. Her main argument holds that cultural
institutions promote an understanding of Islamic history and cultures that converges
with political discourses departing from a clash of civilisations between the West and
the Islamic world. Museums and other cultural institutions aim to build ‘bridges of
understanding’, but in doing so, they hold on to their own norms as to what kind
of art, and what kind of underlying political idea, makes an acceptable bridge, and
by extension they hinder constructive dialogue from being fully realised. Much of
Winegar’s argument also holds for museums in Europe. Deniz Unsal (2019) observes
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that the politics of recognition of migrant and refugee cultures translates more often
into a conception of cultural difference akin to celebratory spectacle, for instance,
through ‘opening up museum spaces for the participation of diverse communities
with their music, performance, food and art’, and to the espousal of cultural integra-
tion rather than to deep engagement with some of the difficult questions arising
from living together in difference. Cultural institutions tend to shy away from criti-
cally addressing the destruction the West has wrought in the Middle East, in the past
or present, or the problems of Muslims living in the West in the face of anti-Muslim
racism and Islamophobia. Few museums in Europe have staged exhibitions address-
ing the rise of Islamophobia heads on, as the exhibition Re:Orient — The invention of
the Muslim Other (2019) did. The exhibition, curated by Anna Sabel und Ozcan
Karadeniz for the GRASSI Museum of Ethnology in Leipzig, examined the image
of the Muslim in Germany from the days of nineteenth-century orientalism up to
the anti-Islam Pegida movement and recent violent attacks on German citizens of
Middle Eastern descent. Equally important, the highlighting of ‘good’ (beautiful,
peaceful and humanising) aspects of Islam inevitably evokes its counterpart of ‘bad’
(destructive, aggressive and fanatical) Islam. As Winegar (2008, p. 677) asks: ‘Can the
emphasis on art as evidence of humanity really erase stereotypes of Middle Eastern
Muslims as un-human destructive terrorists, or does this framing depend on these
stereotypes for its own definition and execution?’ The reality of representation
leaves museums in a catch-22 situation: the idea of dialogue and bridge-building
evolves out of the idea of two irreconcilable cultures and ‘museums looking for
alternatives in an attempt not to assert, but rather subvert the thesis of the clash of
civilisations have very few options’ (Shatanawi, 2012a, p. 192).

More than 10 years after publication, Winegar’s assertions still seem to hold rel-
evance in the European situation, as is evidenced by the multiple references to her
essay throughout this volume. But are there options for museums to get out of this
representational crisis suggested by Winegar and others? One way is to present
Islam in a networked model, showing the links between religions, cultures and
countries,as Sharon Macdonald (2014) has suggested. Macdonald cites the Museum
with No Frontiers (http://www.museumwnf.org, MWNF), an online museum in
which cultural institutions from 36 countries in Europe as well as the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA region) collaborate, among other examples of presenta-
tions which avoid the two-civilisation mode. Mirjam Brusius’ contribution to this
volume argues for a much more intense involvement of Europe’s Muslim com-
munities with museum work. This will lead to an engagement with Islam as a lived
and living tradition, and will also bring the networked experience centre stage.
Here, other possible understandings of heritage that Islamic ideas and practices
suggest — as articulated by Wendy Shaw in her chapter below, and exemplified in
different ways by the chapters of Puzon, McMurray and Schmoller — might also be
drawn on to inform novel museological approaches.

Another model is to present Islam within other topics, rather than as a stand-alone
civilisation in a dedicated exhibition or section (Macdonald et al., this volume). Such
a model is followed by the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, where Islamic objects are
scattered across different displays, such as the ceramics and armoury sections, and the
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galleries dedicated to the Netherlandish Middle Ages and Renaissance and the
eighteenth century (Shatanawi, 2021). The choice to spread the Islamic objects
positions the Muslim world firmly within the narrative of (art) history and posi-
tively emphasises its connections to Europe. In fact, various museums in Europe
with only a few Islamic items in their collections opt for this approach, but main-
streaming Islam could be also worthwhile for museums with large collections of
Islamic art and material culture. Temporary exhibitions also create excellent
opportunities for this approach and several museums in Europe make Islam fea-
ture in themed-based displays. For instance, the Jewish Museum in Berlin regu-
larly includes Islamic topics in temporary exhibitions with themes such as food
or fashion.

The chapters in this volume

To further explore the entanglements and directions outlined above, this book
brings together the disciplinary perspectives and vantage points of scholars from
anthropology, art history, media studies and musicology, political science and soci-
ology. Covering a wide range of cases, they collectively highlight various prob-
lematics. Furthermore, in their diversity and depth, they show the value of exploring
heritage and Islam in Europe.

We have split the book into three sections, each of which is organised around
one main theme that we recognise as vital to a critical investigation and better
understanding of past and ongoing developments and future possibilities with
which this volume is concerned. Part I deals with embodied heritage and senses of
belonging manifested through sonic, fragrant and performative ways of engaging
with aspects of Islam. Part II takes up the subject of nation-state and identity for-
mations. The chapters discuss how the workings of the state — including state vio-
lence — play out in museum and heritage developments in different national
contexts. Focusing primarily on museums, the contributions in Part III explore in
various ways how older taxonomies and established, as well as newer, practices
come together with contemporary social and political challenges. In doing so, they
also point towards possibilities for new museum and heritage practice.

We begin with a chapter by Wendy Shaw who provokes us to draw on Islamic
thought to rethink the very idea of heritage, as well as notions of the museum
and objects with which it is entangled. Rather than operate in terms of ‘the
heritage of the Islamic world’, she argues, we might try to imagine a concept of
heritage that is Islamic. Reflecting on Platonic, Islamic and modern European
discourses of perpetuating Truth through embodied form (as speech rather than
as writing), her chapter identifies various modes of what she calls ‘heritage mes-
saging’ and argues that the that dominant model of objective heritage preserva-
tion could be shifted towards models of embodied heritage perpetuation. This
would in effect constitute a decolonising of the category of Islamic heritage,
redefining it instead as perpetually re-emerging through the reconstruction of the
past with an eye to the future. The museum would thus need to be re-envisioned
to emphasise perpetuation over preservation, and to devise non-linear strategies
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of exhibition that stage multimedia and information in a complex matrix of
forms of display.

The following three chapters all take up the theme, identified by Shaw as impor-
tant within Islam, of embodied heritage. Peter McMurray’s contribution explores
how the social life of Islamic cemeteries is made manifest through sonic practices
embedded in what he calls ‘cemetery poetics’, that is, norms and practices that gov-
ern interactions in those places. These include recitations, ritual prayers, and proces-
sional routes. Bringing together examples from Turkey, Germany, Montenegro and
Bosnia and Herzegovina, McMurray reflects on different histories with regard to
European Islam and ways in which Islamic cemeteries act as a rich medium for
articulating those histories. He examines how sound shapes those places and how
the past and the present intersect there. McMurray argues that this contributes to a
better understanding of Muslim life in contemporary Europe, and shows how eth-
nographic listening can be incorporated more effectively into heritage studies as a
critical interpretive lens as well as a research practice.

In her chapter, Katarzyna Puzon examines ways in which young Muslims of the
1,Slam collective negotiate their belonging through the medium of poetry slam in
the current German context, in which Islam is often contentious. Combining oral
traditions of ‘Islamic heritage’ with a contemporary format of poetry performance,
they engage in practices which entail seeking to make a difference, in the sense of
causing change, and represent an embodied form of heritage-making that moves
beyond the binary of ‘here’ and ‘there’. Puzon shows how their slam poetry, along
with other activities in which it is embedded, challenges a limited understanding
of what it means to be German. Her contribution draws attention to questions that
arise when Islam is put on stage in Germany — literally in the case of 1,Slam’s events
but also more broadly — and what comes into play in these developments.

The lines of visibility and invisibility also play a role in the lives of the Uralic
Muslim communities in Russia. Drawing on ethnographic research, Jesko
Schmoller discusses the ways in which members of these communities create a
space for themselves in a context in which national identity is officially defined by
only one religion and one culture, that is, Orthodox Christianity and Slavic culture.
In so doing, they mobilise the sense of smell and use fragrance (misk) in order to
make ‘visible’ a neglected and seemingly forgotten Muslim culture. Schmoller dis-
cusses how this connects to the Islamic notion of ‘the other world’ (al-ghayb),
exploring the role that fragrance plays for Muslims in Russia not only in facilitat-
ing the coming of a new world but also in addressing and dealing with their cur-
rent situation within the nation.

The national political context is also central in Avi Astor’s discussion of how
Spain’s rich Islamic heritage has been the object of national redefinition. He shows
how, following Spain’s democratic transition during the late 1970s, Islamic heritage
was strategically deployed by political elites, urban planners, and business entrepre-
neurs. In a context of a small numeric presence of Muslim minorities, this contin-
ued through to the 1990s, resulting in large mosque projects and other initiatives
aiming to render Spain’s historical connection to Islam visible. As there were few
significant political and social concerns regarding Spain’s modest Muslim
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population, the ‘Muslim question’ was treated as a purely symbolic matter, divorced
from the problems of integration that were beginning to take shape in other
European countries. This changed, however, in the late 1990s and early 2000s due
to rising levels of North African migration, as well as the terror attacks of 9/11 in
New York and of 11-M in Madrid.

Diletta Guidi describes another context that is strongly defined by national poli-
cies: that of the national museums in Paris. According to Guidi, both the Louvre and
the Institute du Monde Arabe (IMA) are involved with the production of images of
the ‘good” Muslim. The Louvre’s Islamic art department exemplifies a first model as
it filters out religious elements and ‘frenchifies’ Islam to present a picture of a secu-
larised Islamic art that conforms to European art historical norms. Institutions like
the IMA present another model, as they play what Winegar has named the human-
ity game’. The IMA projects a humanist image of the Muslim as part of its mission
to create a bridge between the Arab world and the West. Its exhibitions leave out
anything that could be seen as negative or dangerous, in order to produce the
image of an Islam that is free, emancipated and modern, as well as successful and
open-minded.To this end, the IMA uses examples of practices perceived as familiar
and positive by the non-Muslim visitor to present Islam as a ‘cool’ religion and
Muslims as a ‘cool’ community. However, the polished image of Islam, Guidi argues,
is just as stereotypical as that of the fanatical terrorist.

Continuing a focus on museums, the following chapters engage with the heritage
constellations of the past and the need to transform them towards future — more
inclusive — practices. Mirjam Shatanawi’s contribution looks at the taxonomies of
Islamic and Middle Eastern collections that developed in European museums in the
nineteenth century and continue to inform museum praxis today. She describes the
historical process of the division of objects over different museum disciplines —
archaeology, art history and ethnology — in the Netherlands.Yet, as she explains, the
Dutch situation is not unique: it has its pendants in museums all over Western
Europe. The museum narrative of Islam and the Middle East thus developed
implies 2 movement of inclusion and exclusion from Europe, in which the ancient
pre-Islamic past is taken as Europe’s own, pre-modern (or actually, pre-colonial)
Islam is reluctantly and conditionally accepted and modern Islam perceived as a full
outsider. Using structural injustice theory, Shatanawi argues that this narrative, and
particularly how it positions contemporary Muslims, reproduces colonial inequali-
ties and hinders the self-realisation of Muslims as European citizens.

Drawing on recent work of critical engagement with the category of Islamic
art, Banu Karaca’s contribution addresses state violence against non-Muslims in
the late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish Republic in the course of which
works of art were expropriated, looted and displaced. Karaca argues that the for-
mation of Islamic art, which happened concurrently, led to the de-emphasising of
the contribution of non-Muslims to the art histories of Turkey’s Ottoman and
post-Ottoman periods, in favour of a homogenous national frame. The continu-
ous disregard of museums of the violence and dispossession that is part of the
biographies of some of the Islamic objects in their collections, stands in contrast
with the ‘bridges of understanding’ the same objects are supposed to make.
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Focusing on instances of dispossessed art that are not captured by provisions
against crimes against humanity, war crimes, and the conventions on the illicit
trafficking of cultural property that have been elaborated by UNESCO and the
EU, the chapter asks what historical justice might come to mean beyond the res-
titution of individual objects.

Mirjam Brusius also points out that many museum collections relating to
‘Islamic heritage’ are products of imperial expansion. As such, they play crucial
roles in producing concepts of historical narratives, ethnicity, racial identity and
difference. Current displays of Mesopotamian artefacts, for example, suggest a
period of decline from the birth of Islam onwards, while European narratives link
their historical present to mythical beginnings in the Middle East. Many European
museums thus show the Middle East’s past as part of European history, in relation
to narratives of the ‘cradle of civilisation’ that first had to be ‘discovered’ by
European archaeologists in the nineteenth century. Meanwhile, the excavations
that were foundational for many collections are still rendered as triumphalist and
heroic stories. As a result, ancient artefacts are historically disconnected from
other histories, including Europe’s imperial endeavours, and the resulting conflicts
in the Middle East today. In light of this, the chapter asks what would be entailed
in a decolonisation of archaeological artefacts from this region; and what might
be done. Like Shaw, she argues that this requires a rethinking of how ‘heritage’ is
currently conceptualised. This is needed, she points out, not least to respond to the
demands of those who ask for new narratives that also reflect other senses of
belonging and inclusion.

Our final chapter turns to a major turn in heritage practice that is directed
towards providing such new narratives and senses of belonging. This is a turn to
using participatory approaches to involve a broader range of participants — and
especially involving those who might be less likely to visit museums otherwise.
In the chapter, we discuss various such new initiatives — mainly in major state
museums in Berlin — that in some way or other have involved Muslim partici-
pants and that held the potential to disrupt or counter some prevailing negative
stereotypes. As the chapter shows, such initiatives face certain challenges — the
acknowledgement of which can help in the development of future practice. At
the same time, however, they are an important impetus for bringing new voices
into the debate and thus contributing to re-framing Islam in museums and heri-
tage in Europe.

By bringing these cases together, we hope not only to add more studies to the
existing repertoire of research that is variously concerned with heritage, Islam and
Europe but also to show the importance of considering these areas in concert to
highlight their entanglements. By doing so, we also seek to illuminate new direc-
tions and possibilities for scholarship. Furthermore, as heritage is a field of practical
activity — that reaches deep into lives and experiences, as well as into institutional
structures and the making of selves and others — we hope that this book shows how
this has been shaped in difterent parts of Europe, as well as how it might be reshaped
in future.
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Notes

1 See the Pew report: https://www.pewforum.org/essay/the-growth-of-germanys-
muslim-population/. As this explains, figures are not available for Balkan countries
(accessed 23.5.2020).

2 Occasionally, in other parts of the Russian Federation following the break-up of the
Soviet Union, the idea of a shared Islamic heritage has emerged as part of unifying
imaginaries, as in Daghestan, where it remains significant (Kemper, 2014; see also
Yemelianova, 2016).

3 The wording of the UNESCO World Heritage entry for Albania’s Historic Centres
of Berat and Gjirokastra is indicatively sensitive and diplomatic. It describes them as
being of the ‘Ottoman period’ characterised by ‘coexistence of various religions and
cultural communities down the centuries’, and ‘a way of life which has been influ-
enced over a long period by the traditions of Islam during the Ottoman period’,
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/569 (accessed 11.4.2020). An emphasis on the multi-
religious and multiethnic nature of the Ottoman Empire has also been emphasised in
Turkish secularity (e.g. Gdle, 2015).

4 IESCO’s website: https://www.icesco.org/en/. Its cultural heritage resource: https://
www.icesco.org/en/sustainable-protection-of-cultural-heritage-in-the-islamic-
world/ (accessed 11.4.2020).

5 See also TIKA’s website: https://www.tika.gov.tr/en (accessed 11.4.2020).

6 AsWendy Shaw explains, “Judeo-Christian” [is| a nineteenth-century term justifying
racialized Protestant supremacy in Europe recycled in anti-fascist discourse of late
1930s North America to assimilate Jews into “Western” societies’ (2019b, p. 9). As she
notes of ‘the “Western” artistic tradition’, however, ‘the Jewish is as absent as the
Islamic’ (ibid.).

7 The Sarr and Savoy report (2018) did not involve North Africa, because of the region’s
different histories of collecting and appreciation.

8 For instance, the Musée des Civilisations de I'Islam (MUCIVI) in La Chaux-de-Fonds,
close to Neuchitel, Switzerland, which opened in 2016, and the Museo vivo de
Al-Andalus in Cordoba, Spain, a creation by the controversial French philosopher
Roger Garaudy (1913-2012), a convert to Islam.

References

Abu-Lughod, L. (2013). Do Muslim women need saving? Cambridge, MA & London, England:
Harvard University Press.

Adahl K., & Ahlund, M. (2000). Islamic art collections: An international survey. London: Routledge.

Adam, J., Bojadzijev, M., Knecht, M., Lewicki, P., Polat, N., Rombhild, R., & Spieckermann,
R. (Eds.). (2019). Europa dezentrieren. Munich: Campus.


https://www.pewforum.org
https://www.pewforum.org
http://whc.unesco.org
https://www.icesco.org
https://www.icesco.org
https://www.icesco.org
https://www.icesco.org
https://www.tika.gov.tr

Heritage, Islam, Europe 23

Adie, B. A. (2019). Marketing Europe to Islamic heritage tourists. In C. M. Hall & G.
Prayag (Eds.), The Routledge handbook of halal hospitality and Islamic tourism. Abingdon:
Routledge.

Ahmed, S. (2016). What is Islam? The importance of being Islamic. Princeton & Oxford:
Princeton University Press.

Arigita, E. (2013). The ‘Cordoba paradigm’: Memory and silence around Europe’s Islamic
past. In P. Frank, S. Dornhof, & E. Arigita (Eds.), Islam and the politics of culture in Europe:
Memory, aesthetics, art (pp. 21—40). Bielefeld: transcript.

Asad, T. (2002). Muslims and European identity: Can Europe represent Islam? In A. Pagden
(Ed.), The idea of Europe: From antiquity to the European Union (pp. 209—227). Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Astor, A. (2017). Rebuilding Islam in contemporary Spain: The politics of mosque establishment,
1976-2013. Brighton: Sussex Academic Press.

Berger, S. (2009). History and forms of collective identity in Europe: Why Europe cannot
and should not be built on history. In L. Rorato & A. Saunders (Eds.), The essence and the
margin: National identities and collective memories in contemporary European culture (pp. 21-36).
Oxford: Berghahn.

Bernasek, L. (2007). Representation and the republic: North African art and material culture in Paris
(Unpublished PhD thesis). Harvard University.

Bernasek, L. (2010). ‘First arts’ of the Maghrib: Exhibiting Berber culture at the Musée du
Quai Branly. In K. E. Hoffman & S. G. Miller (Eds.), Berbers and others: Beyond tribe and
nation in the Maghrib (pp. 171-194). Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Berns, S. (2015). Sacred entanglements: Studying interactions between visitors, objects and religion in
the museum (Unpublished PhD thesis). University of Kent.

Berns, S. (2016). Mobilising Mecca: R eassembling blessings at the museum. In T. Hutchings
& J. McKenzie (Eds.), Materiality and the study of religion: The stuff of the sacred (pp. 203-218).
London: Routledge.

Bayoumi, M. (2000). Shadows and light: Colonial modernity and the grand mosque of Paris.
The Yale Journal of Criticism, 13(2), 267-292.

Bertossi, C. (2011). National models of integration in Europe: A comparative critical analy-
sis. American Behavioural Scientist, 55(12), 1561-1580.

Bloembergen, M. & Eickhoft, M. (2020). The politics of heritage in Indonesia: A cultural history.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bobako, M. (2017). Islamofobia jako technologia wiladzy: Studium z antropologii politycznej.
Krakéw: Universitas.

Bock, J.-J., & Macdonald, S. (2019). Introduction: Making, experiencing and managing dif-
ference in a changing Germany. In J.-J. Bock & S. Macdonald (Eds.), Refugees welcome?
Difference and diversity in a changing Germany (pp.1-38). Oxford: Berghahn.

Bozoglu, G. (2019). Museums, memory and emotion: The affective politics of the past in Turkey.
Abingdon: Routledge.

Bozoglu, G., & Whitehead, C. (2018). Turkish neo-Ottoman memory culture and the prob-
lem of copying the past. In B. Brenna, H. D. Christiansen, & O. Hamran (Eds.), Museums
as cultures of copies: The crafting of artefacts and authenticity (pp. 85-98). Abingdon: Routledge.

Brown, M. (2000). Quantifying the Muslim population. International Journal of Social Research
Methodology, 3(2), 87-101.

Bryce, D. & Causevié, S. (2019) Orientalism, Balkanism and Europe’s Ottoman heritage.
Annals of Tourism Research,77,92—-105.

Calderwood, E. (2018). Colonial al-Andalus: Spain and the making of modern Moroccan culture.
Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.



24 Mirjam Shatanawi, Sharon Macdonald and Katarzyna Puzon

Chakrabaty, D. (2000). Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial thought and historical difference.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Choquet, S. (2017). Models of integration in Europe, Robert Schumann Foundation Policy
Paper. https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/european-issues/0449-models-of-integration-
in-europe (accessed May 22 2020)

Civantos, C. (2017). The afterlife of Al-Andalus: Muslim Iberia in contemporary Arab and hispanic
narrative. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

Dabashi, H. (2019). Europe and its shadows: Coloniality after empire. London: Pluto Press.

Delanty, G. (2013). Formations of European modernity: A historical and political sociology of Europe.
Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan.

Demerdash-Fatemi, N. (2020). Objects, storytelling, memory and living histories: Curating
Islamic art empathically in an era of trauma and displacement. In J. Norton-Wright (Ed.),
Curating Islamic art worldwide: From Malacca to Manchester (pp. 31—44). Cham: Springer
International Publishing.

Dimova, R. (2019). Elusive centres of a Balkan city: Skopje between undesirable and reluc-
tant heritage. International Journal of Heritage Studies, 25(9), 958-973.

Dolezalek, I., & Guidetti, M. (forthcoming). Heritage revisited: Rediscovering objects from Islamic
lands in Enlightenment Europe. London: Routledge.

Eriksen, A. (2014). From antiquities to heritage: Transformations of cultural memory. New York:
Berghahn Books.

Fadil, N. (2019). The anthropology of Islam in Europe: A double epistemological impasse.
Annual Review of Anthropology, 48(1), 117-132.

Flood, E B. (2007). From the prophet to postmodernism? New world orders and the end of
Islamic art. In E. Manstield (Ed.), Making art history: A changing discipline and its institutions
(pp- 31-53). London: Routledge.

Formichi, C. (2016). Islamic studies or Asian studies? Islam in Southeast Asia. The Muslim
World, 106(4), 696—718.

Gierlichs, J., & Hagedorn, A. (Eds.). (2004). Islamic art in Germany. Mainz: Philipp von Zabern.

Giese, E, Volait, M., & Varela Braga, A. (Eds.). (2019). A Dorientale: Collecting, displaying and
appropriating Islamic art and architecture in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Leiden: Brill.

