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ABSTRACT 

This paper looks to challenge the dominant classifications used to clarify a supposedly “Islamic Art” 

within the Western discipline of art history; in problematizing an “Islamic Art,” the paper seeks to 

problematize art history itself and to call into question whether or not art history is even capable of 

rationalizing the non-Western object. To illustrate the category errors that inform art historical 

scholarship, the 14th Century Baptistère de Saint Louis is treated as a case study for identifying 

foundational flaws in the premise of an “Islamic Art,” including its denial of agency to the object, its 

helter-skelter approach to display, its sidelining of the creator in favor of the scholar, and its Western 

privileging of “art” as a universal constant and category. The paper concludes by identifying these 

problems as potentially-irremediable, arguing for the abandonment of an outmoded art history in its 

entirety and for the transition into a more equitable and responsible discipline of visual studies. Key 

sources are found across the spectrum of art historical scholarship, including theory, early analysis of 

the Baptistère de Saint Louis, brief case studies of related objects, and contemporary examples of art 

and material culture originating in the Islamic world. 



I – Introduction: The Trouble of Translation

Art history is an expressly Western discipline that explores the history of primarily Western art 

and visual culture utilizing methods that privilege linearity and the idea of the “category”: an 

Impressionist painting, a Roman marble, a kinetic sculpture, a Van Gogh watercolor. When art history, 

from this Western position, attempts to utilize its systems of definition to categorize or assign linear 

“historical” values to material originating from outside the West, gross oversight of uniquely local 

conditions can lead to an essential incongruity between an object's “truth” and the art historian's logic. 

Carolyn Dean explores this tension in her “The Trouble with the Term Art”1: “[I]n naming art we do not

just translate, but rather re-create artifacts in the image of art.” Further, “[W]e. . .inevitably recenter the 

West, its aesthetics, and its cultural categories.”2 That is to say, the very notion of “art” is an inherently 

Western premise—an Inka textile is not “art” anymore than a Van Gogh watercolor is a poem; while 

one might argue that a poem can be thought of as “artistic,” this is not the same thing as being “art” in 

the sense that a painting is “art”—similarly, an Inka textile may possess qualities that suggest a 

relationship with the Western notion of “art,” but it is the product of a structurally incompatible 

perspective and cannot be reconciled as “art” simply to address a Western convenience. In illustrating 

this dilemma, it will be useful to turn to an object that engages readily with the situation as outlined.

The Baptistère de Saint Louis [Fig. 1] is a 14th Century Mamluk (Egyptian, ca. 1330) 

1    Dean, Carolyn. “The Trouble with (The Term) Art.” Art Journal, Vol. 65, No. 2 (2006), pp. 24-32, pp. 27.
2 Ibid., p. 27.



copperware basin created by Muhammad ibn al-Zayn. Over the course of a lengthy, complex, and 

highly unconventional history, the basin has found itself a part of Mamluk material culture, the French 

royal baptism, and the modern “Islamic Art” wing of the Louvre. It is a textbook example of the 

Western conception of an “Islamic Art”: a luxury object, masterfully constructed, and reflective of a 

broadly “Islamic” aesthetic. But the nature of an “Islamic Art” is a Western construction: the object was

never created as “art” (which is, as Dean asserts, an inherently Western rubric and schema), it is not 

expressly “Islamic” in either function or character, and its complicated history places it among the 

material culture of the West as readily as it allows it a neat assignation to the history of the Islamic 