Gongzales, E. (2020). Exhibitions for social justice. London: Routledge.

Girard, M. (2015). What heritage tells us about the Turkish state and Turkish society. European
Journal of Turkish Studies, 19.

Gole, N. (2011). The public visibility of Islam and European politics of resentment: The
minarets-mosques debate. Philosophy and Social Criticism 37(4), 383-392.

Gole, N. (2012). Decentering Europe, recentering Islam. New Literary History, 43(4), 665—685.

Gole, N. (2015). Islam and secularity: The future of Europe’s public sphere. Durham NC: Duke
University Press.

Graves, M. (2012). Feeling uncomfortable in the nineteenth century. Journal of Art
Historiography, 6.

Greenberger, A. (2020, February 19). Louvre cancels Bulgarian religious art show amid row
over emphasis on Islamic art influences. ARTnews.com. https://www.artnews.com/art-
news/news/louvre-bulgarian-art-exhibition-canceled-1202678319

Grinell, K. (2020). Labelling Islam: Structuring ideas in Islamic galleries in Europe. In J.
Norton-Wright (Ed.), Curating Islamic art worldwide: From Malacca to Manchester (pp. 31—44).
Cham: Springer International Publishing.

Grinell, K., Berg, M., & Larsson, G. (2019). Museological framings of Islam in Europe.
Material Religion, 15(3), 370-371.


https://www.robert-schuman.eu
https://www.robert-schuman.eu
https://www.artnews.com
https://www.artnews.com

Heritage, Islam, Europe 25

Guidi, D. (2019). L’islam des musées: Sociohistoire de I’islam dans les politiques culturelles frangaies.
Les cas du Louvre et de I'Institut du monde arabe (Unpublished PhD thesis). University of
Fribourg and Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etude.

Giisten, S. (2011, May 25). Turkey presses harder for return of antiquities. The New York
Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/26/world/europe/26iht-
M26C-TURKEY-RETURN.html

Harmangah, R, Tanyeri-Erdemir, T., & Hayden, R. M. (2014). Secularizing the unseculariz-
able: A comparative study of the Haci Bektas and Mevlana Museums in Turkey. In E.
Barkan & K. Barkey (Eds.), Choreographies of shared sacred sites: Religion, politics, and conflict
resolution (pp. 336—368). New York: Columbia University Press.

Heath, I. (2007). The representation of Islam in British museums. Oxford: Archaeopress.

Henig, D. (2012).This is our little hajj’: Muslim holy sites and reappropriation of the sacred
landscape in contemporary Bosnia. American Ethnologist, 39(4), 751-765.

Herzfeld, M. (1991). A place in history: Social and monumental time in a Cretan town. Cambridge,
MA: Princeton University Press.

Hirschkind, C. (2014). The afterlife of Moorish Spain. In N. Gole (Ed.), Islam and public
controversy in Europe. Farnham, England: Ashgate Press.

Hodgson, M. G. S. (1974). The venture of Islam: Conscience and history in a world civilization.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Janes, R. R, & Sandell, R. (2019). Museum activism. London: Routledge.

Jouili, J. S. (2019). Islam and culture: Dis/junctures in a modern conceptual terrain.
Comparative Studies in Society and History, 61(1), 207-237.

Junod, B., Khalil, G.,Weber, S., & Wolf, G. (Eds.). (2012). Islamic art and the museum: Approaches
to art and archaeology of the Muslim world in the twenty-first century. London: Saqi Books.

Kadoi,Y., & Szanto, 1. (Eds.). (2013). The shaping of Persian art: Collections and interpretations of
the art of Islamic Iran and Central Asia. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars
Publishing.

Kamel, S. (2013). Wege zur Vermittlung von Religionen in Berliner Museen: Black Kaaba meets
White Cube. Wiesbaden: Springer.

Kamel, S. (2019). Diversitying Islam and the museum. Material Religion, 15(3), 374-375.

Kamel, S., & Gerbich, C. (Eds.). (2014). Experimentierfeld Museum: Internationale Perspektiven
auf Museen, Islam und Inklusion. Bielefeld: transcript.

Kaya.A. (2020). Populism and heritage in Europe: Lost in diversity and unity. London: Routledge.

Kemper, M. (2014). Ijtihad into philosophy: Islam as cultural heritage in post-Stalinist
Daghestan. Central Asian Survey, 33(3), 390—404.

Kersel, M. M., & Luke, C. (2015). Civil societies? Heritage diplomacy and neo-imperialism.
In L. Meskell (Ed.), Global heritage (pp.70-93). New York: Wiley-Blackwell.

Kuppinger, P. (2015). Faithfully urban: Pious Muslims in a German city. New York and Oxford:
Berghahn.

Kuppinger, P. (2019). Islam, vernacular culture and creativity in Stuttgart. In J.-J. Bock & S.
Macdonald (Eds.), Refugees welcome? Difference and diversity in a changing Germany (pp.
103-120). Oxford: Berghahn.

Labadi, S. (2018). Museums, immigrants, and social justice. London: R outledge.

Larsson, G. (2019). The Museum caught in a maelstrom of narratives: Exhibiting Islam in
Europe. Bulletin _for the Study of Religion, 48(1-2), 9—-14.

Larsson, G., & Spielhaus, R.. (2013). Narratives of inclusion and exclusion: Islam and Muslims
as a subject of European studies. Journal of Muslims in Europe, 2(2), 105-113.

Macdonald, S. (2013). Memorylands: Heritage and identity in Europe today. London: Routledge.


https://www.nytimes.com
https://www.nytimes.com

26 Mirjam Shatanawi, Sharon Macdonald and Katarzyna Puzon

Macdonald, S. (2014). Migrating heritage, networks and networking: Europe and Islamic
heritage. In P. Innocenti (Ed.), Migrating heritage: Experiences of cultural networks and cultural
dialogue in Europe (pp. 53—64). Surrey: Ashgate.

Macdonald, S. (2016). New constellations of difference in Europe’s 21st-Century museumscape.
Museum Anthropology, 39(1), 4-19.

Macdonald, S. (2018). Heritage. In H. Callan (Ed.), The international encyclopedia of anthropol-
ogy. New York: Wiley-Blackwell.

MacMillan, C. (2013). Discourse, identity and the question of Titrkish accession to the EU: Through
the looking glass. Abingdon: Routledge.

McLoughlin, S. (2014). Writing ‘Bradistan’ across the domains of social reality. In S.
McLoughlin, W. Gould, A. J. Kabir, & E. Tomalin (Eds.), Writing the city in British Asian
diasporas (pp. 21-38). Abingdon: R outledge.

Mediano, E R. (2013). Culture, identity and civilization: The Arabs and Islam in the history
of Spain. In E Peter, S. Dornhof, & E. Arigita (Eds.), Islam and the politics of culture in Europe:
Memory, Aesthetics, Art (pp. 41-60). Bielefeld: transcript.

Merdjanova, L. (2013). Rediscovering the umma: Muslims in the Balkans between nationalism and
transnationalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Modood, T. (2013). Multiculturalism, 2nd edn. Cambridge: Polity.

Moors, A. (2012).The affective power of the face veil: Between disgust and fascination. In D.
Houtman & B. Meyer (Eds.), Things: Religion and the question of materiality (pp. 282-295).
New York: Fordham University Press.

Naguib, S. A. (2015). Materializing Islam and the imaginary of sacred space. In Q.
Fuglerud & L. Wainwright (Eds.), Objects and imagination: Perspectives on materialization
and meaning (pp. 64=78). Oxford: Berghahn.

Orzech, C. (2020). Museums of world religions: Displaying the divine, shaping cultures. London:
Bloomsbury Academic.

Peter, E, Dornhof, S., & Arigita, E. (Eds.). (2013). Islam and the politics of culture in Europe:
Memory, aesthetics, art. Bielefeld: transcript.

Posocco, L. (2019). Museum politics in Turkey under the Islamic Justice and Development
Party (AKP): The case of the Istanbul Museum of the History of Science and Technology
in Islam. International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, 32(1), 83—-103.

Puerta Vilchez, J. M. (2010). Reading the Alhambra: A visual guide to the Alhambra through its
inscriptions. Granada: Generalife Trust & EDILUX.

von Puttkamer, J. (2016). No future? Narrating the past in Bosnian history museums.
Nationalities Papers, 44(5), 789-803.

Puzon, K. (2019). Participatory matters: Access, migration, and heritage in Berlin museums.
In H. Oevermann & E. Gantner (Eds.), Securing urban heritage: Agents, access, and securitiza-
tion (pp. 31-46). London & New York: Routledge.

Racius, E. (2020). Islam in post-communist Eastern Europe: Between churchification and securitiza-
tion. Islam in post-communist Eastern Europe. Leiden: Brill.

Radius, E. (2018). Muslims in Eastern Europe. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Reekum, R., van, Duyvendak, J. W, & Bertossi, C. (2012). National models of integration
and the crisis of multiculturalism: A critical comparative perspective. Patterns of Prejudice,
46(5), 417-426.

Reeve, J. (2017). Islam and museums: Learning and outreach. In G. Buggeln, C. Paine, &
S. B. Plate (Eds.), Religion in museums: Global and multidisciplinary perspectives (pp. 173—
179). London: Bloomsbury.

Reeve, J. (2018). Islam: Islamic art, the Islamic world — and museums. In S. Knell (Ed.), The
contemporary museum: Shaping museums for the global now (pp. 55—73). London: Routledge.



Heritage, Islam, Europe 27

Rey, V. (2019). Islam, museums, and the politics of representation in the West. Material
Religion, 15(2), 250-252.

Rico, T. (Ed.). (2017). The making of Islamic heritage: Muslim pasts and heritage presents.
Singapore: Springer.

Rujanac, D. S. (2013) Ajvatovica: A bridge between tradition and national and religious
identity. History and Anthropology, 24(1), 117-136.

Said, E. (1978). Orientalism. New York: Pantheon Books.

Sandell, R.., & Nightingale, E. (2012). Museums, equality, and social justice. London: R outledge.

Sarr, E, & Savoy, B. (2018). The restitution of African cultural heritage: Toward a new relational ethics
(No. 2018-26). Retrieved from http://restitutionreport2018.com/sarr_savoy_en.pdf

Shatanawi, M. (2012a). Curating against dissent: Museums and the public debate on Islam.
In C. Flood, S. Hutchings, G. Miazhevich, & H. Nickels (Eds.), Political and cultural repre-
sentations of Muslims: Islam in the plural (pp. 177-192). Leiden: Brill.

Shatanawi, M. (2012b) Engaging Islam: Working with Islamic communities in a multicul-
tural society. Curator: The Museum Journal, 55(1), 65-79.

Shatanawi, M. (2014). Islam at the Tropenmuseum. Arnhem: LM Publishers.

Shatanawi, M. (2021). On the in-betweenness of the paintings of Jean Baptiste Vanmour
(1671-1737) at the Rijksmuseum. In S. Leeb & N. Samuel (Eds.), Museums and the trans-
cultural nation state: Case studies from a global context. Bielefeld: transcript.

Shaw, W. M. K. (2010). Between the secular and the sacred: A new face for the department
of the holy relics at the Topkap1 Palace Museum. Material Religion, 6(1), 129-131.

Shaw, W. M. K. (2019a). Signs of empire: Islamic art museums from European imperialism to
the global empire of capital. In M. W. Gahtan & E.-M. Troelenberg (Eds.), Collecting and
empires:An historical and global perspective (pp. 354-371). Turnhout: Harvey Miller Publishers.

Shaw, W. M. K. (2019b) What is ‘Islamic’ Art? Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Shryock, A. (2019). In double bind: A conversation with Jeanette Jouili, Mucahit Bilici, Esra
Ogzyiirek, and Kabir Tambar about Islam and the culture/religion binary. Retrieved from
https://cssh.lsa.umich.edu/2019/01/19/double-bind/

Spielhaus, R. (2013). Narratives of belonging and exclusion: Offering the Museum of
Islamic Art as a lieu d’identité for Muslims. In E Peter, S. Dornhof, & E. Arigita (Eds.),
Islam and the politics of culture in Europe: Memory, aesthetics, art (pp. 75-92). Bielefeld:
transcript.

Tamimi Arab, P. (2017). Amplifying Islam in the European soundscape: Religious pluralism and
secularism in the Netherlands. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Tamimi Arab, P. (forthcoming). Islamic heritage versus Orthodoxy: Figural painting, musical
instruments, and wine bowls at the Dutch National Museum of World Cultures. Journal
of Material Culture, 26

Unsal, D. (2019). Positioning museums politically for social justice. Museum Management and
Curatorship, 34(6), 595—607.

Veer P. van der, (2002). Transnational religion: Hindu and Muslim movements, Global
Networks, 2(2), 95—109.

Velioglu, H. (2013). Fugitive or cosmopolitan: The Bosniaks’ desire for Europe and the trouble
with the Ottoman past. In N. Gole (Ed.), Islam and public controversy in Europe (pp. 241-256).
Farnham: Ashgate.

Vernoit, S. (Ed.). (2000). Discovering Islamic art: Scholars, collectors and collections, 1850—-1950.
London: I.B. Tauris.

Vertovec, S., & Wessendorf, S. (Eds.). (2009). The multiculturalism backlash: European discourses,
policies and practices. London: Routledge.


http://restitutionreport2018.com
https://cssh.lsa.umich.edu

28 Mirjam Shatanawi, Sharon Macdonald and Katarzyna Puzon

Watenpaugh, H. Z. (2017). Resonance and circulation: The category ‘Islamic art and archi-
tecture’. In E B. Flood & G. Necipoglu (Eds.), A companion to Islamic art and architecture:
Tol. 11 (pp. 1223—1244). Oxford: Wiley Blackwell.

Whitehead, C., & Bozoglu, G. (2015). Constitutive others and the management of differ-
ence: Museum representations of Turkish identities. In C. Whitehead, S. Eckersley, K.
Lloyd, & R. Mason (Eds.), Museums, migration and identity in Europe: Peoples, places and
identities (pp. 253—284). London: Routledge.

Winegar, J. (2008). The humanity game: Art, Islam, and the war on terror. Anthropological
Quarterly, 81(3), 651-681.

Yemelianova, G. M. (2016). Muslim-state relations in Russia. In R. Mason (Ed.), Muslim
minority-state relations: Violence, integration, and policy (pp. 107—132). London: Palgrave
Macmillan.



Part |

Embodied heritage and
belonging




Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


https://taylorandfrancis.com

Chapter |

From postcoloniality to
decoloniality, from heritage to
perpetuation

The Islamic at the museum

Wendy Miriam Kural Shaw

The Sassanian Emperor Anoushirvan once went hunting with his vizier. They rode
their fine steeds through lush woods and sunny vales. Eventually they came to a
clearing no less full of birdsong than the woods, full of beautiful buildings lying
tragically in ruin. Two owls sat on a broken vault. The emperor turned to his
trusted advisor and, knowing that he understood the language of the birds, asked
him what they were saying.

‘Forgive me, my king, for I will only convey what I hear with no balm for your
ears’, said the vizier. Curiosity overtook pride as the emperor agreed to lay anger
aside.

The younger owl has asked the hand of the daughter of the older owl. This
father-in-law is shrewd: requesting a dowry, he asks no more than one ruined
town, a perfect kingdom for owls. Yet his son-in-law is shrewder. He says: ‘if the
king maintains his careless rule, I will give you a thousand towns such as this!’

Anoushirvan wept as they departed. In the following years, the justice of his rule
won him glory. And to think, it came all from the wisdom of owls, sitting where
hens should have roosted (Wiirsch, 2005, p. 281).

What do we learn? Representation remedies absence. It invents the very malady
that it aims to cure.

The notion of representing ‘the Islamic’ presumes an externally definable and
thereby absent entity called ‘Islam’; that this ‘Islam’ might achieve presence through
some action, such as the presentation of objects, performances or lectures; and that
this presence would accrue added value beyond that of ‘Islam’ itself. This desire to
re-present Islam structures the nature of its representation. If we conceive of Islam
solely as an engagement with or a making present of the divine, then individual
prayer would suffice. Perhaps we would need a place for the bowing to the divine,
s-j-d', essential to the embodied ritual of Islamic prayer; perhaps we would need a
place for the congregation of such bowing, the m-s-j-d.

Yet this is not the type of making present to which we refer when speaking of
museums or heritage. This making present relies on a disembodiment, a bringing
together of products surrounding the s-j-d, to which they may or may not be
related. What is made present at the museum is not the greeting, s-I-m implicit in
Islam itself — the greeting of the divine, which also constitutes peace — so much as
the greeting of its by-products, a hall of mirrors in which the verbal noun of
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Figure 1.1 Mirak the painter, ‘Anoushirvan and the Owils’, Khamsa-i Nizami,
British Library OR 2265, f. |5v. (1539—-1540).

greeting the divine is not there.?2 This slippage, from the embodied act of greeting
the divine towards representing the act in its by-products, centralises the worldli-
ness (the secularity) of the museum. The making-present structurally repeats and
underscores absence, rendering the ‘unfortunate marionette that the history of the
unheeded subaltern must unfold’, by separating the misapprehension of darstellung
as vertreten (Spivak, 1999, p. 259).

What does it mean to represent Islamic heritage in the museum? The very ques-
tion undermines its possibility. Islamic thought refuses the distinction at the core of
the museum: the premise that Islam is elsewhere. Islam cannot be reconstituted
from its by-products in a passive construction, where the by-products are made to
fit into a pre-existing matrix of making meaning. Rather, if Islam is to genuinely
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inhabit the museum, it can only emerge if these by-products actively bring forth
their intrinsic expressions of Islam. This paper will argue that despite the best of
intentions, the drive towards heritage preserves the coloniality of collection within
the post-coloniality of heritage. It reproduces the marginalisation of Islam that it
attempts to cure. Instead, this essay proposes a model of perpetuation that draws on
Islamic concepts of embodied knowledge, resonating with those articulated by
Plato, to enable tangible and intangible entities of Islamic culture to articulate Islam
by constructing their own matrices of meaning.

Wi ith the best of intentions: from coloniality to
post-coloniality

What do we do with the mess that the nineteenth century bequeathed to us?
Capitalism, industrialisation, racism, resource depletion, globalised inequity... and
folded in all that, the legacy of rapacious materialism enshrined in the museum. Do
we just give everything back? That has been the call for some time now: to return
the booty of colonialism lingering in museums to its rightful owners... After all,
the logic of public display in glorified warehouses no longer functions as well in an
era of virtual access, social distancing, and an absence of leisure time. But what will
they do when the objects are returned? It is not like the people over ‘there’ have
the time and space that we lack. It is not as though they haven’t been creating living
cultures in the meantime. We may be able to give things back across space, but not
across time. If you stole something from my great grandmother and return it to me,
I may want it. I may also very well have no use for it. Once a thief, always a thief.
Once we wrest objects out of the processes of life, they acquire new life in new
processes.? There is no redemption.

The museum houses an afterlife, as Theodor Adorno famously pointed out in his
1955 essay, ‘The Valery Proust Museum’:

The German word, ‘museal’ [‘museumlike’], has unpleasant overtones. It
describes objects to which the observer no longer has a vital relationship and
which are in the process of dying... Museums are like the family sepulchers of
works of art. They testify to the neutralization of culture... Once tradition is no
longer animated by a comprehensive, substantial force but has to be conjured
up by means of citations because ‘It’s important to have tradition’, then what-
ever happens to be left of it is dissolved into a means to an end... That the
world is out of joint is shown everywhere in the fact that however a problem
is solved, the solution is false.

(Adorno, 1967, p. 175)

This world is out of joint in that it continually murders objects to manufacture
meaning out of them, transforming mourning into pleasure (Crimp, 1987).Adorno’s
rendering the near homonymy between museum and mausoleum depends on a
negativity surrounding death, which Adorno identifies as particularly German, one
that refrains from enacting life in the present tense in favour of embalming it in the
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fixed form of tradition. Nonetheless, this all is as it should be: as long as death
remains inevitable, museums allow for resurrection.

The museums will not be shut, nor would it even be desirable to shut them.
The natural-history collections of the spirit have actually transformed works of’
art into the hieroglyphics of history and brought them a new content while the
old one shriveled up... The only relation to art that can be sanctioned in a real-
ity that stands under the constant threat of catastrophe 1s one that treats works
of art with the same deadly seriousness that characterizes the world today.
(Adorno, 1967, p. 185)

The museum that Adorno monumentalises functions as a family sepulchre where
death is the condition enabling recognition and where culture becomes suspended
in the everlasting life(lessness) of knowledge. Objects lie securely in crypts or in
hermetically sealed cases, each a Snow White awaiting a prince destined to never
arrive. In this suspension, she becomes less herself than a metonym of the family —
be it nation or other genus of category — with which she lies. Here or there, inter-
ment remains constant; once dead, repatriating the body fails to revive the dead. In
this model, those of us who work with museums all serve as undertakers. We freshen
up corpses, comfort the bereaved, and write eulogies for the public. But what to do
if we are not German, and the museal mausoleum lacks the same ring? Will we play
the emperor for whom all is already in ruins, or will we play the canny vizier who
teaches us that a living city is worth more than a sublime ruin?

Ironically (or perhaps typically) for a place tasked with keeping things, the roots
of the modern museum lie in a gaping absence. The Museum of Alexandria was
destroyed in the fourth century CE. By the time the word was revived in sixteenth
to eighteenth century Europe:

The Musaeum was a vanished object (nothing to see) yet still a voluptuous
memory (much to know); it was not a collection of things but a body of sci-
entific and literary knowledge.

(Lee, 1997, p. 186)

It was as imaginary as it was anachronistic. ‘Until the final decade of the eigh-
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teenth century’, Paula Young Lee points out, ““museum” was a means of knowing
rather than a place for showing; it was a transitive process of thought rather than a
given collection of things’ (Lee, 1997, p. 186). It was a cabinet of scholars, not
things; a place of direct discourse rather than an indirect discourse established
between objects metonymic relationships with absences like artists, histories, cul-
tures or nations.

Yet objects, previously inhabiting esoterically organised private studios and cabi-
nets, were quick to creep into museums where the concept of art neutralised the
ideologies that objects had originally inhabited. Established in 1796, the Musée des
antiquités et monuments francais collected the fragments of royal tombs and church
architecture in order to exhibit them through a historical and chronological
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framework (Greene, 1981). As a partisan of classicism in the perennial debate
between the ancients and the moderns, Antoine Chrisostome Quatremere de
Quincy, future secretaire perpétuel (‘director in perpetuity’as of 1816) of the Académie
des Beaux Arts was a vociferous opponent to this transformation of the concept of
the museum into a warehouse for art. Referring to the Napoleonic plunder of
palaces and cities for objects of European art, he explained:

In vain do we convince ourselves that the antiquities taken from [Rome]
today can preserve their virtue. Everywhere else they are sterile, since every-
where else they lack the power deriving from their place; everywhere else they
are disenchanted. They become images for which there is no mirror.

(Ruprecht, 2014, p. 413)

While bemoaning this spatial and spiritual incarnation of the object, Quatremere
articulated the metonymic attribution at the heart of every valuation of an object
beyond its materials or its commodified status: its capacity to serve as an image of
that perceived as absent. In his very complaint that displacement severed the
object’s tie with meaning, he underscored the object’s apparent capacity to convey
meaning transparently across time. In sifu, an object carried with it the values of a
place; it was a history, a place of remembrance.Yet even as Quatremere naturalised
the capacity of the object to transport meaning across time, he bemoaned its inca-
pacity to convey meaning across space. The museum was not so much a graveyard
as a collection of gravestones. Even as many of the objects collected under the
Napoleonic expeditions in Europe were returned, many from his farther-flung
forays — particularly Egypt — remained. Already images across the vector of time,
objects also became images across the vector of territory. Each object mapped onto
a system of knowledge constituting a world unto itself, an encyclopaedia safely
detached from the physical realities it purported to represent.

The emerging institution of the museum depended on normalising the destruc-
tion of the organic situation of the object through a new emplacement depending
on the subterfuge of preservation in a matrix of disembodied knowledge conceived
as universal. This ideology of abstracted aestheticism governed by a temporo-spatial
matrix consciously neutralised preceding hegemonic ideologies of royalty and reli-
gion. Museums became a purgatory for objects, suspended between their living
relationship with the vagaries of the human and their death and degradation into
oblivion. There, objects released from their initiating situation (and any accompa-
nying signification) were at liberty to be resituated in a new matrix of signification.
Like the word ‘museum’ itself, plucked from antiquity as a space of scholarly gath-
ering and plopped into modernity as a space of gathering things, the institution of
the museum granted objects liberty from their origins only on the condition of
enslavement to a new regulatory matrix.

The persistent coloniality intrinsic to the post-colonial museum, whether
located in imperial centres or post-colonial nation-states, emerges not simply the
ownership of the objects or the location of the exhibitions, but in the procedures
that give objects order. It begins with the distinctions of meaning that structure
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institutions, keeping some objects and destroying others, differentiating between
types of collections, designating some as museums, some as rich people’s bunkers,
and others as zoos. It continues with the distinctions of value that place some
objects on view and others in storage (Brusius & Singh, 2017). It continues with
the matrices of knowledge that give meaning to the objects. Finally, it gains narra-
tive through the spatial organisation that favours one vector of meaning over others
in the matrix as visitors move through a collection.

This matrix of knowledge is embodied, of course, in the types of information
we foreground on the label.

Name of maker

IR

Name of object

Date

Location of production
Material

Dimensions

ET

e

Provenance

o

Location in collection (accession number)
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Narrative information (description of object and commentary)

Each of these information types constitutes a vector. Curators construct exhi-
bitions through the complex task of foregrounding one or two of these vectors
over the other. In the nineteenth century, Islamic art was shuttled into museums
of craft and rich men’s bunkers, but not into zoos or museums of art. Organised
by material (e), carpets and tureens alike metonymically articulated a distinct
realm visually identifiable as ‘Islamic’, but with no expectation that the exotic
should articulate culture. In the early twentieth century, some works gained value
through tropes such as art, science, or material culture, shifting the vector of
meaning from that of materiality (e) to that of maker or patronage (a), objects
became metonyms for a vector of historicity (c). Comparisons of similar instances
of the same object or illustration have enabled narratives based on the name of
the object (b), often with a synoptic narration of the work itself (i). In the post-
colonial framework following World War II, interest in material legacies of mod-
ern nation-states foregrounded geography (d). With the rise of critical
postcolonialism, increasing concerns about the role of the museum in making
meaning have enabled trends in acknowledging modern collectors and institu-
tions as signifying actors in constructing Islamic arts, leading to the possibility of
turning the endeavour of a pure history of the Islamic world through objects on
its head, resulting instead in the possibility of exhibitions foregrounding the his-
tory of collection and acquisition (g/h). These enable fascinating histories of
collection and effectively underscore the problematic nature of the museum
itself. A fanciful exhibit might invite aesthetic appreciation of particular colours,
introducing another vector (j); yet another might look to historical representa-
tions of topics (k), like gender, astrology, or science.Yet each imposes a categorical
episteme external to the objects on display.
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Conceived through structural linguistics, each object functions as a signifier in a
chain of signifiers. Each relates to its neighbours associatively, producing meaning
through lateral connections enabled through these vectors of meaning. Each object
is not only unique but also syntagmatically replaceable — another object exists,
somewhere, that could approximate similar information; collections become
enriched as each of the objects necessary to tell an associative narrative are filled in.
For example, the Bernisches Historisches Museum owns a small collection of
‘Oriental’ works, largely donated by the wife of Henri Moser (1844-1923), who
had collected objects while travelling with the Russian army during its conquest
of Central Asia.

Figure 1.2 Henri Moser Collection, Bernisches Historisches Museum.

While many of these works cohabit an eclectic room recreating his itinerant
exhibitions, others populate a small auditorium next door. At my visit in 2012,
objects were arranged in cases around a square room, with one case devoted to keys
hanging in mid-air, and another to scimitars. Leading the visitors clockwise around
the room, a museum volunteer illustrated the nineteenth-century Qur’ans on dis-
play with the story of the seventh-century emergence of Islam. Although the objects,
the most famous of which include lacquered pen cases and barbers’ instruments
typical of the Qajar era, illustrate layered histories of colonialism in Central Asia, her
narrative conformed to a predetermined history. The artifice of the story of ‘Islamic
art’ perhaps needs no more evidence than the consistency of the narrative that can
be applied to almost any collection, anywhere in the world, regardless of the diverse
contexts of creation and amalgamation of the collections. Islam, however diverse
from within, becomes reduced to one story when narrated from outside.
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This would be true of any vector informing the narrative between objects. Each
episteme imposes our modern questions. Although other types of information per-
sist, they fall by the wayside through the process of narrative implicit in the curato-
rial structure of exhibition. In bringing the object to life, they restrict as much as
enabling its speech. I ask my vizier, what are the birds saying?

The ruins are too beautiful.
‘We fall into the trap of ruination.

Platonic perpetuation

The logic of the museum, rooted in the notion of heritage, prefers the permanence
of objects as inscription to the ephemerality of action as speech. What if the condi-
tion of keeping is not that of death, but of perpetuity, of circulation? What if we
replace the noun of the object with the verb of its movement through the world?

The Platonic opposition between speech and writing concerns perpetuity, not of
the object but of the ineffable that passes through it. It encourages us to pay atten-
tion less to the object than to its passage. Although generally not labelled specifically
as Platonic, this notion of perpetuation pervades Islamic discourses of maintaining
the past within the present. Islamic heritage would emerge through this notion of
perpetuity rather than preservation, which depends on death in order to embalm the
form as a palimpsest of potentially fluid content. Is it possible to imagine the museal
through the model of perpetuity rather than that of preservation? What might this
museality look like? What objects would it hold? How would it function?

Platonism exemplifies the epistemic tension between preservation and perpetu-
ation. All too often Plato is hailed as the father of Western philosophy.Yet as a good
Athenian, he would have held every non-Greek as a barbarian. There was no West.
The man known as Jesus would not be said to be born for another 500 years, and
the religion claiming inspiration from his supposed teachings would not gain power
for 500 more. At that moment, when Christianity became the law of the land in the
Roman Empire, centred no longer in Rome but in Constantinople (because at that
time Rome, more concept than place, could be displaced to a new territory, and the
old territory could be left behind like so many stones, nothing more than a snake’s
skin), 1,000-year-old Platonism was exiled: in 529 CE, the Emperor Justinian out-
lawed all Platonic Schools. Philosophers from throughout the empire found a new
home in the Sassanian Empire, which was conquered by Muslim forces in the fol-
lowing century.

This Near Orient (as situated against the region that would later call itself the
Occident) was replete with Christians and Jews as well as Muslims. Plato and
Socrates settled into the cushions of new symposia, called majlis, where thinkers
would sit and debate, and even drink wine (Ahmed, 2015, pp. 57-71). Under
Islamic sovereignty in Baghdad, the practice of state-sponsored translation initiated
under the Sassanian Empire persisted, leading to the development of libraries not
only maintaining antique manuscripts, but also perpetuating them in translation,
through commentary, and in new discourses structured by philosophy. Although in
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the ninth century, philosophy was officially banned in Islamic theology, it already
pervaded the dialogical systems underpinning Islamic law and continued to circu-
late through the writings of Muslim intellectuals. The proverbial cat was already
out of the bag.

The West distinguished itself from the East through Plato’s exile. His thought did
not return to the Occident for over five centuries. Antique philosophy came to Europe
through the Islamic world, particularly through access to libraries through the con-
quest of southern Italy and Spain from Islamic rule in the twelfth to thirteenth centu-
ries. Monks read Plato through Christian eyes, which cleansed it of its paganism, its
pederasty, its playfulness, its passions. The Islamic world that had preserved the thought
of Plato through his exile from Western Christendom was treated strangely like the
Virgin Mary, as though it were a vessel through which thought had passed, itself
untouched, pure and eternally Other. Yet that Islamic world was more of a mother
than a midwife to Platonism, nurturing its passage into a new world.

And Platonism may have been more of a mother than a midwife to the Islamic
world as well. Socrates’ qualified critique of rhetoric, the Qur’an both condemns
j-d-1 (the undefined term parallel to sophistry) in general and accepts it when it
leads to truth or good conduct. Likewise, argumentation (h-w-r, indicating the
exchange of words, and h-j-j, indicating argumentation) can be understood as ‘a
quest of legitimacy of theological dialectics’ in early theological disputes (Belhaj,
2012, pp. 265-266).While the translation of surviving Platonic texts occurred later,
it is possible that Platonism circulated in the cosmopolitan, multifaith discursive
environment of the seventh-century Arabian peninsula where the Qur’an emerged.
Regardless of the extent to which Platonism informed aspects of the Qur’an, its
presence in the formative years of Islamic law rooted in transregional, trans-tem-
poral practices of disputation. Not only is the Qur’an dialogical in its address
towards the believer, a first-person divine voice speaking to a second-person
prophet, Muhammad, and through him the believer; but the worldly structure of
Islam in the law is also dialogical. The stillness of the written (maktub) exists in
perpetuity — past, present, future — not on the plane of creation, but on that of the
Divine, in the heavenly tablet that is the original Qur’an.* Like Platonic truth, the
Divine is unreachable; every attempt to reach it blinds us, and reaching transcen-
dence is equivalent to death. Life perpetuates that which is written, the reading of
which constitutes experience.

Thus Platonism precedes both Christianity and Islam by centuries and diffused
into the thought of each differently, although at times interconnectedly. This Plato
is not a Western forefather, but a pagan Athenian who toyed with monotheism as
much as with the mythologies of other gods. His thought persisted. Where it had
died, it was resurrected at various times and places, and in different ways, in several
discursive traditions that themselves interacted, quoted, blended, rejected and
reflected each other. Platonic thought is like a gas that, although hard to trace,
works its ways into the most subtle of corners.

Plato’s mouthpiece, Socrates — yes his teacher, but also his puppet, articulating
truth with whatever words Plato wrote into his mouth in any given dialogue —
disputed the existence of the gods, yet articulated his arguments allegorically,
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drawing on myth willy-nilly. He did not even seem to require the pre-existence of
myths to transform them into parables, nor did he restrict himself to myths of his
own culture, which his listeners might know and therefore believe. The purpose of
myths was not the truth of the myth itself, but the message they imparted. In fact,
the truth of the message half the time was not even the message itself, but the pas-
sage of that message through the litany of questions that challenged it: the very
process of the dialogue. The structure of knowledge in Plato’s dialogues — the rea-
son they are written as dialogues rather than as treatises or as songs — is that knowl-
edge is not static, but passes through language, back and forth between interlocutors
with the elegance of a tennis ball volleyed between rackets. The very opposite of
the museum object, held still and safe behind glass, Truth for Plato must repeatedly
hold its own with every challenge. Truth is not in the static endpoint of an argu-
ment or the form of an object, but in the passage of meaning through ideas as well
as through things.

We might compare the relationship between the object and the meanings that
pass through it to the relationship Socrates suggests between writing and speech.
Contrary to popular simplified misinterpretations, Socrates was not against writing.
He knew perfectly well that students like Plato and Xenophon were writing down
his words; he even may have edited some of the texts. He was not against it so
much as he recognised its danger. Considering a myth from ancient Egypt (which
he may not have invented, but for which we moderns have no other evidence), he
says that the multitalented god Thoth, inventor of arithmetic, logic, geometry,
astronomy and games like checkers and dice put forward the great new idea of
writing. Writing is the cousin of logical mathematics, divinatory astronomy and the
seedy world of games of chance. Thoth presents his new idea to King Amon as a
memory supplement, but the king calls out his trick. He says that writing only
promotes forgetfulness, replacing memory with the image of speech. Unlike a
teacher, writing cannot talk back. In its failure to defend itself, it transforms wis-
dom into opinion. Written words can be taken from one place to another, dis-
placed just as I have displaced Plato’s text here. Written words are no different from
the objects that a museum re-places with other works through processes that
obscure their deracination, decapitation, and displacement. You never know with
keeping things: writing is a gamble. But what do we have instead? In his know-it-
all way, Socrates offers an answer:

...when one makes use of the science of dialectic and, taking a fitting soul,
plants and sows in it words accompanied by knowledge, which are sufficient
to help themselves and the one who planted them, and are not without fruit
but contain a seed from which others grow in other soils, capable of rendering
that seed forever immortal, and making the one who has it as happy as it is
possible for a man to be.

(Plato and Rowe, 2005, p. 65)

The problem, then, is not with the physicality of words, their manifestation as
text on paper, but with their passage. Words live on not through quotation, but in
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giving rise to new words: they live in their replanting, in their regeneration, in their
capacity for movement. This could indict the text, if only it did not come to us in
a text. Socrates does not tell us to burn our books, but to endow them with the
living conversation of our minds. Likewise, we are not to destroy our museums, but
endow the objects within them with living meaning beyond the categories of the
family created in its sepulchre.

These articulations of the Platonic dialectic differ intrinsically from the Hegelian
dialectic, upon which much of modern thought — including the structure of histori-
cal periodisation and the progress implicit to it — is based. Like Plato, Hegel’s under-
standing of the dialectic rests on the notion of passage. However, for him, the
movement in this passage transpires through confrontation and resistance. Each
entity emerges through resistance to its precedent, which both moulds the new
entity and enables its difference, resulting in a process of improvement conceived as
progress. In the Hegelian legacy of the museum, objects produce meaning as repre-
sentatives of their place in a legacy of coming into being; their own meanings lie
dead, because they have been surpassed. Conversely, the perpetuation of the regrown
seed (in the parlance of Socrates) or the reinterpreted utterance (hadith, in the par-
lance of Islamic law) does not endow change with a direction or a necessary will.
Change happens, like mutation, but even if driven by will, its results lack direction.
It is a model rooted in living regeneration rather than in discarded pasts.

Perpetuation through rearticulation in Islam

The concern over writing was central in the formative years of Islam, where the
sacred voice of God embodied in the Qur’an trembled in the tension between text
and sound, written and oral, book and recitation. The Qur’an can be defined
through two descriptive practices: the self-description in its own text; and the nar-
ration of its delivery to humankind. The Qur’an describes itself as the manifesta-
tion of the sacred tablet of creation located on the plane of the Divine, a translation
into a linguistic form recognisable to humanity. In this act of translation, the recita-
tion gains both temporality and physicality. That is, whereas the tablet contains its
language synchronously — all parts of the Qur’an-as-divine-tablet exist equally in
all time and all place. In contrast, language unfolds diachronously, such that the
Qur’an-as-text unfolds as we read or recite it. As the manifestation of the Divine
will to make itself known, the Qur’an is self-same with all of creation. It is the
infinite encyclopaedia, as is creation itself, all of which manifests signs of the Divine
to those who know. According to the dominant Sunni interpretive tradition, as a
non-created manifestation of the unique Divine, the Qur’an is distinct from but
contemporary with the Divine. All of this complexity emerged through centuries
of debate entrenched in the discursive tradition of Islamic law, which regenerates
itself through rearticulation in the tradition of legal scholarship. Interpretation is
not preserved in fixed texts; it is perpetuated through the rearticulation of text in
recitation and interpretation.

This emerges most clearly in the praxis of learning the Qur’an, which focuses
on memorisation. A fully memorised text distinguishes itself from a written one in
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that the mind presents all aspects of the text as simultaneously available. Only in the
process of recall do some aspects of the text progress to articulation. As on the
sacred tablet, the Qur’an exists in the mind of the memoriser as continually equi-
potent. Thus in a tradition that may stretch back to early Islamic traditions, people
in the Senegambia region of Africa who have successfully memorised the text are
known as ‘walking Qur’ans’, producing an unbroken chain through the prophet,
the angel Gabriel (believed to have delivered the sacred word to the prophet), and
ultimately to the divine. Knowledge becomes embodied not only through memo-
risation but also through the drinking of ink washed from written verses of the text
or licking off the revelation from such tablets (Ware, 2014).

The idea of text as a site of perpetuation rather than preservation emerges in the
thought of the bibliophile al-Jahiz (776-869),a proponent of philosophical disputa-
tion (galam) during the ninth-century heyday of philosophy in Islamic thought. Just
as our era contends with the vast expansion of knowledge enabled by the internet,
he enjoyed the florescence of books enabled by the technological revolution of rag
paper, far cheaper to produce than preceding substrates for writing, parchment and
leather. Yet as in our era, the growth of knowledge production brought new prac-
tices of conflict and censorship (Montgomery, 2013, p. 4). Defending the impor-
tance of discussion and of books in an era thwarting disputation (the inquisition
known as the mihna), he argued:

The composing of books is more effective than building in recording the accom-
plishments of the passing ages and centuries. For there is no doubt that construc-
tion eventually perishes, and its traces disappear, while books handed from one
generation to another, and from nation to nation, remain forever renewed.
(Necipoglu, 1995, p. 38)

What for modern subjects might amount to an argument in favour of keeping
books, as in a library, al-Jahiz expresses as an imperative to write them. The notion
of books for him is less of a physicality than of a passage for the perpetuation of
ideas perennially renewed through composition. The opposition here is not
between the monument-as-object and the book-as-text, but between the physical-
ity of an object and the passage of meaning through it. His most famous work, The
Book of Living, a seven-volume survey of everything created by God, was composed
as a totalising exposition of creation designed to internalise debate in the souls of
his readers, thus propagating dialogical practice not simply within books but in the
social practice of engaging with them® (Montgomery, 2013, p. 56). Whether inten-
tionally or not, his purpose may have been similar to that of Plato, who probably
wrote dialogues attributed to his teacher Socrates in order to preserve the rhetori-
cal tools of democratic speech for an era of mass rule (Allen, 2012).

As in many imperial contexts, rulers in Islamic lands often commissioned
encyclopaedic texts, particularly histories, as a means of situating knowledge as
part of the centralisation of power and naturalisation of sovereignty (Muhanna,
2018, pp. 87-88). In the Islamic world, the early fourteenth-century Compendium
of Chronicles written by Rashid al-Din under the Mongol dynasty, the turn of the
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fifteenth-century Book of Lessons, Record of Beginnings and Events in the History of the
Arabs and the Betrbers and Their Powerful Contemporaries by Ibn Khaldun written
under the Mamluk rule, and the The Gardens of purity in the biography of the prophets
and kings and caliphs, by the Persian-language historian Mirkhwand (1433—1498)
working under the Timurid dynasty, each renewed this role. Like generations of
historians who came after them, each tried to establish a true rendition of events,
yet discovered a wormhole of new questions. Tree and seed, followed by tree and
seed again and again: each generation creates the entirety of the world anew.

The totalising ambitions of such works invite comparison with the temporally
and geographically distinct mid-eighteenth-century Encyclopedia by Denis Diderot
and Jean-Baptiste le Rond d’Alembert. Like the Book of Living, the Encyclopaedia
aimed to teach everything. “The goal of an encyclopaedia is to assemble the knowl-
edge scattered far and wide on the surface of the earth, to expose its general system
to our fellow men with whom we live and to transmit it to those who will follow
us...” (Creech, 1982, p. 183).Its objectives were firmly grounded in the mortal over
the immortal, in knowledge as tangible rather than as indicator of the ineffable. If
the totalising goals of the Book of Living placed al-Jahiz in the uncomfortable,
potentially blasphemous, position of emulating God’s exposition of all creation in
the Qur’an in the attempt to praise it, the totalising goals of the Encyclopaedia
granted potential omniscience to every reader. Although Diderot was well aware
that the Encyclopaedia was not complete in its present form, its ultimate ideal was
that of a potentially comprehensive compendium. In contrast to al-Jahiz’s ambition
to impress dialogical practice upon his readership, the Encyclopaedia aimed to give
power to its readers through a thorough listing of what and how human knowl-
edge enables the processes of the world. Whereas for al-Jahiz, creation served as a
transient medium for the contemplation of the divine; for the Encyclopaedia, mate-
riality itself was the end product of knowledge. This was distinct from the tradition
in the Islamic world, where like al-Jahiz, centuries later, Mirkhavand put more faith
in history writing than in buildings, subject to ruin.

Buildings may be seen
Ruined by sun and rain.
Erect history’s strong foundation
To escape from wind, rain, and desolation.
(Necipoglu, 1995, p. 38)

Many more examples (and possible counter-examples) would be necessary to
argue for either a wholesale enactment of Platonism in Islamic thought, or for a
pervasive preference for the perpetuation of the word over the permanence of
matter throughout the vast corpus of Islamic texts. Rather, what the above exam-
ples suggest is a mode of distinguishing between modern notions of preservation,
invested in maintaining the object, and notions of perpetuating thought frequently
found in both Platonic and Islamic discourses. The modern Islamic scholar
Mohammad Arkoun articulates a similar distinction between the anthropological
definition of tradition as ‘the sum of customs, laws, institutions, beliefs, rituals, and
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cultural values which constitute the identity of each ethno-linguistic group’, which
he likens to the use of ‘uifin Islamic law, as legitimised by the usuli methodology
of jurists, which perennially rearticulates the sunna, the tradition of the prophet as
articulated in word (hadith) and deed (Arkoun, 2003, p. 22). Tradition is not simply
the sum total of what exists in Islam, but that which circulates through the law.
Naturally, this process of rethinking is itself subject to debate, as truth lies not in the
conclusion but in the capacity to speak back to challenges.

From preservation towards perpetuation

If we are to imagine an Islamic heritage that derives from Islamic thought — not a
heritage of the Islamic world, but a concept of heritage that is Islamic — then how can
we envision a site that emphasises perpetuation over preservation? If we have come
to imagine a museum as a materialisation of a totalising book like the Encyclopaedia,
then how might we conceive of a museum rooted in the totalising knowledge of the
Qur’an, or al-Jahid’s Book of Living that honours it? What kind of muses would dance
in it, inspiring what kinds of relationships with knowledge, with the human, or with
Truth? Can the museum as mausoleum come to house not as a crypt of dead objects
but a celebration of perpetuation?

Each of these forms of heritage messaging coincides with a particular set of prem-
ises and objectives. The former, which I provisionally call objective heritage preserva-
tion, presumes that there is a distinct and identifiable set of elements that constitutes
Islam that can be identified and set within a matrix that corresponds to the sets that
establish the norms and boundaries of other parallel sets, whether constituted by
similar religious categories or other types, such as geographical or temporal catego-
ries often also indicated through the overarching category of ‘Islam’, particularly in
art history. The latter, which I call embodied heritage perpetuation, engages in a decol-
onisation of the category of Islam by recognising it as perpetually productive of its
identity through a continual reconstruction of the past with an eye to the future. As
Shahab Ahmed articulates: ‘something is Islamic to the extent that it is made mean-
ingful in terms of hermeneutical engagement with R evelation to Muhammad as one
or more of Pre-text, Text, and Con-text’ (Ahmed, 2015, p. 405). If, contrary to the
modern premise of the museum, all knowledge is understood as indivisibly related to
revelation — even when not directly about cosmology, agency, prayer or other matters
understood to directly impinge on the Divine, an Islamic premise asserts that all we
can know is always already part of Truth. This proves an awkward reality for a univer-
salist desire for an unmarked, unmediated and undenominational truth.Yet to deny it
also imposes an episteme which occludes that which it seeks to understand.

Embodied heritage production articulates identity multivalently, resisting the
pragmatic stability enabled by objective heritage preservation. Whereas the former
emphasises transcultural communication at the potential cost of reductive sum-
mary, the latter emphasises cultural expression at the cost of transcultural commu-
nication. Each mode of heritage messaging has its own pragmatic and theoretical
limits, and each enactment of heritage presentation — such as that which might take
place within a ritual, at a musical performance or in a museum — must negotiate
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between the poles of objective heritage preservation and embodied heritage per-
petuation, recognising the real world constraints of social expectations, need, and
range of address. In other words, all heritage messaging needs a bit of the mausoleal
to give it a semblance of stability, but the cemetery of culture need not be a place
of death. Rather, it can recognise the uncanny livingness of the space of remem-
brance that embodies us simultaneously in past and future.

Between the poles of heritage preservation and perpetuation, Islam as a living
entity encounters several hurdles of modernity: its scripturalisation into a discourse
pitting authentic roots against inauthentically multivalent practices through nine-
teenth-century Orientalist philology and religious studies; its segregation as histori-
cised tradition from a progressive, secular world through premises reliant on
protestant modes of religious privatisation under colonialism and during the twen-
tieth-century establishment of postcolonial nation-states (Tageldin, 2011); and its
subsequent illiberalisation through governmental efforts at decolonisation in the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, resulting in a strong coincidence
between restrictive, authoritarian governance and Islamism. In response to all of
these framings of Islam, heritage messaging floats as though folded in a bottle from
elsewhere: an object example (whether intangible or tangible heritage) of cultural
practices that precede and/or persist through these phases framing the production
of a recognisable set of practices called ‘Islam’, both confirming and contravening
its limits. One way or the other, the exposition of heritage provides a window to
another world. Yet this window requires a frame with a critical approach to the
epistemology of modernity, including its framings of Islam. As Muhammad Arkoun
points out:

‘Islamicizing knowledge’ must be preceded by a radical epistemological cri-
tique of knowledge at the deepest level of its construction as an operative
system used by a group in a given social- historical space. We need to differ-
entiate ideological discourses produced by groups for assessing their own iden-
tity, power and protection, from ideational discourses, which are controlled
along the socio-historical process of their elaboration in terms of the new
critical epistemology.

(Arkoun, 2003, p. 23)

Aiming to represent Islamic heritage in institutions like museums, objective
heritage preservation runs the risk of reifying oppositions between ‘us’ and ‘them’,
identifying Islam with modern communities even as it locates Islam as a non-actor
in a mythic past. It preserves forms — material and immaterial — at all costs, includ-
ing the cost of the potential plurality of meanings that have transited through the
object over time and place. The preserved object becomes a vessel not of ideational
but of ideological discourses. This may objectively preserve the object, but effec-
tively destroys the modes of knowledge that it embodies. Only through the per-
petuation of meaning can the object have a substrate through which to survive. It
turns out that the opposite of destruction is not preservation; rather, they are all too
often synonyms in which preservation uses the object as a mimetic shroud for that
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which has been destroyed. The opposite of destruction is perpetuation; and if the
object survives alongside thought in that perpetuity, all the better.

To this end, we can produce a mode of engagement with the forms of culture
in which, rather than organisation into precedent categories, objects articulate
knowledge. Samer Akkach describes a longstanding Islamic paradigm in which
aesthetic practices function not as outlets of emotion, but as modes of knowing
alongside those of philosophy, mathematics, and natural sciences, all of which share
a shared goal of apprehending the truth of the Divine (Akkach, 2019, pp. xx—xxi).
To the extent one might speak of an ‘eye of the beholder’, this is not an individual
subjectivity governed by desire, but a subjectivity informed by a broad range of
embodied aesthetic and intellectual practice.

The key to the shift from preservation towards perpetuation lies in enabling
objects to instruct on their own terms and situating them so that their teachings
inform each other. Rather than knowledge functioning as a descriptive practice
that imposes order on objects, it becomes a productive practice in which objects
articulate themselves. The objective becomes less to tell a predetermined story
rooted in one of the vectors of meaning described above, but one that enables
objects to articulate narratives imparting knowledge on multiple vectors. The
recipient of the narratives encounters them less as learning about than as learning
from the Other, expanding their own set of expressive tools.

The purpose of the exhibition shifts from placing the object in a pre-existing
order, representing an external episteme (system of knowledge), into a revelation
of its intrinsic epistemes. The meaning of the painting above shifts from an exem-
plary status as ‘Persian’ painting and the rarity of the signature (located on the vault,
like graffiti) — art historical concerns — towards engagement with the poetic nexus
referenced by the image, touching on multiple narratives implicit but not articu-
lated in the text. This is readily apparent in the inclusion of a second story with a
woodcutter at the bottom of the frame, which would have enhanced the meaning
of the image and the poetic text associated with it within a broader cultural land-
scape. The image also invites comparison with architectural forms from the region,
and with other texts with the same characters, such as the Fables of Kalila and
Dimna. The image is not simply an illustration of an epic poem, but a focal point
in a broader literary discourse.

If objects are to represent a culture, we need to engage with them with a broad
knowledge of that culture on multiple levels. We need to let the objects articulate
their elements as they would to a viewer in that culture, whose concerns would
probably be less about cultural influence or authorship, less about the date or geog-
raphy, and more about how justice functions in the righteous world, and how to
live their own lives as elites viewing these manuscripts. We can and should situate
these works in their temporogeographic matrix, but we cannot substitute that act
of taxonomic placement for knowledge of the culture. We can, of course, look to
the histories of collection of these objects, which often wrest the painting from the
book, underscoring the process of cut-and-paste which renders the works of one
culture as reflections of the rapacious entitlement of another. But to do so is not to
speak of Islamic culture as such, but rather as a metonym of its appropriation and
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reconceptualisation as knowledge of the other embodied both in Orientalism and
in the museum.

Islamic heritage emerges through this process of appropriation, but if we are to
engage with a heritage that is Islamic, it must enable objects to articulate their
worldview in the plenitude of their intellectual and lived cultural traditions. We need
to be able to learn from them, just as a subject in the sixteenth century would have.

This learning from initiates an alternative set of practices. Rather than just
describing works, what if our own artistic creation comes to embody and reflect
them? What if the idea of heritage becomes dislocated from identities and origins?
‘What if what has happened with the hegemony of European art as a global contem-
porary expressive practice were to be taken out of the ghetto of regional heritage or
‘world music’ and also become a globalised expressive praxis? This embodiment of
knowledge might become the greatest function of the museum: a mediator of that
which is brought to life through the crumbled ruin or the mausoleum.

Making collections Islamic: matrices of decoloniality

On the level of the exhibition, this involves a breakdown of the categories
through which we conceive of objects and offer them meaning through exhibi-
tion. It can only begin in a theoretical form, in the way that we write narratives
about objects in the liberty of text, where we are not bound by entrenched physi-
cal boundaries such as ownership, insurance companies, and curatorial depart-
ments. But reality often begins in theory, so here goes: what might a collection
that articulates its intrinsic knowledge rather than representing external vectors
of knowledge look like?

My recent work articulates a decolonial model for art history, in which the sub-
ject position of the individual changes depending on the episteme from which
they perceive. As though staring at an isometric, polyhedral, intertwining and later-
ally infinite Islamic pattern, the placement of the viewing subject remains mobile
between a modern episteme of geohistoricity and an Islamic episteme of awareness
of Truth via divine order (Shaw, 2019, pp. 326—-335).What kind of exhibition struc-
ture induces or reflects this mode of apprehension?

The question of exhibition organisation is essentially mathematical. How do we
organise sets into series, and deploy them across space temporalised through our
movement? The dominant model functions through a logic of linear similitude
along a single vector. Ideally, each object or object group follows the next through
a pattern of difference along a single vector. For example, a retrospective of a
single artist (rare in Islamic art) follows the category a (name of artist), generally
through the vector ¢ (time). Many exhibitions of Islamic art follow a dual vector
of time in the form of dynasty (c) and geography (d), articulating the category of
Islam as a historically hegemonic practice of sovereignty. How can we envision an
alternative?

Let us return to the Henri Moser room at the Bernisches Historical Museum,
where objects exist in visual association, but have complete syntagmatic freedom
in terms of time or date. This is a free association of objects, shocking against an
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ordering system predisposed to art history.Yet most of us live amid such cacophony,
inhabiting environments in which objects beside each other do not ‘match’, but
coexist. Such a room reproduces an idealised ‘image’ of the Orient, a fantasy still
explicitly tied to the Thousand and One Nights on the museum’s website.® Could
this unique, eclectic collection function to inform an exhibition of ‘Islamic art’ as
a site of knowledge production, perhaps just as well as the linear exposition of
totalising collections in large museums? If so, how could it manage this task?

Assuming that each object functions against other objects syntagmatically, then
there is no reason to assume that the association between objects must always fol-
low a single vector. Consider the children’s game of Dobble. It consists of 55 cards,
each with 8 of 57 symbols. Seemingly magically, the math works out such that
every pair of cards has one and only one match of symbols.” In the game, the player
who calls out the match first wins the pair. The one with the most pairs wins (my
daughter never lets me win). Winning aside, what if each of these symbols were
one of our vectors, so some objects match in terms of (a), and others in terms of
(b), then others in terms of (c). As in any exhibition, a given object tells a story in
relation to its companion, but the vector of the relationship is both arbitrary and
variable. Knowledge emerges less through linear narration than through the circu-
lar building of repeated elements. Curiosity leads from one vector to another, such
that the fifth time the visitor encounters a vector, she comes to recognise it, calls it
out, wins. Rather than being pushed into a pre-existing order, the objects thus
become deployed to speak specific aspects of their stories against a shifting parade
of neighbours. The condition of the exhibition would not be the consistency of a
single vector (the overarching narrative of the exhibition), but the ability of objects
to articulate aspects of their presence associatively through syntagmatic placement.
Just as a decolonial art history requires decentring of the subject potentially mod-
elled on Islamic pattern, this embedding of the object in a matrix of shifting vec-
tors enables an awareness of the object’s multiple, simultaneous, shifting, and
decentred subjectivities. An expanded array of mathematical premises informing
exhibition strategies suggests ordering systems no less objective, and perhaps more
dynamically informative, than the tried and true convention of linearity along a
single unchanging vector.

Such a strategy of multiple contextualisations necessitates multimedia formats. It
recreates the fascination of the nineteenth-century Oriental room but imbues it
with the same type of associative meaning we might experience in the variety of
our own complex material lives. Thus, for example, the Qajar-era Qur’an men-
tioned above functions in a context of Central Asia, Russian colonialism, trade
with Iran, and the legacy of the Qur’an itself. It might indicate vectors of paper
paint production, thus legacies of fabrication and trade. These might link to the rise
of photography, or the industrialisation of carpets. A single work could syntagmati-
cally rub elbows with entities representing each and all of these relationships —
objects as well as literary quotations, music, films, reproductions and artworks
reflecting on these legacies. We are no longer limited by the material legacies of
collections and the media and quality classifications that have structured them.The
only limit is the stories we want to tell.
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In perpetuity: living

The crumbling building at the centre of the painting of Anoushirvan and his min-
ister teems with life. As they fall away, the stability of the isometric patterns cover-
ing the vault enables productive flourishing. The owl, after all, is getting married.
The storks are feeding a young family. Snakes, mice, deer and birds frolic in pairs.
Delicately, even botanically, rendered flowers flourish. Much as we experience in
the Corona times that I write this essay, nature flourishes in the absence of humans.

Likewise, the cemetery teems with life. Trees grow tall, vines flourish, mice, birds
and foxes forage. Mosquitos eat me alive. People tend their small plots in remem-
brance. Recitations float across the air. We mourn the dead, but uncannily we live
on.They live on in us. If museums can manage to live as vitally as mausoleums, this
may not be such a bad thing.

The perpetuity of inheritance is simple, and it works like this. My daughter’s lips
are the same as my lips, which are the same as my father’ lips, which are the same
as his father’ lips, with a far larger lower than upper lip, both of which are full and
not very wide. At an age when she was young enough that nonexistence was both
not far and absolutely incomprehensible, she asked me repeatedly where her
grandpa, who died a year and a half before her birth, was now. ‘Far away’, I said.
‘Too far even to Skype?’ she said. Every day she asked again. One day I said: ‘He is
in our lips, and every time we kiss each other, we kiss him’. She was satisfied.

Notes

1 Arabic words are formed from groups of (usually three) consonants, indicating a con-
cept around which a variety of nouns, verbs and adjectives evolve. The vowels imposed
through speech change in various dialects and languages. I indicate the radicals rather
than the words to emphasize the conceptual aspect of language and to avoid the pitfalls
of transliteration that artificially emphasizes one vocalization as normative.

2 ‘Islam’ of course is generally translated as ‘submission’, which is not incorrect as much
as incomplete. In English, the notion of submission suggests force against the will of
the subject. This is, rather, the kind of willing submission involved in recognition of the
good will of the other, a laying down of arms and defenses implicit in the act of greet-
ing. I like to think less of human greetings than of how a dog lays down and shows her
belly, which can function as submission to a greater power (as with another dog), but
also as a willingness to recognise the love of the other and enjoy a nice belly rub.

3 This essay considers the material object, but can also be considered regarding objects
with tangential relationships with materiality (related to but not equivalent with intan-
gible heritage), such as food, music, or dance, deployed as conveyors of identity.

4 Although Islam understands the unique Divine as identical with that of other
Abrahamic traditions and the word Allah is used by Christians, Jews and Muslims alike,
the word God in English implies a more anthropomorphic concept. In Islam, the
Divine is likened to a veiled, self-perpetuating light, located closer than the believer’s
own jugular vein, and is endowed with some anthropomorphic descriptors (a face,
hands and feet), but no necessary embodiment.

5 Montgomery convincingly argues that the title, normally translated as the Book of
Animals and partly informed by Aristotle’s Naturae Animalia, refers instead to the con-
dition of living occurring in the afterlife as mentioned in the Qur’an, and pertaining
to animals, humans and to the supernatural creations, angels and djinn.
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6 https://www.bhm.ch/en/exhibitions/permanent-exhibitions/oriental-collection-
henri-moser/ Accessed 16.04.2020.

7 This is, of course, not magic. It follows the logic of a finite projective plane of order
57. Dobble relies on a condition that is not true in its prospective exhibitionary applica-
tion: in the game, for any two symbols, there is one and only one card containing those
symbols. This is not true with objects, for which many symbols — region, artist, date
and material — may well overlap. It may be that these are ‘mute’ signifiers in our imagi-
nary game, much like color in the card game — signifiers that may coincide, but offer
little meaning for the connections we are interested in making.
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Chapter 2

Cemetery poetics

The sonic life of cemeteries in Muslim Europe

Peter McMurray

In many respects, my life as an ethnographer of music and sound began in a cem-
etery. In June 2004, I travelled to Bijelo Polje, Montenegro, to meet members of
the Mededovi¢ family. I was interested in the poetic career of Avdo Mededovic
(d. 1955), the so-called Yugoslav Homer whose epic songs rivalled the Odyssey in
length (Lord, 1960). One of our first activities was to attend the funerary proces-
sion and burial (Bosnian: dZenaza; Arabic: janaza) of a neighbour. Then after a
morning of filming Avdo’s son, Zaim, singing at the old family home in the vil-
lage of Obrov, we made a quick stop at a single gravemarker, isolated from the
municipal cemetery, on the village road. Zaim invited me to get out of the car and
approach the grave with him. Without explanation, he then lifted his hands, palms
towards his face, and began reciting from the Qur’an in near silence: his lips moved
rapidly with slight hints of audible breath and sibilants. Only later, as we continued
with our drive down from the foothills into town did Zaim explain that he had
been reciting from Sura al-Fatiha and al-Ikhlas from the Qur’an and a prayer of
supplication (Bosnian: dova, Arabic: du ‘a’) as part of traditional Muslim practices of
visiting the dead.

In the years since, my research has come to focus more specifically on sonic
practices within Islam; cemeteries have continued to figure quite centrally in my
work, precisely for their liminal auditory states. Cemeteries in Western contexts
are often understood to be sites of solemn quiet and repose.Yet on further reflec-
tion, many cemeteries, especially Islamic cemeteries and burial sites both in Europe
and elsewhere, are replete with sound, recitation and listening. In this chapter, I
make three interconnected arguments about Islamic cemeteries, focusing on those
in Europe in particular, though many if not all these claims may also apply to
Islamic cemeteries elsewhere. First, these cemeteries have a distinctly social life, full
of visits by the living to the dead (and for some, vice versa). Second, this social life
is made strikingly manifest through (sometimes loosely) codified sonic practices
that foster certain interactions while proscribing others — I call these practices and
the norms that govern them cemetery poetics. And third, these cemetery poetics play
an important role in forging a sense of shared heritage and cultural identity, and, as
such, they give rise to potential contestation where sound — especially prayers and
protests — yet again plays an important role in shaping what these cemeteries are
and how they articulate the intertwining of past/present.
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Figure 2.1 Zaim MededoviC prays at the grave of his father outside Bijelo Polje,
Montenegro, June 2004. Photograph by Peter McMurray.

Again, such cemetery poetics may well hold for Islamic cemeteries beyond
Europe and for cemeteries that are not Islamic as well; but European Islam offers
intriguing opportunities for thinking about how heritage and cultural memory
emerge across geographies with very different histories relative to Islam. My eth-
nographic research here ranges from places like Turkey (Istanbul and Kars) and
southeastern Europe (Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro), where Islam has
long been part of the social fabric, to Berlin, where migration in the mid-twentieth
century brought Muslims in much larger numbers than had previously inhabited
the city. Crucially, across most if not all of these locations, Islam’ status has been a
point of frequent contestation — and sometimes violence, as I explore below — in
the past century, adding another layer of complexity to the question of heritage,
memory and death, whether through sound or otherwise.

More broadly, these examples suggest a broader point about heritage sites and
heritage studies: sound plays a crucial role in forming, transmitting and contesting
cultural memory. Furthermore, the interplay between sonic practices and physical
sites suggests a blurring between the frequent distinction of intangible/tangible heri-
tage: less-tangible sound practices (speech, recitation, praying, listening and protest)
arise in response to the emphatically tangible realm of cemeteries, with the two join-
ing together and (sometimes rather literally) engaging in dialogue to co-constitute
the very idea of an Islamic cemetery.
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Sonic heritage in Muslim Europe: an itinerary

In tracing out an idea of cemetery poetics in this chapter, I chart an itinerary that is
both geographical and conceptual. Beginning in Istanbul, I consider a longstanding
debate among Muslims about whether the dead hear, and if so, what kind of hear-
ing that may be and what kinds of sonic practices emerge there. In short, I argue
that a cemetery functions as a kind of sonic medium or interface between the
living and dead. Next, at Berlin’s Sehitlik Mosque and cemetery, I explore concrete
ways in which Muslims engage sonically with the dead in cemeteries, including
through special recitations at the end of Ramadan. The notion of gehitlik means a
‘martyrs’ cemetery’, and gestures towards a historical memory that predates the
larger waves of migrants from Turkey in the mid/late-twentieth century. That
memory has also become a point of contestation and protest, often through sound.
More broadly, the idea of being a martyr (a shahid, the Arabic root of the word
sehitlik) relates closely to witnessing (being a shahid), a thread that runs through
many of these practices, intertwining sound, memory and death — including geno-
cide and state-sanctioned violence.

The next two cemeteries and their particular poetics raise questions about the
diversity of practices within Islam beyond Sunnism. First, I discuss how Shi‘a
Muslims in Kars, Turkey, commemorate the death of the early Muslim martyr
Husayn ibn ‘Ali at Ashura by visiting cemeteries — including the Garnizon Sehitlik
cemetery in Kars — as part of a processional route through the city. The procession
is extraordinarily loud, as well, suggesting ways in which sonic power and affect
figure into the poetics of encounter between living and dead. I then return to Berlin
to an Alevi cemetery that opened in October 2016 in a ceremony featuring music
performed on the baglama lute and ritual prayers that differ markedly from Sunni
practice. Alevi practices are often viewed as ‘heterodox’ or adjacent to Islam, yet
Alevis play a crucial role in German public discourse in defining what it means to
be a migrant from Turkey (or to be part of a second- or third-generation of earlier
migrations) and by extension what Islam means — even if some Alevis would insist
that they are not Muslim. Furthermore, a history of massacres of Alevis in the
Ottoman Empire and Turkey has also engendered a complex sense of memory,
death, and commemoration through sound and other practices.

My concluding example is the Srebrenica-Potocari Memorial and Cemetery in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, a site where literal and figurative silence hangs heavy in
the face of the Srebrenica genocide. That trauma destabilises any simple notion of
cultural heritage or collective memory in Europe, and by extension, raises the ques-
tion of whether any kind of utterance — let alone a full-fledged, cemetery poetics —
is possible in its wake. Srebrenica also calls attention to the ruptures in conceiving
of a European Islam (or perhaps even of Europe itself).

I situate my work here within an emerging scholarly discussion about sonic heri-
tage. This term has been used to describe a variety of practices and objects/loca-
tions, but I see three major strands emerging in its usage, all of which have some
relevance here. The first and oldest strand relates to sound archives as key sites for
constructing a notion of sonic heritage, as argued by Johannes Miiske (2010), or
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reconstructing, deconstructing, re-performing and critically scrutinising forms of
sonic heritage that have accumulated in archives already (Birdsall, 2016; Lobley,
2018). We might consider a more precise term here, audio heritage, since the form
of sound is bound up with audio recording in particular.! A second strand can be
seen in Pinar Yelmi’s Istanbul-based work on ‘contemporary cultural soundscapes as
intangible cultural heritage’ (2016), which suggests that sounds produced in a city
space more generally — that is, on a daily basis or in ostensibly mundane moments
— might constitute cultural heritage, though Yelmi (like Miiske) still seems to pre-
sume that such sound must be recorded to ‘count’ as sonic heritage. A third possible
trajectory is exemplified by Paul Tourle (2017), who uses sound and practices of
sonic heritage-making (albeit, again, mostly tied to audio recording) to theorise
broader questions of heritage and cultural memory more generally.> My approach
here hews most closely to Yelmi’s work on Istanbul soundscapes in its focus on
sound (as opposed to audio) and space; but like Tourle, in drawing on sound, and
more precisely here a notion of ‘poetics’, I aim to conceptualise more clearly still
how heritage is constructed in Muslim life in contemporary Europe.® Such an
approach suggests ways in which critical heritage studies might cultivate ethno-
graphic listening — distinct from audio recording per se — as a research practice and
a critical interpretive lens.

Listening to a cemetery: polyphonic deadness at Eyiip
Sultan, Istanbul

On a warm summer morning in 2014, I met two friends at Eylip Sultan Mosque
in Istanbul to hear a theology lecture on hadith traditions (sayings about the life/
deeds of the Prophet Muhammad) in the mosque later that day. I had arrived quite
early and sat around, watching life at the mosque complex: shops opened, cleaning
staft swept out the courtyards, and the families of young boys preparing for circum-
cision gathered to take photos in front of the mosque’s fountain. When my friends
arrived, we decided first to walk up to Pierre Loti, a café and city overlook, follow-
ing a path that leads through a hillside cemetery. As we walked, our conversation
turned to the condition of the deceased between death and resurrection, some-
times called dliim hayati (literally ‘the life of death’) or berzah hayati (‘the life of
barzakl’; barzakh is the formal theological name for this interim period; see
Hacaloglu, 1996). Among other things, we discussed the rules of visiting the graves
of the dead, including prohibitions on wailing that the Prophet Muhammad had
instituted. During the course of our conversation, the sound of special recitations
known as sela (or sald) began emanating from the mosque down the hill, prompting
me to ask directly — and for the first time in my research — whether the dead could
hear. Both friends promptly agreed: the answer was ‘yes’. They referenced hadith
traditions and passages in the Qur’an, as well as some more recent, supernatural
experiences they had heard from local religious leaders and friends.

We attended the lecture, after which I waited outside while they performed
congregational prayers. From there, I observed dozens of visitors press up against
the mausoleum of the mosque’s namesake, Eytip Sultan (or Abu Ayyub al-AnsarT).
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There they adopted the same prayerful posture as Zaim Mededovi¢ had at the
grave of his father: standing upright with hands raised about as high as their shoul-
ders, palms facing the face. The courtyard was nearly full of people, many of whom
were about to begin congregational prayers, making it possible only to see people’s
lips moving gently as they stood in front of the small window looking into the
mausoleum.

The congregational prayers spilled into the courtyard, creating an even more
porous divide between the sensory space of the mosque interior and exterior, with
loudspeakers conveying the imam’s liturgical expressions during prayers. After the
prayers, many in the congregation gathered in a space just outside the courtyard for
the cenaze (funerary) prayers for several people. Once again, an elaborate set of
sonic and kinetic rituals brought together the living and dead — or rather, were
performed by the living on behalf of the dead, who were, at least to some degree,
able to hear and understand such sacred rites.

My interest here is less to demonstrate just how widely Muslims believe that the
dead can (and do) hear, and more to suggest a kind of polyphonic space of sonic
and spatial interaction between the living and dead. In recent years, the Islamic
adhan, or call to prayer, has become a key paradigm for scholars of Muslim sonic
practices (e.g. Eisenberg, 2013; Tamimi Arab, 2017). But little distinction is gen-
erally made between the variety of recitations that might be broadcast from
mosque minarets (e.g. adhan vs. sela/sald) as well as those that might be broadcast
just into the mosque courtyard itself (e.g. theological lectures, the imam’s liturgi-
cal expressions during congregational prayers).* Furthermore, the cluster of other
rituals with carefully calibrated sonic registers (e.g. recitations that are near silent,
partially aloud, or entirely aloud; as well as sounds like weeping or wailing that
are generally discouraged) relate mosques specifically to the dead, whether
recently deceased and awaiting burial or buried over 1,300 years ago. In collaps-
ing the space between the living and the dead through sound, these rituals also
collapse — at least partially — distinctions between the past and present, present
and absent, and material and immaterial.

Cemetery poetics at Berlin Sehitlik Cemetery:
contestations

Ramadan at Berlin Sehitlik Mosque is a time of important interactions between
the living and the dead. While the month is better known for its month-long fast,
it also entails other rituals, including the recitation of the entire Qur’an and certain
special congregational prayers, that can cultivate an intermundane intimacy unique
from other times of the year. For instance, congregational prayers on Laylat al-Qadr
(the Night of Power, usually held on the 27th night of the month) and on the
morning of Eid al-Fitr (marking the end of the month) draw such large crowds
that the mosque fills to capacity and then beyond. Congregants then spread mats
on the mosque balcony and around the courtyard to create more space for prostra-
tions. Their ability to spread out is hindered by the presence of the dead: two small
plots of land holding dozens of graves take up half the courtyard, with only a small
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walkway running between the two plots across much of the length of the court-
yard. This design is a feature, not a flaw: the cemetery precedes the mosque, and
indeed, the name ‘Berlin Sehitlik’ indicates a cemetery of martyrs, or those who
died in wars. In this case, the cemetery dates back indirectly to the late nineteenth
century — in other words, predating both Germany and Turkey as political entities.
As a consequence of the unusual spatial configuration and the large congregation
size, the small walkway between the two cemetery plots is used for praying, mean-
ing that many congregants are only inches away from graves.

Figure 2.2 View of Sehitlik Cemetery from main entrance of Sehitlik Mosque,
Berlin, 2019. Photograph by Peter McMurray.

Another point of close contact comes on the final day of the month and relates
to the traditional Ottoman/Turkish practice of mukabele, or reciting the Qur’an in
pairs, with one person reciting while the other follows along to ensure accuracy.
Members of the congregation sit and listen and (if inclined/able) follow along.The
practice allows the congregation to perform a complete recitation/reading of the
Qur’an. At Sehitlik (and at some mosques in Turkey), this complete recitation of
the Qur’an, or hatim (khatm), culminates in a special set of prayers that are conse-
crated to the benefit of the dead. In both 2015 and 2019 when I participated in
these concluding rituals, the congregation processed out of the mosque and
mosque courtyard, continuing to the municipal cemetery behind the mosque that
has served as the mosque’s primary burial site for decades since the plots inside the
mosque courtyard filled up. They found a suitable place in the Islamic section of
the cemetery where they then recited Sura YaSin. This practice of reciting the
Qur’an in the cemetery simultaneously addresses God and the souls of the deceased,
following the injunction found on so many gravestones, ‘Ruhuna fatiha’ (also
‘Ruhuna el-fatiha’): recite Sura al-Fatiha to the deceased’s soul (see Figure 2.3).
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Figure 2.3 Headstone in Sehitlik Cemetery, Berlin: ‘Ayse Aykog, daughter of
Hamdi Aykog¢ of Kayseri. Fatiha to her soul. B[orn] 5.8.1969, d[ied]
7.4.1970’. Photograph by Peter McMurray.

But just as cemeteries have poetics, they also have politics, and Berlin Sehitlik is
no exception. Or as one acquaintance put it to me during my research: ‘The prob-
lem with cemeteries is that the people buried there were once alive’— and so did
all kinds of things during their lives which might be commemorated on tomb-
stones or other memorials. For instance, a large commemorative pillar stands in
memory of Giridi ‘Ali ‘Aziz Efendi, an Ottoman diplomat and writer whose
death prompted Prussia to give a parcel of land to the Ottomans (Uysal, 2006).
Less grandiose but no less compelling, many of the individual gravestones tell
microbiographies, including several individuals in the mosque courtyard sites who
died at very young ages, ranging from one day to a couple of years old. Most of
these gravestones date back to the 1970s, giving some indication of the pains suf-
fered by the community of ‘guestworkers’ (Gastarbeiter) who had arrived only a



58 Peter McMurray

few years earlier and now were grieving the loss of babies and young children
who were born and died in Berlin.

The most politically contentious graves are those of Cemal Azmi and Bahaddin
Sakir, two of the organisers of the Armenian Genocide who were killed in exile in
Berlin in the 1920s. A third, Talaat Pasha, was also buried there but his remains were
moved to Turkey during World War II (Kieser, 2018). The contestations over their
graves have manifested most clearly in protests. These began after the two graves,
now both including the phrase ‘Ruhuna el-fatiha’ and describing their deaths as
Sehadet, or martyrdom (a variant of the cemetery’s name, Sehitlik) at the hands of
‘Armenian terrorists’, were renewed by the mosque community in 2011. German-
Armenians held small-scale protests across the street from the mosque (Kalarickal
and Bax, 2012). The protests escalated again in 2015 when the German govern-
ment formally declared the massacre of Armenians to be genocide (‘Merkel nennt
Massaker an Armeniern nun doch Vélkermord’, 2015), to which German-Turkish
groups responded with a large demonstration in May 2016, marching from
Potsdamer Platz to Brandenburg Gate (Coskun, 2016). While not deafening, this
protest was loud, featuring group chants and amplified speeches from a sound
truck (and later a temporary stage), as well as a kind of impromptu drum circle in
front of Brandenburg Gate, featuring folk music and halay dancing. The event cul-
minated in a musical concert on the temporary stage featuring artists such as Ugur
Isilak, a German-born singer-turned-politician (‘Almanya’daki Tirkler sokaga
dokaldd’, 2016).

To return full circle, these tensions then spilled into Ramadan, which began just
a few days later, as Sehitlik Mosque cancelled an evening fast-breaking (iffar) with
Norbert Lammert, then President of the Bundestag (German parliament) (Kather,
2016).These sonic interactions between living and dead, with special focus around
the time of Ramadan, highlight the ways in which a cemetery functions as a
medium, entangling the past with the present in emotionally charged ways. These
sonic contestations about the deceased may seem unrelated to the khatm prayers,
yet in both cases, the state of the dead becomes an urgent concern for the living,
whether for political/historical reasons or more personal ones, like remembering
relatives who have passed away.

Cemetery poetics at Kars Sehitlik Cemetery: (loud)
commemoration

If Islamic cemeteries generally give rise to a particular poetics, perhaps it is not
unreasonable to think of Sehitlik or martyrs’ cemeteries as cultivating their own
distinctive poetic genres, often tied to heritage-making that explicitly invokes
national military histories. Much as the congregation at Berlin’s Sehitlik processed
through the cemetery to mark sacred moments in the liturgical calendar, so too at
the Garnizon Sehitligi (Military Martyrs) Cemetery in Kars, Turkey, on the day of
Ashura. Kars, located in the northeastern corner of the country, is home to a size-
able community of Caferi, or Twelver Shi‘a, Muslims, and on Ashura, the 10th day
of the Islamic month of Muharram, the congregations in the city join together for
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a procession through the city to commemorate the Battle of Karbala (680 CE) and
the martyrdom of Husayn, the son of ‘Ali ibn ‘Abi Talib and the third Imam accord-
ing to Shi‘i belief.> The procession, in which participants beat their chests or whip
their backs with chains, is accompanied by sung poetry; in 2017, when I attended
the procession, poetry was broadcast — primarily played back from recordings — at
extremely loud levels from a construction truck piled high with loudspeakers. I do
not think I have ever heard anything as loud as this soundtruck in the 10 years of
research I have been conducting on Islamic sonic practices in Germany and Turkey.
The procession stretched out over several city blocks at any given time and the
sonic intensity allowed thousands of people to coordinate their actions. After
wending throughout the city, the procession stopped at the Kars Sehitlik Cemetery
for a short programme, then continued a few more blocks to the entrance of the
Asri Cemetery, where it concluded with an extended gathering. These two cem-
etery stops and their respective sonic performances — the cemetery poetics that
emerged at each — suggest a common repertoire of commemorative practices as
well as certain particularities unique to martyrs’ cemeteries.

As a preliminary note, the Kars Sehitlik Cemetery belongs to what we might
think of as the same generation of military or martyrs’ cemetery as Berlin Sehitlik.
Although Berlin has some graves predating World War I, the first cluster of Ottoman
‘martyrs’ are those from World War I who died while in Prussia, often for medical
treatment. It is worth noting that the neighbouring Columbiadamm Cemetery,
where the khatm prayers were recited at the end of Ramadan, also has close con-
nections to fallen Prussian/German soldiers in World War I, as evidenced by its
monuments. The Kars Sehitlik Cemetery was founded in 1920, creating a desig-
nated burial site for nearly 100 soldiers who died in the 1877-78 Russo-Turkish
‘War and the War of Independence (1919-1923) (Durmus, 2019). The coincidence
of the founding of the cemetery and the struggle for independence is suggestive of
the ways in which remembering the dead connects to national identity.

The 20-minute program at Kars Sehitlik on the day of Ashura in 2017 strung
together a series of performative sonic genres, with the whole congregation pressed
closely together at the cemetery’s entrance. Some key moments included:

*  military (bugle) taps, played back over the loudspeakers

o the Turkish national anthem, ‘Istiklal Marg’, played back over loudspeakers,
with most of the procession joining in singing

*  recitation of the Qur’an by a local reciter

* a series of speeches by local religious and civic leaders, culminating in dua
prayers

While the non-spoken portions were, in many respects, more sonically engag-
ing, the speeches — also amplified over the truck’s loudspeakers — articulated a more
explicit connection between the commemorations of the martyrs of Karbala and
the martyrs of more recent armed conflict. The main speech was given by Seyit
Ahmet Erdem, the head of Iskli Mosque, one of the major Shi‘i mosques in Kars.
His speech mostly recounted for the audience about the martyrs of Karbala, but he
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concluded with the following comments, addressed fo Imam Husayn, the central
martyr of the Battle of Karbala:

We came to support you against this falsehood. We came to say labbayk [i.e.,
we stand ready]. We are at your side and have given our hearts to your cause.
[...] Here with our dear people, with our respected governor, and with our
representatives who have travelled from afar, we stand with you with our
minds, our souls, and our hearts and we will continue on your path.You who
are the lord of all martyrs [biitiin sehitlerin efendisi] who undergo martyrdom, o
Husayn, in the presence of our martyrs, we make known to you and the mar-
tyrs of Karbala, those who were thirsty at Karbala, and those who suffered at
Karbala, our love, our reverence and our commitment. I offer my reverence
and respect to these dear devotees of the prophet’s household. Peace be upon

you, as well as God’s mercy and blessings.
(30 September 2017)

As Seyit Ahmet finished his remarks, the congregation gathered there called out
‘Labbayk, o Husayn!’ three times, signalling that they too stood ready to assist Imam
Husayn. His commentary explicitly ties Husayn and his companions to the martyrs
buried there at the Kars cemetery. The conversation becomes multidirectional. At
this culminating moment, Seyit Ahmet is primarily addressing Husayn (and those
who were with him at Karbala), already a striking exchange between living and
dead.Yet his remarks are clearly meant to be heard by the congregation gathered
there and to be heard clearly, as evidenced by the microphone/loudspeaker as well
as his use of the first-person plural (‘we came...” or ‘we stand...’). The congrega-
tion reciprocates by echoing his comments with the cry ‘Labbayk, o Husayn!’,
simultaneously responding to Seyit Ahmet and yet addressing Husayn explicitly;
and again, the martyrs buried in Kars are then invoked (if not necessarily addressed)
as de facto witnesses — again, already implicit in the word gehit. The particular poet-
ics of this moment are poignant and multidirectional, entangling the living and the
dead in a call and response.

This kind of interaction contrasts in striking ways with the final destination of
the whole procession, Asri Cemetery. At Asri, the entire procession again came to
a halt, but in this case, the participants did not stop or grow quiet, but rather inten-
sified their self-flagellations (or sinezen). An open field and a large intersection
provided an open area to stage the climax of the procession rituals. At the same
time, smaller groups from individual congregations headed into the cemetery itself
to visit graves and pay respects to family and friends. Many of the groups went to
visit the grave of Axund GoOkmen Kankilig, the former head of the Kamer
Kesemenli Mosque, another of the Shi‘li mosques in the city. Kankili¢ had died
almost exactly 40 days earlier, an important interval for mourning and visitation to
graves. Some groups recited prayers on his behalf or even recited poetry he had
written, and several participated in sinezen mourning. He, not unlike the deceased
soldiers at the Kars Sehitlik Cemetery, took on a role that bore certain similarities
to Imam Husayn as an object of lamentation and as a kind of posthumous poetic
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interlocutor.Yet the process at Asri Cemetery was much less formal and made few
(if any) gestures towards a broader national identity or history. The cemetery was
still a site of heritage-making, but the poetics were much more intimate and per-
sonalised, rather than the kind of macro-level narratives being asserted by and in
response to the Sehitlik Cemetery.

Beyond Sehitlik: Alevi cemetery poetics in Berlin

The October 2016 opening of an Alevi cemetery in Berlin offers yet another illus-
tration of the complex poetics that emerge from cemeteries, again including forms
of contestation through sound. The cemetery suggests both how heritage-making
is currently taking place as migrant communities — now well into their third gen-
eration — put down increasingly deep roots in Berlin and Germany and how the
very notion of an ‘Islamic cemetery’ (or even ‘Islam’ for that matter) is already an
unstable concept.

Describing the precise poetics of Islamic cemeteries in Europe requires, as men-
tioned above, defining Islam. Alevis, a minority group in Turkey with a strong pres-
ence among diasporic communities in Germany and Western Europe, have a
complex relationship with Islam, with many ritual practices invoking God (Allah),
Muhammad and ‘Ali in ways that bear close resemblances to Sufism and Shi‘i
Islam, yet with key differences as well. Just as cemeteries created points of contesta-
tion through sound between Muslims and non-Muslims in the case of Berlin
Sehitlik Mosque, they can also reveal tensions within groups that are often lumped
together as ‘migrant’, “Turkish’ or ‘Muslim’ communities. Many Alevis I interact
with regularly would disagree with all three of those labels: their families have often
lived in Germany for multiple generations already, they identify ethnically as Kurdish
or Zaza rather than Turkish, and their devotional practices (for those who see
Alevism as a form of religious or spiritual practice) unsettle clear boundaries of
Islam.® Other Alevis I have spoken with reject any connection to Islam at all, or even
any connection to religion, embracing instead an identity of ‘Alevism without ‘Ali’
that focuses on longstanding connections to Alevi culture that predate Islam (Bulut,
1997). In other words, the way Alevism cuts across these multiple, seemingly stable
categories of identity — religion, ethnicity, language — highlights just how inade-
quate, if not downright artificial, such theoretical classifications are in practice.

The first two Alevi cemeteries in Germany — and in Europe more generally —
were opened in 2016, with one opening in Hamburg in April and another in
Berlin in October. Indeed, these cemeteries could be seen as the first purpose-built
Alevi cemeteries anywhere (Giirler, 2016). I attended the opening of the Berlin
cemetery on 1 October 2016, a chilly, grey Saturday afternoon.The cemetery con-
sists of 3,000 square meters within the St. Thomas Cemetery in the district of
Neukélln, and can accommodate 400 burial sites. The opening ceremony was held
in a small chapel near the entrance of the cemetery. It opened with two distinc-
tively Alevi sonic practices: a deyig or sacred poem, sung by Erdal Kaya, who accom-
panied himself on the baglama (or saz), a long-necked lute; and a ritual invocation
known as giilbank pronounced by Ercan Yildiz, one of the dede elders that lead the
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Religious Council (foplum) of the Berlin Alevi Community. The deyis which Kaya
sang features the common Alevi refrain “Hii hii hii, help us, o ‘Alil”. That orientation
towards ‘Ali rather than (or as a means to) God (Allah) offers some insight into
Alevi thought and practice, both in cemeteries and beyond. While often described
as a form of ‘heterodoxy’ relative to state-sanctioned forms of Sunni Islam in
Turkey, these kinds of poetic utterances in Alevism suggest theologies that have
commonalities with longstanding traditions in Shi‘a Islam (e.g. the focus on and
veneration of ‘Ali) and Sufism (e.g. the recitation of the word hii, meaning ‘he’ as a
shortened form of Allahu, as discussed in Gill, 2017). At the same time, Alevis’
articulation of these ideas, through the pairing of saz (instrumental music) and siz
(sung poetry), points to a performance register that expands considerably on the
cemetery poetics I have been discussing here, at least in this moment of celebrating
the opening of the cemetery.

Ercan Dede began his portion of the programme with a similar theological
invocation: Bismisah Allah Allah:‘in the name of the Shah [‘Ali], Allah Allah’, rather
than the ubiquitous Islamic phrase, bismillah, ‘in the name of Allah’. He then lit
candles, with an accompanying invocation that they may burn and give light,
before beginning the giilbank itself. He opened with the same invocation again
(bismisah Allah Allah) and then proceeded with a series of supplications about and
on behalf of the congregation as well as a variety of intercessory figures (God,
Muhammad, ‘Ali, Fatima, and so on). While the programme continued with a
series of speeches, these two opening gestures set the tone — both literally and figu-
ratively — for making these burial plots a kind of sacred ground.

In one of the subsequent speeches, the District Mayor of Neukolln, Franziska
Giffey, quoted a popular aphorism: ‘People come into our lives and accompany us
for a while. Some remain forever because they leave behind traces of themselves’.”
She then continued: ‘People leave behind traces of themselves when there is a place
where their loved ones can grieve for them’. Kadir Sahin, the General Secretary of
the Berlin Alevi Community at the time, underscored similar concerns: “With this
cemetery plot we've signalled: Alevis have arrived in Germany. They’ll be staying
here for good.They want their descendants to be able to mourn here’ (Giirler, 2016).

For many migrants from Turkey, whether Sunni, Alevi, or otherwise, the act of
‘staying here [in Germany] for good’ and creating physical sites to commemorate
the dead marks an important cultural shift; but it also offers Alevis further possibili-
ties for distinguishing themselves from Sunni Muslims. For instance, the cemetery
plot will have its own Alevi symbols (e.g. a gate and four pillars symbolising the
divine path Alevis seek to follow). It will also use different spatial arrangements for
burials, as Sahin explains:

For us Alevis, we don’t orient ourselves toward the Ka‘aba [in Mecca] during
prayers, but rather people sit in a circle and prostrate toward one another....So
to begin — and unfortunately we can only do this at the front of the cemetery
plot or we would lose too much space — the graves will be arranged in a circle,
the same way we pray.

(Hiir, 2016)
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Burial practices can offer Alevis other, more explicit (that is, verbal) ways of dif-
ferentiating themselves from Sunni Muslims. Ercan Dede explained: ‘It was only
about ten years ago that Islamic terms were being used for our burial ceremonies.
Now of course we use the proper Alevi terms. When you look at history, remem-
ber that all rulers have tried to assimilate Alevis to be Muslims. We’re working here
to ensure that we return to our own rites and practices and revitalise them’ (Hiir,
2016). That question of assimilation points towards a longer history of political
violence against Alevis, including a long list of massacres in Dersim/Tunceli, Sivas,
Maras, Corum, Sivas again and so on. In short, cemetery poetics allow for expres-
sions of identity and cultural difference through sound, ritual, and physical space,
but they also fuse death in the present with the commemoration of longer histories
of dying and being killed. In other words, cemetery poetics are never divorced
from the political.

Speechless at Srebrenica: the limits of cemetery poetics

These experiences and cemeteries represent only a part of the Islamic cemeteries
and related sonic rituals that have figured in my research. I have barely touched on
funerary prayers, visitation practices at the graves of major ‘saints’, or more esoteric
teachings I have heard discussed about how the dead not only hear but also speak
back or even join with the living in forms of recitation.® But by way of conclusion,
I want to point to the limits of my argument here: yes, there is a rich variety of
sonic poetics that emerges in and around Islamic cemeteries and funerary practices.
But there are limits to what those poetics can express. One cemetery stands out in
particular as eliciting a kind of anti-poetics, a shutting-down of some of these sonic
activities: the Srebrenica-Potocari Memorial and Cemetery (or Memorial
Complex) in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

The website Remembering Srebrenica describes the complex as follows: ‘“The
Srebrenica-Potocari Memorial Complex was founded in May 2001 as a non-profit
organisation that aims to build and maintain the complex in memory of the vic-
tims of the Srebrenica genocide’. It then continues: “The Srebrenica genocide saw
the systematic murder of 8,372 Bosnian Muslim men and boys by Bosnian Serb
forces’.” Sarah Wagner (2010) has suggested that the memorial complex has a two-
fold function of ‘tabulating loss’ and ‘entombing memory’, that is, imposing a
framework on the horrific violence of Srebrenica to allow survivors, families and
visitors to start to make some sense of it. Her focus lies primarily with the formal
organisation of the complex. My interest lies more so with the practices of indi-
vidual visitors as they come to the cemetery and the ways they then respond to its
traumas and calls for remembering.

I visited the site in 2015 with a small group of Bosnian Muslim men, organised
by a close friend of mine. At the time, my friend and I were considering making
an audiovisual project about the complex. But even more so, it became clear as we
drove that my fellow travellers were going primarily to pay their respects. So it
was no surprise when, upon our arrival at the cemetery portion of the complex,
they got out and all held their hands up in front of them, palms facing towards
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them — much like Zaim Mededovi¢ had when we visited his father’s grave
together a decade earlier — and silently recited passages from the Qur’an and other
prayers. The morning was generally very still, the only sound in the cemetery
being the regular rhythm of two men digging a new grave off to one side. The
process of finding and identifying remains is still not complete.

For the better part of an hour, however, we simply stood there quietly, each of
us reading to ourselves the names of the deceased — the Sehid martyrs/victims of
Srebrenica. There was nothing to say. There was nothing that could be said.

Eventually, without hardly saying a word to each other, we headed to the car. It
was time to go. We drove into the town of Srebrenica for lunch, but mostly just ate
in silence. On the drive back, it took us probably an hour to start talking again,
despite having enjoyed a lively, fluid conversation on the drive down earlier that
morning. On some level, this is (and was) hardly a surprise. Yet I remember dis-
tinctly how heavy that quiet was. Later, one of my travel companions brought up
this issue of silence with me indirectly, shaking his head and asking: “What is there
to say? There’s nothing’.

Conclusion

It’s tempting to simply stop this chapter there — to let this call to silence be the last
word. But in closing, I want to make two broader points related to Srebrenica.
First, a more general observation on Islamic heritage in Europe: this heritage is
not simply a question of locating certain sites or practices within the territory of
Europe; it is also a question of recognising that when genocide takes place in
Europe, that trauma is inseparable from some abstract notion of Europe or its
recent history. There is no Europe without Bosnian Muslims, nor can there be a
Europe today without some acknowledgement of this brutal violence. And
indeed, several of the cemeteries I discuss here — not to mention the Holocaust
and its memorials — are bound up in histories of genocide and massacre, raising
the question as to whether these intense forms of state violence are the exception
or the norm in European modernity.

Secondly, Srebrenica raises the question of the limits of the very possibility of
cemetery poetics. The problem here is not necessarily the absence of sound; indeed,
any notion of poetics (or poetry or music) seems predicated on the possibility of
silence as a way to punctuate other audible utterances. Neither trauma nor political
violence is an insurmountable challenge per se, as evidenced by the way Shi‘a
Muslims have responded and continue to respond sonically, poetically and ritually
to the Battle of Karbala. Rather, the question is one of a poetics of the future: can
an anti-poetics of speechlessness coexist with the need to speak out, as it were, in
order to ensure that these acts of violence are not forgotten? Strikingly, almost all
of the examples I have dealt with here touch on histories of traumatic political
violence, at least obliquely: Berlin Sehitlik and the Armenian Genocide; Kars
Sehitlik and Karbala; and the Alevi Cemetery in Berlin and the long history of
violence against Alevis that lies in the background of their relationship with the
Turkish state. Many of those groups have long since established rituals to grapple
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with mass killings and trauma, often using sound as a central aspect of their rituals.
Only time will tell precisely what kind of cemetery poetics might emerge from
Srebrenica.

In turn, the same might be said of any and all of these cemeteries: while sound
plays a crucial role in defining their existence at present, and they in turn play
important roles in defining contemporary understandings of the past, that poetics
can and does shift quickly. While some of the sites discussed here have existed for
centuries, others have been constructed in the past 5 years. The power and limita-
tion of ethnography, whether sonic or otherwise, lie in its particularity; these cem-
eteries and their sonic poetics, taken altogether, suggest a broader phenomenon,
but one with ongoing granularity and change. The establishment and ongoing
expansion of Sunni Muslim and Alevi cemeteries in recent years in Berlin fore-
shadow a deepening of these sonic practices across Europe. And while the future
remains uncertain, these varieties of cemetery poetics are shaping collective and
individual memories of the dead and of a broader cultural history spanning from
Karbala to Srebrenica, from the death of a poet to the deaths of soldiers, and so on.
Yet at the same time, the ongoing ‘refugee crisis’ (among other recent political and
cultural developments) and the shifting demographics of cities like Istanbul and
Berlin (especially with the increase of Syrians) suggest that existing sonic and sen-
sory processes will also continue to shift and evolve.

I am reminded of Jacques Derrida’s comments about the archive and its futures,
which seem applicable to heritage sites like cemeteries and their poetics as well.
With regards to the cemetery (in lieu of ‘the archive’): ‘if we want to know what
this will have meant, we will only know in the times to come. Perhaps. Not tomor-
row but in the times to come, later on or perhaps never’ (Derrida, 1995, p. 27).

For the time being, as my Bosnian colleague might ask: what (more) is there to
say? There’s nothing.

Notes

1 Tim Brooks uses this term in an article on sound recordings and US copyright law
(Brooks, 2009), but does not draw any clear distinction between ‘audio heritage’ and
any other form of sonic heritage.

2 Although not framed expressly as a discussion of heritage, the essays in Michael
Frishkopf and Federico Spinetti’s recent volume, Music, Sound, and Architecture in Islam
(2018), suggest the possibilities of a broader, interdisciplinary conversation about sound
and Islamic heritage sites more generally.

3 In delineating Europe, I include here by design both areas that have had Muslim
majorities for centuries, as in regions of southeastern Europe, and areas like Berlin that
have seen a notable rise in the numbers of Muslims living there in the past century
due to various forms of migration. I also include Turkey as a whole, including both
Istanbul — an important part of Europe in a literal, geographical sense and in the
European imaginary dating back to Constantinople — and also Kars, a city in eastern
Turkey that has shifted between Turkish and Russian holding over the past two cen-
turies. Even without that Russian connection, it has a long history as part of a larger
Black Sea region that is closely intertwined with European history.

4 Although not solely about the distinctions between adhan and sela, Erol Koymen
(2017) does explore the meaning of sela during the 2016 failed coup in Turkey.
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5 For a general overview of Caferis in Turkey, see Giing6r (2017). For a discussion of
Caferi poetry during Muharram, see Williamson Fa (2018).

6 For discussions on how to define Alevism, see Yaman (1998) and Dogan (2013),among
many others.

7 In the original German: ‘Menschen treten in unser Leben und begleiten uns eine
Weile. Einige bleiben fiir immer, denn sie hinterlassen ihre Spuren’.

8 I address many of these issues in my forthcoming book, Pathways to God: The Islamic
Acoustics of Turkish Berlin (forthcoming, 2022).

9 https://www.srebrenica.org.uk/lessons-from-srebrenica/srebrenica-potocari-
memorial/
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Chapter 3

Germans without footnotes

Islam, belonging and poetry slam

Katarzyna Puzon

‘Islam belongs to Germany’. With these words, a young woman concluded force-
fully her performance on the stage as part of the 1,Slam Finale, an event held to
celebrate the seventh anniversary of 1,Slam, a collective of young Muslims, most of
whom are slam poets. The jubilee took place in the Birensaal (Bear Hall) of Berlin’s
Old City Hall in December 2018. Placed on a high plinth, the bronze sculpture of
the bear, the symbol of Berlin, overlooked the hall in which the audience gathered
to listen to slam poets’ recitations. 1,Slam often chooses prominent locations for
their large public events to amplify their visibility and presence in the city. This was
the case with their fifth jubilee too, during which the 1,Slam Kunstpreis (1,Slam Art
Prize) was awarded in 2016.! The ceremony attended by around 500 people took
place in a convention centre in Berlin’s Pariser Platz, just at the foot of the
Brandenburg Gate. Belonging was also one of the themes addressed in the artists’
works presented that evening, as evidenced by the video titled ‘Heimkehr’
(‘Homecoming’), the prize winner. It shows a young Muslim woman hastening
through a forest, against a soundtrack of recordings from rallies of the anti-Islam
Pegida movement (Patriotic Europeans against the Islamisation of the Occident; in
German: Patriotische Europder gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes). At some point,
she asks into the camera: ‘How can it be that this country, the country of my father,
my family, my friends, the country that is my home, that this country is betraying
me? And with whom?”2

This chapter discusses how young Muslim slam poets negotiate their belonging
through explicit and implicit references to Islam. Situating their practices in the
current German context, it examines how they can contribute towards a notion of
heritage that disrupts the binary of ‘here’ and ‘there’ — and, to some degree, of
‘now’ and ‘then’ — and that highlights perpetuation over preservation (Shaw, 2019
and this volume). I reflect on how 1,Slam poets grapple with the dilemma of want-
ing to be seen as German, on the one hand, and holding on to their ‘Muslimness’,
on the other hand. To this end, I probe into their activity as constitutive of the
young Muslim poets’ understandings of belonging in Germany and analyse how
this is articulated in their slam poetry and the practices in which it is embedded
and embodied. In addition, I draw attention to the ways in which Islam is put on
stage — literally in the case of i,Slam’s events but also more broadly — and what
comes into play when this happens. The idea of onstage is especially salient here
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because poetry slam involves a contest in which young spoken word artists per-
form self-written lyrics in public.® As I show below, i’Slam poets deploy certain
characteristics of ‘Islamic heritage’, which can be defined as intangible, and com-
bine them with a contemporary format of poetry performance. This practice
exemplifies an embodied form of heritage-making that results in doing a new
heritage as a new belonging. Before elaborating on this doing, I first delve into
recent political debates on Islam in Germany in order to contextualise i,Slam’s
activities.

Belonging and recognition

The phrase ‘Islam belongs to Germany’ has a contested public history. It has been
voiced on various occasions, especially by politicians. President Christian Wulff
(2010-2012), for instance, famously pronounced that ‘now Islam also belongs to
Germany’ in his 2010 speech delivered during the celebrations of 20 Years of
German Unity’ (Hildebrandt, 2015). In 2015, Chancellor Angela Merkel asserted
that Islam belonged to Germany at a press conference after the meeting with
Turkey's Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu (2014-2016) in Berlin. Wulft’s succes-
sor Joachim Gauck (2012-2017) broadly agreed, though with some reservations.
He spoke about Islam followers, and not Islam, while declaring in a 2012 inter-
view for the weekly newspaper Die Zeit that ‘Muslims who live here belong to
Germany’ (Hildebrandt & di Lorenzo, 2012). Gauck explained his claim by stating
that anyone ‘who came here and does not only pay taxes but also likes being here,
also because here he has rights and freedoms which he does not have there where
he comes from, is one of us as long as he obeys the fundamental principles’. He
added: ‘T can also understand those who ask: Where did Islam shape this Europe,
did it experience the Enlightenment, even a Reformation? I understand this as
long as it does not have a racist undertone’ (ibid.). His references to the European
Enlightenment and Reformation confirm the common presumption, at least in
Germany, that without these experiences Islam cannot ‘fully’ belong to the modern
secular world* and, therefore, cannot constitute a part of its heritage.

Public debates on Islam reached another level, so to speak, during the ‘refugee
crisis’ of 2015 and 2016, when Islam became an even more contentious subject. In
2018, Horst Seehofer, the newly appointed Minister of the Interior and a stark
opponent of Angela Merkel’s open-door refugee policy, sparked controversy when
he stated: ‘Islam does not belong to Germany’. He further clarified a couple of
months later at the German Islam Conference (Deutsche Islam Konferenz) —a forum
for dialogue between the German State and Muslims living in Germany® — when
he said that Muslims residing in Germany belonged in that country. In these ongo-
ing deliberations on belonging, the distinction is made between ‘Islam’ and
‘Muslims’. Namely, discussions revolve around whether the former is or only the
latter are part of German society, as well as around disputes over the incommensu-
rability of Islam with a German Leitkultur (guiding or dominant culture). This is
especially reflected in public statements of the nationalist Alternative for Germany
(AfD) party, as in the claim of the party’s deputy leader, Beatrix von Storch, that
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‘Islam 1s a political ideology incompatible with the German Basic Law’ (‘Von
Storch: “Islam nicht mit Grundgesetz vereinbar’’, 2016).

A doing—undoing dynamic is a crucial aspect of these and other debates on
belonging, as well as of the politics of recognition or the politics of difference. As
Judith Butler notes: ‘if the schemes of recognition that are available to us are those
that “undo” the person by conferring recognition, or “undo” the person by with-
holding recognition, then recognition becomes a site of power by which the
human is differentially produced’ (2004, p. 2). Drawing on Patchen Markell, Schirin
Amir-Moazami’s (2018) analysis of recognition and Islam in a liberal secular con-
text illuminates how the marking of some groups and individuals is embedded in
these schemes. She discusses the problematic dichotomy reproduced of an
‘unmarked We’ — the majority — and the marked minority and demonstrates how
it has operated in Germany in relation to Muslims. This has played out along,
though not exclusively, religious lines, casting Muslims as the religious Other, with
either a Turk or an Arab standing as the predominant representation of the Muslim.
Otherness, and the Other for that matter, is not merely perceived in terms of dif-
ference — and potentially as part of a valued diversity—but also positioned as cultur-
ally inferior (cf. Argyrou, 2000) or as a kind of deviation from the norm (e.g.
Fernando, 2019). Amir-Moazami posits that a politics of recognition is predicated
upon the marked—unmarked dyad as well as the inclusion exclusion dynamic (see
also Asad, 2003).To make the point, she refers to Joachim Gauck’s talk at the newly
established Centre for Islamic Theology at Miinster University in 2013, in which
he stated:

And now Islam is also becoming one of the academic disciplines at our uni-
versities. Behind this is a reciprocal act of recognition: our society is changing,
because it includes an increasing number of Muslims — just as Islam for its part
is developing in contact with our society. This entails demands being imposed
on both sides — that is all part of it. Admittedly, some people who are resistant
to change try to make mileage out of it. But the majority knows that we can
only live in fruitful coexistence if we treat each other with respect and come
together in a spirit of openness. The foundations for this is our basic rights and
freedoms, our history and language [emphasis added by S.A.-M.].

(2018, p. 434)

Gauck’s speech® raises at least two interesting — yet quite problematic — issues
that merit attention. Firstly, by not mentioning the established position of
Islamwissenschaft (Islamic studies) in Germany, especially given that his talk was held
in the context of the recent foundation of institutes of Islamic theology, Gauck
ignores over a century-long presence of this academic discipline in Germany (see,
e.g. Grif, Krawietz & Moazami, 2018). Secondly, and perhaps more importantly,
despite his assertion that recognition comes from ‘both sides’, the majority and the
minority, the quote, and especially the last sentence, clearly signals that the rights
and history of the majority — the unmarked ‘our’ — determine the nature of the
recognition of the minority by the majority.
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Elaborating on the politics of minorities making a claim for religious freedom
in a liberal secular context, Saba Mahmood (2016) attends to the tension impli-
cated in the concept of minority. She propounds that ‘on the one hand, a minority
is supposed to be an equal partner with the majority in the building of the nation;
on the other hand, its difference (religious, racial, ethnic) poses an incipient threat
to the identity of the nation that is grounded in the religious, linguistic, and cul-
tural norms of the majority’ (ibid., p. 32). As a result, the majority versus minority
distinction fixes the role of ‘both sides’, that is, the non-Muslim majority and the
Muslim minority, as well as who recognises whom. In addition, it reinforces the ‘us’
and ‘them’ dichotomy by picturing ‘the majority’ and ‘the minority’ in somewhat
oppositional terms and grouping both separately as part of a collective sameness
(Handler, 1988). In what follows, I discuss how 1,Slam poets challenge this binary
logic in a German context by means of embodied heritage-making.

Muslim heritage on stage in Berlin

In 2011, 1,Slam started its activity as an explicit response to the controversial book
‘Deutschland schafft sich ab: Wie wir unser Land aufs Spiel setzen’ (translated into the
English as ‘Germany Abolishes Itself: How We Are Putting Our Country at Risk’).
Authored by Thilo Sarrazin, former senator of finance for the State of Berlin, the
monograph was published in 2010 and was widely criticised as racist and
Islamophobic, though it was also positively received by some.” After it had come
out, many public debates about Muslim youth were held, but ‘nobody talked to
them’, Youssef, 1,Slam’s co-founder, said disapprovingly. This prompted him to
think about poetry slam, with which he had already experimented, as a space
where young Muslims could speak for themselves.

The birth of poetry slam dates back to the mid-1980s when Marc Smith, a
writer based in Chicago, initiated a more vibrant and engaging alternative to the
format of open mic and other then current modes of poetry performance in the
local Green Mill bar. Fairly quickly, this new form of cultural expression appealed
to many, especially to minorities and marginalised groups and individuals.

1,Slam poets, mostly aged between 20 and 30 years, are from various ethnic back-
grounds.The majority can be denoted as belonging to the Arab or Turkish diaspora,
that is, to one or other of the two largest Muslim communities in Germany. 1,Slam
was the first group self-identifying openly as a Muslim collective on the German
slam poetry scene. When I asked Youssef what characterised their activity as Islamic,
rather than referring to Islam as a religion, he talked about different forms of dis-
crimination towards minorities. Poems performed by 1,Slam are not solely — or
even primarily — concerned with Islam or multiple ways of being Muslim.? In their
texts, the slam poets not only deal with discrimination against Muslims but also are
critical of social injustice and ‘global racism’ more broadly.

Creating a ‘stage’ on which to present different ideas and views, 1,Slam estab-
lished a public platform through which to speak for themselves. Their Five Pillars
of 1,Slam, inspired by the concept of the five pillars of Islam (arkan al-Islam), reflect
the general tenets of poetry slam.These pillars are: respect the poet (every poet gets
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his or her recognition regardless of their performance); own construction (every
poet must ensure that the poems are their own texts — no intellectual theft); no aids
(the poet is not allowed to use props such as costumes or musical instruments); time
limit (the poet must not exceed the time limit of six minutes, otherwise they lose
points); no verbalism (verbal attacks of any kind are prohibited — the Islamic frame-
work must be respected here). Some of these rules resonate with what Jeanette
Jouili (2012) terms ‘halal arts’ (permissible arts), which, as she explains, ‘includes, for
instance, the avoidance of vulgarity and insulting speech, and respect for Islamic
modesty requirements (the interpretation of these forms may, of course, vary).
Often, however, the contents involve topics that reflect a political consciousness
and a commitment to social justice’ (ibid., p. 402).

Figure 3.1 Youssef performing on the stage © i,Slam.

Delineating 1,Slam’s beginnings, Youssef highlighted that the group established a
‘symbiosis between their heritage [Heritage — he used an English word], legacy
(Vermdchtnis), ancestors (Vorfahren) and a modern form of poetry’. This symbiosis
plays out in manifold ways. Their catchy name ‘1,Slam’ not only references Islam
but also has the double entendre of ‘I slam’, which works in German (Ich slamme)
too. Derived from the verb gara’a, which translates as ‘read’ or ‘recite’, the Arabic
word iqra’ (recite!) is believed to have been revealed to the Prophet Muhammad,
marking the beginnings of Islam.Youssef links this revelation to the way in which
1,Slam was conceived when he had a Eureka moment and came up with the name
Ich slamme, subsequently transformed into the neatly anglicised 1,Slam. Therefore,
the collective’s official statement Alles began mit einem Wort (It all began with a
word), which also features on their T-shirts, refers to both Ich slamme and iqra’.
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1,Slam crafted their self-image by drawing on the prominence of oral traditions
in Islam. Their idea of slam poetry evokes public recitations, including gira’at
(Qur’anic recitations), pointing to a well-established practice in Islam. It is cultivated
by 1,Slam too, as some of their events open with a recitation of the Qur’an. Favouring
speech over writing, the format foregrounds the salience of auditory experience and
listening in Islam’ (see, e.g. Hirschkind, 2006; Kapchan, 2016; McMurray, this vol-
ume). Moreover, it alludes to storytelling considered an art form in, albeit not only,
Middle Eastern cultures. For a hakawati (storyteller in Arabic), a story is important,
yet a particular emphasis is placed on its delivery.

In her seminal ethnography, Veiled Sentiments. Honour and Poetry in a Bedouin Society,
Lila Abu-Lughod (1986) mentions ‘the social context of performed poetry’ as vital for
oral tradition. In the case of 1,Slam, this concerns, among other things, audience par-
ticipation, which is integral to a live performance. Lauren Osborne’s (2016) descrip-
tion of Qur’anic recitations as an ‘emergent phenomenon’, when the performer and
the audience enter into a sort of interaction, also resonates with poetry slam that, as
Susan Somers-Willett (2009, p. 8) notes, is ‘best understood by what it means to
achieve or effect: a more intimate and authentic connection to its audience’.

Despite appearing improvised, slams are meticulously prepared shows. Drawing
on performance art and rooted in oral traditions, they combine several elements:
writing, performance, competition and audience participation. The last character-
istic 1s crucial for the format of poetry slam because the audience actively partici-
pates by giving each poem a score, and is thus engaged in developments on the
stage and reacts to them, which entails applauding or booing those who perform.
The principles on which 1,Slam relies specify that anyone can act as a judge
(Somers-Willett, 2009). During one of their events, for example, a stand-up per-
former left the stage after some audience members had interrupted his guest show
because they had disapproved of his remarks about the headscarf. Although the
format is known for its open-door policy which stipulates that everyone is wel-
come to participate or perform, 1,Slam’s events are mostly attended by members of
Muslim communities.

Founded in Berlin, the collective has now grown into a network of about 300
performers in Germany, Austria and Switzerland (its German-speaking part)."”
In Germany, their activity is not limited to Berlin, as local groups operate in several
cities, for instance, in Cologne, Mainz, Hamburg, Munich and Stuttgart. In Europe,
and more globally due to 1,Slam’s connections with groups in Tunisia, Egypt, Malaysia
and Singapore, the collective became part of what Annelies Moors and Jeanette
Jouili have named ‘Islamically inspired artistic scene’ (2014; see also, e.g. Herding,
2013;Jouili, 2019). Other genres are represented too, such as rap and hip-hop which
influenced the popularity of spoken word and slam poetry in those circles.

Through the genre of slam poetry, intentionally unsettling of stereotypes, 1,Slam
engages in ‘undoing’ Islamophobic myths, as well as striving to challenge those
about gender, race, nationality, ethnicity and religion. By means of parody, they
disrupt simplistic depictions of Islam in Germany and play on fears of Muslims and
other Others (on parody in slam poetry, see, e.g. Hoftman, 2001).

Somers-Willett (2009, p. 8) describes poetry slams as ‘laboratories for identity
expression and performance’. In this respect, 1,Slam’s activity emerges as a practice



74 Katarzyna Puzon

which transpires in the immediate context of performing poems and represents an
embodied form of heritage-making that favours perpetuation over preservation
(Shaw, 2019 and this volume). Wendy Shaw distinguishes between ‘objective heritage
preservation’ and ‘embodied heritage perpetuation’. The former, which applies to any
religion or culture, suggests that Islam can be identified by means of certain catego-
ries, norms and sets of elements, whereas the latter deals with Islam as perpetually
producing its identity by reconstructing the past and looking towards the future. The
past—future connection is well encapsulated in Youssef’s ensuing declaration about
1,Slam: ‘we do it for what comes after us and what came before us’. In order to under-
stand better the role of belonging in this, I reflect below further how 1,Slam’s practices
challenge not only the us-versus-them logic but also the binary of ‘here’ and ‘there’.

‘It is always good to see Heimat’

‘It is always good to see Heimat', Youssef said to me after casting a glance at the
display of the legacy of the Umayyad Caliphate at the Museum of Islamic Art. The
Umayyads, the Muslim dynasty (661-749) established in Damascus, made him
think of Heimat, by which he meant Syria where he was born. He was heading
towards the room where the panel discussion ‘Art as an escape from a faulty sys-
tem?’ was held. The event was organised by 1,Slam as part of the Muslim Cultural
Days in order to converse about the meaning of art in practices of marginalised
groups in the current political climate.!!

Figure 3.2 Panel discussion during the 2019 Muslim Cultural Days at the Museum
of Islamic Art. Photograph by Katarzyna Puzon. Courtesy of Staatliche
Museen Berlin and i,Slam.
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The German word Heimat has no equivalent in English and roughly means
home, homeland or a sense of belonging. Youssef considers the city of Aleppo his
first home (Heimat), his place of origin and a foundational part of his identity. In
2002, he moved with his family to Germany, and 2 years later, when he turned 12,
he started writing poems to ‘have better access to the German language’. Berlin
became his second home but, as he emphasised, not his Heimat. He told me:‘T have
Arabic culture and there is lot of German culture in me’. “Too much of it’, he
added laughingly. ‘But when’, he carried on, ‘this Germany tells me that I am not
German, I do not feel German’. He experiences this not only when he hears pub-
lic pronouncements, such as those of certain politicians, but also when he, for
example, receives threatening letters, as well as in everyday situations. For this rea-
son, he associates Heimat first with Syria, and then partly with Germany, because
‘such feelings depend on one’s surroundings’.

The term Heimat is negatively tainted due to its connotations with Germany’s
Nazi era and is regarded as an exclusionary construct (Bausinger, 1986). As a way
of reclaiming it, some propose the use of Heimaten, the plural of Heimat, and others
study Heimat as a process or Beheimatung (homing), a ‘feeling at home’ embracing
belonging and being at home not limited to the place of origin (Binder, 2010; G&b,
2019; Greverus, 1979; Rombhild, 2018). Nevertheless, to Youssef, Heimat is not a
problematic word because as he remarked: ‘T have nothing to do with the Nazis’.

His place of origin plays a crucial role in his self-identification, including in his
interpretation of heritage, which to him denotes much more than just his Herkunft
(origins).Youssef refers to it as Vermdchtnis (legacy) that he inherited from past genera-
tions and views as empowering. He therefore makes a distinction between heritage
as a place, which he identifies more in terms of Herkunft, that is, his place of origin,
and heritage that builds on his ancestors’ legacy and constitutes a kind of resource,
which underpins his current activity.

Understanding heritage as composed of multiple parts, he looks at this legacy as
something that he embodies and that is ‘the result’ of various components and of:
‘socialising which I have enjoyed and which my father enjoyed’. Youssef’s concep-
tion of heritage is a positive one, that sees it not as a constraining ‘cultural baggage’
(Jouili, 2019) but as having liberating potential to express oneself. By mixing up
different heritages, he crafts his own one that affords him creativity. This partly reso-
nates with what Sharon Macdonald calls ‘transcultural heritage’ wherein ‘transcul-
tural’, approached as assemblage, entails ‘bringing together elements from different
cultures and fusing these in what becomes a new form, though it may retain iden-
tifiable elements of previous assemblages’ (2013, p. 163; see also Macdonald, 2014).
The mixing and fusion of cultures — or differences — may take multifarious forms
and generate different constellations, as 1,Slam’s practices aptly illustrate, and is also
perceptible in other art forms which they promote. Calligrafhiti, with which 1,Slam’s
office in Berlin’s Wedding district 1s embellished, constitutes one example. It merges
modern graffiti styles with classical Arabic calligraphy, which is used to convey ideas
and as decoration and is in fact associated with a number of faiths in the MENA
region. Calligraffiti references Islamic heritage due to the fundamental role of
Arabic calligraphy in Islam — and Islamic art for that matter.
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Building upon the notion of transcultural processes of heritage-making, the next
section is concerned with forms of belonging — and non-belonging — addressed in
1,Slam’s poetry and with some of the themes it invokes.

Being German and being Muslim

Leila, an 1,Slam poet born in Germany, does not primarily attend to Islam or her
religiosity as a Muslim woman in her work, but centres on what it means to be
German, or a Muslim German in particular. In one of her poems, she says: ‘She calls
me a foreigner, she calls me a migrant, she calls me a person with migration back-
ground, and now I am a New German’. The term ‘migration background’
(Migrationshintergrund), which she mentions, is officially used to identify those who
were not born as German citizens or who have at least one parent who was not
born a German citizen.‘New German’, or ‘New Berliner’ for that matter, is a name
applied by some to those who arrived seeking refuge in Germany during the ‘refu-
gee crisis’ of 2015 and 2016 (see also Bock & Macdonald, 2019). Leila’s poems
bring to focus the distinction made between those who are seen as German and
those who are considered conditionally German. She is concerned not just with
the fixed categorisation of Muslims but also with the constant relabelling of those
deemed not ‘fully’ belonging in Germany.

In his study on citizenship and exclusion, anthropologist Damani Partridge
notes that ‘the process of “foreign” incorporation is not one of normalisation, but
one of differentiation’ (2012, p. 18). This mechanism plays out along the lines of
what he calls ‘a politics of exclusionary incorporation’, which suggests that despite
being formally (German) citizens, some cannot exercise their citizenship fully.
Practices of naming and renaming fall within these ‘technologies of exclusion’
(ibid., p. 19) and serve as conventional ways of managing the difference of Islam —
or Muslimness. They are tantamount to practices of integration that represent a
perpetual process of ‘becoming’ German, a sort of never-ending gestation period,
or what Abdelmalek Sayad has termed an ‘indefinite temporariness’ (1999; see also
Fadil, 2019).The tedious process of ‘becoming’ German is well captured in the fol-
lowing excerpt from Leila’s poem:

But when I tell you that I would just like to be German, I mean that I would
like to be unconditionally German, without a footnote, without an exception,
without scandal and without patriotism. But with the same rights, standards

and brands.

The excerpt raises a number of questions pertinent to what it means to be identi-
fied repeatedly as a non-German or not fully German. It draws attention to various
ways of marking those who do not belong and shows how this operates through
‘extra’ descriptors, such as a ‘footnote’ or an ‘exception’, which classify someone as
‘different’. Although especially the excerpt’s last sentence partly invokes the notion
of ‘the right to have rights’ (Arendt, 1973), the text implies a ‘call for equality’,
which, I suggest, corresponds with Hegel's Gleichgiiltigkeit, translated as indifference
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or equivalence. Its literal meaning conveys the idea of equal validity or equality. It
is this equal validity, I contend, that Leila addresses in her poem.

This resonates with the issues voiced by anthropologist Mayanthi Fernando’s
French interlocutors. She points outs that ‘Muslim French argue that they are not
“different”, but French. Moreover, they argue that the demands they make are
claims to equal citizenship and justice rather than to difference, claims made by citi-
zens with as equal a right to France as any other citizen’ (Fernando, 2019, p. 266).
A similar ‘call for equality’ is discernible in 1,Slam poets’ practices and is conveyed
in their reflections on Heimat and belonging, as mentioned above in the ‘Heimkehr’
video, for example. Their ‘call for equality’ epitomises a call for being a German
citizen ‘without a footnote’, as Leila notes in her poem, and thus someone who
does not need to earn belonging more than others. Like Fernando’s French inter-
locutors, 1,Slam poets challenge the image of Muslims as non-German and con-
sider their Muslimness as already German.

Making connections

Slam poetry remains the chief form of 1,Slam’ cultural expression. They also
support and collaborate with those who are involved in other kinds of creative
work and artistic production through which various cultural, political and social
issues are addressed (see, e.g. Puzon, 2016). For example, in the case of the 1,Slam
Kunstpreis, a contest for socially engaged art, artists were awarded in seven cat-
egories: singing/hip-hop, music, photography, literature, poetry, design and film.
In addition, 1,Slam experimented with various formats, for instance when they
held a series of flash mobs called 1,Slam for Justice in four German cities in
2013.

The 2012 1,Slam — we,Slam event provides an example of broader collaborative
endeavours and making connections, in that case among young poets representing
three Abrahamic religions: Islam, Judaism and Christianity. The rationale behind
this was to create a stage on which they could speak together openly about their
beliefs. A key idea of 1,Slam is that ‘being on the stage’ will encourage young peo-
ple to raise questions that are vital to them and will, therefore, empower them.The
stage ‘is for those who have something to say’, as Youssef put it. His statement did
not just point to self-expression but also to the group’s credo ‘we don’t want any
superstars in 1,Slam’.

Organised under the slogan ‘Ver-Bindungen schaffen’ (Making Bonds and
Connections), the 2019 Muslim Cultural Days constituted their attempt to col-
laborate with others. The event covered different parts of Berlin, and meetings
and performances took place across the city over 4 days. The aim was to showcase
the diversity of Muslim communities and reach out to those who might not be
familiar with Islam, as well as reflecting on past developments and future possi-
bilities of forming alliances. Flagging up ‘connections’ as a leading theme of the
Muslim Culture Days, the focus was on Berlin’s Muslims, with the intent to
‘invite all non-Muslim citizens to learn about the Muslim life and cultural
diversity’.'?
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The launch event was dedicated to possible cooperation between organisations
representing marginalised groups in Germany. The following ones were invited as
speakers: the Initiative Black People in Germany, the Academy of the Jewish
Museum Berlin (JMB), the Archiv RomaniPhen, a feminist association of Sinti and
Roma women, and GLADT - an organisation of black and PoC lesbians, gays,
bisexuals, trans*!3, inter* and queer people. The subject of alliances was the focal
point of the meeting. One speaker called for the need to adopt a multilayered
approach, along with an intersectional one, and highlighted that marginalised
groups do not embody one community. A former representative of the JMB
brought attention to the problem of Hierarchisierung (creating hierarchies) that
often hampers collaborative efforts because some groups are given more consider-
ation, especially those deemed more important historically and thus more relevant
in the German context. She meant the Jewish community, and drew on her expe-
rience as a leader of the Migration and Diversity Programme and the Jewish-
Islamic Forum at the JMB’s Academy.

In their endeavour of making connections, 1,Slam deals with the Othering of
Muslims and strives to bring about a change. This necessitates altering the focus —
orientation — by drawing attention to what is not instantly visible'* and fostering
diverse connections, as well as looking at Muslim heritage as not just belonging
elsewhere but also as part of the past, present and future in Germany.

Conclusion

In her analysis of belonging, Joanna Pfaff-Czarnecka (2011) touches on the dis-
tinction between two German words: Zugehorigkeit (belonging to) and
Zusammengehdrigkeit (belonging with in the sense of togetherness). This distinction
resembles the divergence between differences brought together to embody a fixed
category and differences that are constantly negotiated. In the former case, rather
than maintaining heterogeneity, differences are often turned into a sameness. The
category of ‘the Muslim’ epitomises this, as the debates on Islam belonging or not
belonging addressed here illustrate. The process of granting equal validity to
Muslims or those with a ‘migration background’ resembles ‘conditional belonging’
with respect to becoming a German citizen; in this case, a German Muslim who
never seems to belong enough. By situating the question of belonging in the cur-
rent German context, the primary purpose of this chapter was that of examining
1,Slam’s practices and the ways in which young Muslims negotiate diftferences by
claiming their place in Berlin — and in Germany more generally. 1,Slam poets’
identification as Muslims is no different than their self-positioning as Germans.
This is manifest in their call for recognition as Muslims, as well as recognition as
Turkish or Arabic, for example, all as part of being German citizens without
footnotes.

As I have shown, 1,Slam poets do not necessarily conform to a certain ‘bridge of
understanding’ (Winegar, 2008) with which the ‘majority’ could feel comfortable.
In so doing, they do not eschew their religion to make themselves more relatable
or to fit the image of the ‘good Muslim’ — one that is westernised and secular
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(Mamdani, 2005). Rather, their practices, representing an embodied form of
heritage-making, offer a lens through which one can rethink the relationship between
Islam and heritage in Germany. By virtue of this, 1,Slam poets question what it means
to be German — and a Muslim German in particular. Combining oral traditions of
‘Islamic heritage’ with a contemporary format of poetry performance, this model of
heritage heightens translocal elements (Puzon, 2019) and accentuates connections.
1,Slam’s practices thus reveal doing a new heritage as a new belonging which attends
to the diversity of articulations of Islam not only in Germany but also across Europe

and beyond.
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Notes

1 The prize was funded by the German Federal Ministry for Family, Seniors, Women,
and Youth as part of the Living Democracy programme.

2 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are my own.

3 Despite sharing many qualities, the two forms of poetry, slam and spoken word, differ
mainly in this way that unlike the latter, the former is staged as a competition which
involves audience participation.

4 The ‘framework of the “West” is’, as Wendy Shaw (2020) shrewdly argues, ‘less the
recognition of a secular cultural geography than a legacy of the universalisation of
Protestant values through the occlusion of religion as a visible agent. Such ghosts may
be the most difficult of all agents to battle, as they can always claim that they were
never there’.

5 http://www.deutsche-islam-konferenz.de. For a critical account of the Conference,
see Bayat (2016).

6 For a full text of Gauck’s speech, see http://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/
Downloads/DE/Reden/2013/11/131128-Themenbesuch-Islam.pdf;jsessionid=FD0
2305F80AD576C432C050A167AFA8C.1_cid362?__blob=publicationFile

7 It even became a bestseller in the category of non-fiction literature (Sachbuch) and
enjoyed this status from mid-September 2010 to early February 2011 (see Stein, 2012).

8 For more on different ways of being Muslim, see Osella & Soares (2010); Fadil &
Fernando (2015); Ozyiirek (2015).

9 For example, Kristina Nelson points out that ‘the Qur’an is not the Qur’an unless it is
heard’ (2001, p. xiv), which positions oral and auditory qualities of the Qur’an as being
of primary importance.

10 The Berlin-based group runs a Youtube channel called Erklaeriker. See their website
https://www.i-slam.de/erklaeriker/

11 Apart from organising slams, workshops and other public events, 1,Slam poets have
performed in museums. In Berlin, this was, for instance, the case with the Neukolln
Museum’s Festival fiir Demokratie und Vielfalt (Festival for Democracy and Diversity)
that accompanied their 2017 exhibition Die Sache mit der Religion (The Case of Religion).
The collective has also been involved in the project TAMAM — Das Bildungsprojekt von
Moscheegemeinden mit dem Museum fiir Islamische Kunst (TAMAM — The Mosque
Communities’ Education Project with the Museum of Islamic Arf) run by the Museum of
Islamic Art in cooperation with the Institute of Islamic Theology in Osnabriick (see
Macdonald, Gerbich, Gram, Puzon & Shatanawi, this volume).


http://www.deutsche-islam-konferenz.de
http://www.bundespraesident.de
http://www.bundespraesident.de
http://www.bundespraesident.de
https://www.i-slam.de
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12 https://muslimische-kulturtage.de/programm-2019/

13 An asterisk after ‘trans’ or ‘inter’ indicates that it is an umbrella word encompassing a
wide range of gender variations. See also, for example, Stryker (2008).

14 The 2019-20 exhibition Re:Orient — The Invention of the Muslim Other at the GRASSI
Museum of Ethnology in Leipzig addressed this subject. Its aim was to ‘reorient visi-
tors towards what is all too often left unseen when they look at “the others™. See
https://grassi-voelkerkunde.skd.museum/en/exhibitions/reorient/
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Chapter 4

The here and now and the
hereafter

Engaging with fragrant realities in
Muslim-minority Russia

Jesko Schmoller

The murids (apprentices) of the Nagshbandi-Mujaddidi brotherhood in Ufa, the
capital of the Republic of Bashkortostan, assemble twice a week in the mosque
that also serves as their place of meeting and dialogue. They are one of the several
Muslim communities whose quotidian religious routines I closely observed during
fieldwork over a period of 5 years. In the anteroom to the prayer hall, we would sit
in a circle facing the teacher, who is addressed by everyone with the honorary title
hazrat. Over hours and hours, while the shadow of the trees outside the windows
moves through the room, we discuss Muslim metaphysics and questions of every-
day behaviour. At times, some of the murids suddenly leave to attend to their per-
sonal affairs or they disappear into the prayer hall to read messages on their mobile
phones. They may even close their eyes to take a brief rest from the discussion. The
suhbat (conversation) ceremony, which is the preferred contemplative technique of
the brotherhood, can be exhausting. To help sustain their energy, food or drinks are
shared. And almost always, a small flask is handed around, from which the murids
apply fragrance to their temples or rub it into their facial hair.

Upon returning from my first suhbat ceremony in the summer of the year 2017,
I had the impression that both I and my environment were radically transformed.
That night, the rented flat in Ufa felt only conceptually the same place it had been
12 hours previously. For me, this sense of dissociation, where it seemed impossible
to reconcile my newly gained outlook with the reality I had become accustomed
to, was bound up with a lingering of the fragrance that had been distributed among
the murids. And while I did not want to make the scent responsible for how I had
begun to perceive the world around me, I felt that it played a vital part in altering
my sense of perception.

This chapter is concerned with the role of misk or attar (fragrance) in Muslim
communities in the Russian Federation and particularly in the Russian Urals. At
religious festivities and exhibitions, one can almost always discover at least one
booth selling misk and one sometimes sees groups of young men, who swap the
small flasks and discuss the merits and differences of their fragrant content. For
those unused to them, the scents may initially seem overpowering. My empirical
material was collected and insights formed during and after anthropological
fieldwork in Uralic Muslim communities since summer 2015. I initially conducted
fieldwork in Tatar and Bashkir villages in the south of Perm Krai, followed by
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studying Sufi Islam and sacred sites in Bashkortostan and Chelyabinsk Oblast since
early 2017. My focus is thus on the middle and southern Urals, where Islam is
likely to have more in common with the Muslim traditions of Siberian Tatars than
the religious landscape in Kazan or Moscow, meaning that it considers a vernacular
rather than a purely scriptural interpretation of the religion.

In this contribution, my focus is on the effects of misk on the user. I intend to
shed light on how in Muslim religious contexts, fragrance is related to the Islamic
‘other world’ (al-ghayb). I argue that by reflecting about the afterlife, people belong-
ing to the Muslim minority in Russia do not only engage in theological specula-
tion, but they also make a statement about the present and their own situation. The
scholar of Islam Christian Lange (2016, pp. 12-13), who has recently turned to the
study of the senses in Islam, points out that eschatology does not primarily pertain
to that which is beyond and far away but to those things that are almost here and
matter right now. By taking a closer look at popular perceptions of the coming
world, he suggests, we can learn much about the most immediate fears, hopes and
desires of Muslim believers. Events from the history of Muslim populations in
Russia lend credibility to this proposition. Beginning in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, village communities whose ancestors had been forcibly converted from Islam
to Orthodox Christianity or who saw an advantage in converting were much dis-
tressed by what they considered to be indications of the impending end: a cholera
epidemic, bad harvests, but also the building of new churches and the adoption of
Russian language for instruction in Quranic schools (Kefeli, 2014a, pp. 26-27).
Soon, they figured, the redeemer of Islam, the Mahdi, would restore the true faith
and liberate them from Christian repression. This expectation encouraged great
numbers of them to renounce officially their affiliation with Orthodox Christianity
and return to Islam. In the twenty-first century, I want to emphasise, Muslims in
Russia do not need to conceal their religious convictions, as long as they do not
belong to radical Islamic groups. But some might be concerned about a new
Russian national culture disregarding Muslim minority culture and accelerating a
process by which the memory of a Muslim presence in Russia fades into oblivion.
Although the conditions are far from ideal, the scent of misk promises another real-
ity that has not yet arrived but whose arrival is already underway and cannot be
inhibited by human force. The Muslim religious outlook holds the capacity to defy
secular explanatory frames and it thus seems just as appropriate to speak about a
collision of worlds, rather than only about a submerged clash of cultures. Drawing
upon my empirical material, I am going to illustrate how in certain moments, fra-
grance can open a door to the other world or allow the other world to manifest in
people’s surroundings.

Negotiating belonging

It needs to be clarified that many of the religious ideas discussed below are rather
characteristic for the kind of vernacular Islam that informs the peripheral regions
of the Muslim world, which, however, is not to say that they have to be considered
marginal (Ahmed, 2016).This is true not only for the notion of the beyond located
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in close proximity to our sphere of existence, but also for that of some people and
matter traversing the boundary between the two worlds. Other than reformist
interpretations of the Muslim faith, the vernacular variant is difficult to reconcile
with modern secular perceptions of human life and social organisation. For the
moment, [ can only suspect that it is precisely this incompatibility which enables
the emergence of an alternative reality. As noted above, I myself experienced a sense
of dissociation when one mode of being was contested by another one. In a post-
Soviet Russia that undergoes a process of desecularisation, we can observe a Muslim
re-enchantment of the environment. And quite possibly, this re-enchantment must
also be understood as a reaction to efforts by nationalist-minded groups to claim
the land for the majority Slavic and Russian Orthodox population.

But who has the right to claim Russia for themselves? Who can define what it
means to be Russian? Which populations are ‘at home’ in Russia and which have
guest-status and are regarded as not truly constituting one segment of the Russian
nation? We thus arrive at the question of belonging (Puzon, this volume). Although
there has been an influx of working migrants from Central Asia and Azerbaijan
into Russia since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Islam has been part of
Russian culture for considerably longer. Official declarations are frequently made
stating that Muslim culture is part of Russia’s shared heritage. Despite this, however,
a policy of adaptation — in which Muslims and other minorities are supposed to
give up their cultural and religious distinctiveness and become part of the majority
culture — prevails. In my perception, the Russian government’s course of action has
much in common with Soviet nationality politics, where a ‘folklorisation’ of ethnic
minority culture took place. At celebrations, members of ethnic minority groups
were encouraged to perform their music and dances in traditional costumes, but
rarely was this seen as anything more than decorative. While superficially promoting
some aspects of ethnic minority culture — but never religion and other aspects that
did not conform to Soviet socialist ideology — the ultimate aim remained to turn
‘backward’ people into Soviet citizens. In present-day Russia, references to a shared
culture similarly appear to be mostly diplomatic in nature. The unspoken
expectation seems to be that in the long run, Muslims will adapt to a hegemonic
culture, defined in Russian terms. Conservative fractions furthermore undertake
efforts to minimise if not erase a Muslim presence from the country’s heritage.!

At the same time, one can observe attempts by the Muslim minorities to mani-
fest their own reality, as part of their lived Muslim culture. Fragrance is one of the
means employed for that purpose. Accordingly, I ask what role fragrance plays for
Muslims in Russia in facilitating the coming of a new world? And by looking at
specific practices, which conceptions of the other world can be deduced from
them? It must be stated that further objects and practices than the ones described
below are involved: blessed sweets, recorded sermons and photographs of the sheikh
(Suft master) all play a role, for instance, in a local Muslim pilgrimage that turned
a peripheral area into a place of central religious significance for the pilgrims.?
Those items also appeal to the senses — taste, hearing and sight — of the people who
use them. Misk seems appropriate both for its close association with the other
world and for the evocative power of smell. In circumstances where some members



86 Jesko Schmoller

of the Russian elite would prefer to purge Russia’s heritage of its Muslim
components, misk assists Muslims in bringing about an entirely different state of
being of and for themselves.

Although I like to think of Uralic Muslim practices also in terms of a response to
official Russian policies, it would be misleading to characterise this as identity poli-
tics. Rather than either explicit resistance or overt attempts to reintroduce their
culture in public space, the majority of practising Muslims whom I encountered are
simply doing their best to reconcile their professional and family lives with the reli-
gious duties. Even so, these practices can be seen as a form of politics, especially since
they have an effect on people’s perception and transform the space they live in.?

Before attending to Muslim religious practice and the theological conceptions
they indicate, I will in the following first describe and analyse attempts to render
Muslim culture in Russia invisible. Partly in response to this, some Uralic Muslims
are engaged in manifesting an alternative reality, evoked through concrete religious
practices.* These practices provide us with a better idea of their interpretation of
this world and the next. Fragrance is commonly associated with the coming world
and it assures Muslim believers in the specific context outlined in this chapter of
the inevitable end of the current social order.

Concealing Muslim presence

Large Muslim populations in Russia and Eastern Europe more generally are not
recent arrivals, but have long been very much at home in the regions they inhabit.
It was the Russian Empire that — beginning in the sixteenth century — gradually
expanded into other areas to swallow the Tatar khanates of the Volga, the Urals and
Siberia and later the Muslim polities in the North Caucasus (Grant, 2009; Kappeler,
2001; Kivelson & Suny, 2017). Before the arrival of Russian settlers, the Urals —
geographically located where the European and the Asian continents meet — were
for many centuries only home to various Turkic and Finno-Ugric groups.
Nowadays, Muslim Tatars and Bashkirs constitute ethnic and religious minorities
to be found predominantly in the southern parts of the Urals, closer to the border
with neighbouring Kazakhstan.

Despite claims of liberation and emancipation, one can argue that the Soviet
Union continued the colonial enterprise of its predecessor, causing much harm to
ethnic minority culture and individuals unwilling to renounce their beliefs
(Gradskova, 2019; Igmen, 2012; Kamp, 2006; Luehrmann, 2011; Northrop, 2003;
Stronski, 2010). Since the end of the Soviet Union with its atheist ideology, we can
observe a return of religion to Russia. Unfortunately, this does not necessarily
mean that Muslims are able to practice their faith free of mistrust and rejection. For
about two decades, a new Russian national identity is taking shape that stresses
Slavic civilisation, Orthodox Christianity and an imperialist outlook. The
spectacular rise in power of the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) is at least partly
responsible for a tendency in wider society to erase the presence and heritage of
Muslims in Russia from people’s perception. After the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, the political elites newly positioned Russia both in terms of political
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ideology and in terms of geographical space and its relations to the rest of the
world. Eurasianism — a school of thought typically promoting the building of a
society of ethnic Russians adhering to Orthodox Christian religious principles and
considered to be an imperialist ideology — became highly influential in the sphere
of politics (Sibgatullina & Kemper, 2019, pp. 97-100).> As the designation
Eurasianism already suggests, no simple answers to the question of belonging are
provided. Instead, what the designation captures is Russia’s position between East
and West, between Asia and Europe (Kaminskij & Friess, 2019, pp. 9-10). Unlike
most other conservative groups in Europe, proponents of Eurasianism do not
embrace a European identity to distance themselves from cultures considered to be
Asian or Muslim. The Russian ultraconservative thinker and political analyst
Aleksandr Dugin, who successfully turned Eurasianism into a movement, even
referred to a heritage shared by Europe and Asia (Sibgatullina & Kemper, 2019, pp.
102-105). Although in the popular imagination, the Mongol rule of the late medi-
eval period in Russia is responsible for the settlement of Muslim tribes and thus the
enduring presence of Islam in the country, Dugin believes that it had a formative
influence on the Russian state as a bulwark against Western encroachment. With
the inheritance of this divine mission, Islam, for Dugin, seems to have exhausted its
historical function and may now be dissolved to enable the rise of a united
Orthodox Christian nation. Of course, Dugin’s Eurasianist ideas are not the only
valid ones and different Muslim leaders seek to accommodate to the ideological
demands of the political system. They also do so, as they are aware of the Muslim
population’s minority status in Russia.

In spite of the indigenous provenance of many Muslim groups in Russia, the
willingness to grant Muslims a proportionate degree of representation — both in
historical accounts and in the built environment — is diminished by the problematic
image of Islam in wider society. The ongoing conflict in the North Caucasus has
been partly responsible for conventional associations of Islam with threat,
destruction and chaos. So far, the efforts of the state and influential institutions to
remake Russia into a glorious empire upholding the three-barred cross of the
Russian Orthodox Church while reducing the Muslim presence have met with
little resistance.

Two examples must suffice to indicate how Muslim and other ethnic minorities
are made to disappear from the Russian perception of past and present. A new
large-scale educational project called Rossiya — Moya Istoriya (Russia: My History)
displays, in the format of an exhibition, an Orthodox Christian reading of Russian
history.® Developed by a team of people from within or close to the ROC and
financially supported by the Russian state, the original exhibition in Moscow has
been exported to twenty further cities across the country. The curators portray
Russia as an empire, and visitors learn at the entrance to each room about the
country’s boundaries and size of population under each tsar. But nowhere do they
mention the prior existence of non-Russian polities and societies or the colonial
nature of the empire’s expansion. Instead, visitors are presented with a picture of a
Russian state existing in a cultural vacuum and surrounded by empty territories
only waiting to be incorporated. Visitors unacquainted with Russia’s colonial
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history might gain the impression that any ethnic or religious minorities are not
worth being considered and thus naturally inferior to Slavic and Russian Orthodox
culture.

The second example concerns the confinement of Muslim presence in
contemporary urban space. On the major Islamic holidays, uraza bayram (Eid
al-Fitr) and kurban bayram (Eid al-Adha), millions of Muslims gather in the streets
of Moscow to conduct the obligatory prayer, regularly causing a collapse of traffic
in the Russian capital. As only four official mosques exist, many Muslims are forced
to pray under the open sky even in conditions of rain or snow. The overall
population of Moscow is estimated to be approximately 12.5 million, of which at
least two million are Muslim (Lozinskaya, 2019). We must assume that the authori-
ties are concerned by this ratio and try to prevent a more concrete architectural
presence of Islam, thus denying Muslims the right to be seen, except on those main
holidays.” At the same time, the ROC is actively involved in the construction of
new churches in the capital and all over the country. While there were about 50
churches and chapels in Moscow shortly before the end of the Soviet Union, this
number had increased to 1,154 by 2017 (Gorevoy, 2019). Because the majority of
churches can be found in the city centre, the administration implemented a pro-
gramme for the construction of churches in 2010, which helps to expand the reach
of the ROC to the suburbs. One church is to be built for each 20,000 inhabitants
and no one should have to walk more than one kilometre to attend the service. In
Moscow and beyond, Russia is being materially transformed in an Orthodox
Christian 1mage. Although the ROC depends upon donations to finance its con-
struction campaigns, the state most likely assists the church by encouraging state
corporations to donate money for this purpose (gazeta.ru, 2019).

Manifesting a lived Muslim culture

An excellent place to think about the once rich history of Muslim life in Russia
would be the town of Troitsk. Located right next to the border with Kazakhstan,
Troitsk used to be a significant centre of trade and a node on the famous Silk R oad,
whose multiple routes stretched from China to Turkey. With several Quranic
schools, it also contributed to the Muslim mobility in the region, eventually
disrupted by the Russian Revolution of 1917. The town’s former glory is still
tangible in the form of what used to be a fashion warehouse but now lies in ruins.
Trade with Central Asia continues but is mainly reduced to the import of fruits and
nuts from the south of Kazakhstan and the less visible flow of narcotics from
Afghanistan. When walking on its empty streets, where the wind carries dust from
the nearby Kazakh steppe, it feels like having arrived at the end of the world.
Nowadays, Muslim culture 1s once more flourishing in Troitsk. In the summer
of the year 2019, I curiously examined the goods sold in a small store for religious
products, which is attached to one of the main mosques of the town. To replenish
their supply of misk, the store-owner regularly visits neighbouring Tatarstan. In the
capital Kazan, he explains, one can choose from more than 1,500 different kinds of
fragrance produced for Muslims, which demonstrates that misk constitutes one
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segment of a massive market for Muslim consumer products in Russia. Some of the
packaging displays Arabic writing, oriental ornaments and religious images, but
other scents use variations of the name or logo of famous brands, such as Chanel,
Paco Rabanne or Hugo Boss. Most of the small flasks contain three millilitres of
fragrance and are sold by the storeowner for 120 roubles or less than two Euros. In
Kazan, he was told that the misk he buys is almost exclusively made in the United
Arab Emirates or in Turkey. Interestingly, one product line directly indicates the
other world, confirming the association of fragrance with the invisible realm.
Named ‘Al-Rayan’, it refers to one of the eight doors of Paradise.

Q

A

Figure 4.1 Sample from a store for religious products in Troitsk, Russia, June
2019. Photograph by Jesko Schmoller.

Misk assists the manifestation of that which we cannot easily discern with our
eyes. The other world is removed in space and time, but simultaneously it exists
‘everywhen’ (Lange, 2016, p. 11). By holding on to a rational outlook, firmly estab-
lished in the Western hemisphere, we would be unable to grasp its ambiguous
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relationship with the here and now. Misk reminds the believer of the confined
space of life on this planet, the volatility of civilisation and the finitude of human-
ity. Secular powers provide a vision of a universe, where man is in control. This
vision begins to dissolve when confronted with God’s eternal domain. Similarly,
people belonging to another faith community may be involved in erasing the
traces of a Muslim past and heritage in this corner of the world, an attempt to
which misk would be something of an antidote. Misk speaks of an alternative truth
and a lifestyle that goes along with it. It newly makes visible a lived Muslim culture
that had been neglected and seemingly forgotten. But all the while, this lived cul-
ture simply lay dormant. Once again, religious principles informed by the concept
of a divide between this and the next world guide practising Muslims through
space in search for knowledge and redemption. They arrive in Troitsk from all over
Russia and even Kazakhstan to attend the newly opened Quranic school or pay
their respects at the grave of a famous Sufi sheikh, where Islamic moral codes regu-
late personal interaction.

Fragrance is a distinctive kind of material object. When kept in liquid form in a
container, it is both tangible and visible, but when applied to a surface fragrance
evaporates and tends to become invisible to the eye. Is it because of this ambivalent
quality that misk can grant us a glimpse of the otherwise invisible? By drawing upon
insights from the academic tradition of material religion, I wish to better explain
how fragrance may indicate the presence of the divine (Orsi, 2016, pp, 37-45); a
presence, which in turn helps people to realise their exposure to an enchanted uni-
verse. Writing about charismatic Pentecostalism in West Africa, Birgit Meyer (2010)
points out that mass-produced Jesus pictures may under certain circumstances
accommodate demonic forces and then cease to be ordinary depictions of only
symbolic value and instead become idols with the capacity to gain power over
unsuspecting Christian believers. Marleen de Witte (2012) similarly writes about
the real effects of the holy power in the lives of members of one Pentecostal com-
munity, who are rewarded for the adoption of a new lifestyle with material wealth,
physical well-being and social status. Younes Saramifar (2018) describes the careful
interaction of an Iranian Sufi master with his prayer beads, which he regards as
being alive. A divine presence can also be detected in the empirical material from
the Russian Urals presented in this chapter. Periodically, the other world interferes
so forcefully with people’s shared reality that it impacts them in their physical envi-
ronment. This interference is frequently facilitated by misk.

Misk in Muslim history

Before engaging with the empirical material from Russia, let us first see what
people in the more central regions of the Muslim world historically associated with
misk and how they put it to use. In the medieval Middle East, fragrance served a
function not only in the social but also in the religious sphere (King, 2017, p. 325).
Long before the arrival of Islam in the region, aromatics had already assumed the
symbolic meaning of purity and holiness. And no aromatic was comparably influen-
tial in the history of Muslim civilisations as the animal product musk. Within Islam,
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musk clearly acquired such a central role because of the Prophet’s appreciation for
it.2 According to one hadith (Prophetic tradition), Muhammad himself declared that
he cared for nothing in this world except women and perfume (King, 2017, p. 343).
The hadith literature contains a number of passages where Muhammad makes use
of musk. It even becomes a component of Muslim ritual practice, as in the case of
applying perfume when undergoing the full ablution. Musk was further employed
for purposes of purification, including the reintegration of women into society
after menstruation (King, 2017, pp. 350-351).

Interesting for the argument at hand is the association of fragrance with the
other world, where Muslims enjoy conditions of complete purity and harmony,
whereas one faces constant contamination and potential misery in the incomplete
and impure conditions of this world. In the original Garden of Eden, the first man
and woman, Adam and Eve, did not have to be concerned about purification, as
they knew nothing other than purity and cleanliness (Wheeler, 2006, pp. 57-58).
But when they taste the fruit of the tree, they begin to produce bodily waste, which
in turn induces a state of contamination requiring the performance of ablution.
The consumption of crops and meat lies at the foundation of life on this planet and
enabled the rise of civilisations, but from a Muslim perspective, they are also a cause
of pollution. At the same time, the immaterial and ethereal state of being in the
other world appears to be a premise for the prevailing conditions of purity there.’
After the fall of man and having lost Paradise, perfume evokes memories of the
perfection only to be found in the other world. As we saw above, the product line
‘Al-Rayan’ indicates that similar associations are being perpetuated even today.
According to various sources, Adam, having been separated from the Garden of
Eden, felt deeply sad, as he missed its sights and smells (Wheeler, 2006, pp. 63-64,
85-86). To ease his suffering, God commanded Adam to go on a pilgrimage to
Mecca and establish a sanctuary there, which might serve as a substitute for the
Garden of Eden. The later prohibition by the four schools of Sunni Islamic law
against the use of perfume in the sanctuary can be explained with the argument
that it derives from the plants growing in the Garden of Eden and would thus not
be necessary. Instead, it is the proximity to the Garden of Eden, the reasoning goes,
that will lend a sweet smell to the pilgrims. Initially, Muslims were supposed to
apply perfume, if they had any, after the full ablution, which had to be performed
every seven days (King, 2017, pp. 343-346). Several ahadith (Prophetic traditions)
attributed to Aisha relate how she scented her husband with perfume, oil or
specifically musk before he entered the state of ritual purity (ihram) and set out to
circumambulate the Kaaba. Aisha is also said to have scented herself with both
musk and ambergris when in ihram. In spite of the eventual condemnation of the
use of aromatics while in ihram, Muslims continued to be allowed to apply fragrance
to places of worship, such as the Kaaba and the Dome of the Rock. Even before
the expansion of Islam, the art historian Nina Ergin (2014, p. 71) observes, fra-
grance signalled the presence of the divine.

According to the medieval scholar al-Tabari, the existence of perfume in this
world can be traced to Adam bringing a rod from one of the trees in the Garden
of Eden (Wheeler, 2006, p. 83). In one of the reports, Adam is wearing a wreath
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from the trees of the Garden, which, after his fall to earth, dried up and the various
types of perfume grew from its scattered leaves. In another report, Adam brings
with him not a wreath but branches that he collected from all the trees in the
Garden when learning that he would be banished from Paradise. Because the
sanctuary was to reproduce the conditions in the Garden of Eden and perfume,
deriving from its plants, was nowhere to be found before the fall, the jurists felt
obliged to prohibit its use by pilgrims (Wheeler, 2006, p. 65). Apart from places,
people — when especially pure — may likewise have a pleasant smell attached to
them. Several hadith reports state, for instance, that the breath of a fasting person
smells like the Garden of Eden (Ergin, 2014, p. 72; Wheeler, 2006, p. 63). And the
sweet scent of babies is supposed to derive from Paradise (Lange, 2016, p. 7). The
above illustrates a view of the cosmos where this and the other world are opposed
to one another insofar as the former is associated with deficiency, volatility and
decay, while purity, beauty and eternity are qualities of the latter.

As we are going to see in the following section, one can come across the same
outlook among Muslims in the Russian Urals of the present moment.!” A sweet
scent indicates the proximity of the other world. Possibly due to its ability to travel
more or less unhindered by physical barriers, fragrance is also considered a vehicle
that grants access to a sphere that would otherwise be inaccessible or a kind of
adhesive agent that connects the contrary realms.

The other world draws near

Muslims from the Russian Urals recognise the existence of another world next to
the one we live in. The other world can be far removed from this world, but it can
also open up at unexpected moments or even intrude into this reality to such a
degree that its physical laws take precedence over those we are usually subjected
to. Central for the argument at hand is the physical reality of the other world, as it
emerges to permeate and substitute an environment interpreted only in secular or
Orthodox Christian terms. While the above pertains to conceptions, it is often and
sometimes only through specific practices that the outside observer becomes
aware of them. Muslim believers engage in actions to bring about a transforma-
tion. Fragrance is one of the more customary — and evocative — means by which
this transformation is marked, and through which the arrival of the other world is
announced.

On two different occasions during fieldwork in the Urals, I heard a truly mov-
ing account. It is a passage from the fafsir (Quranic exegesis) Ruh al-Bayan, written
by the seventeenth-century Sufi sheikh Ismail Haqqi, that the young imam of a
mosque in Troitsk shared. In June 2019, we sat with a handful of people on the
carpeted floor of the mosque, when the imam related the anecdote to us once
again. As Ismail Haqqi wrote, a boy left his home village to fully dedicate himself
to Islam. His relatives were worried and sent some religious scholars after him, but
upon their return, the latter explained that nothing can be done anymore, as the
boy is already enveloped by the smell of Paradise (zapah dZannata). In this case,
commented the imam, the boy’s faqwa, his yearning for the other world, was simply
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too strong. The account is short, but it conveys a forceful message. No information
is given as to where and when the story takes place or if the boy was disappointed
by the conditions of life he faced in society. But a Tatar reader might be thinking
of Tatar village life and imagine the boy subsisting as a hermit in the Russian forest.
‘We understand that this world held no attraction for him anymore. He devotes his
life to God, which would include religious practices such as regular ablution, prayer
and remembrance of the Almighty. And then, we learn how his firm belief and
efforts are rewarded, as the other world reveals itself while he still dwells among the
living. Instead of being out of reach, the other world is in fact close to those who
have proven themselves. Emitting a heavenly scent, it becomes manifest around this
boy, who does not hesitate to relinquish this world for the sake of another.

Another time, the same imam mentioned how the transition from this to the
other world is indicated by a pleasant smell. When an especially good person dies,
he explained, the body is wrapped in a burial cloth from heaven and an angel opens
the gate to the first heaven, from which emanates a beautiful smell, a hundred times
better than anything we know. Yet the angel will not open the gate for a bad
person, continued the imam, and a foul smell will begin to exude from the dead
body. The real consequences of having achieved proximity to the spiritual world
were confirmed by another imam from the same town. Those who succeeded in
their search for God, one gains the impression, have attained an ambiguous state
between life and death. Even though they are biologically dead, elucidated the
imam in late June 2019, their bodies remain in a condition that makes them appear
almost alive. He recounted how about 20 years ago, some Salafis in Saudi Arabia
opened the grave of Hamza ibn Abd al-Muttalib, a relative and companion of the
prophet Muhammad, to bury him elsewhere. As they were not careful when
transporting the body, it suffered damage and blood flowed from the wound, as if
Hamza had still been alive a few hours earlier. We have to understand, said the
imam, that these people lived such exemplary lives that they remain entirely pure.
When awliya (‘friends of God’ or saints) pass away, we are similarly unable to detect
the development of a foul smell. He added that their bodies do not disintegrate and
the ground does not claim them. Their bodies dwell more in the spiritual world
than in ours.

The Uralic Mu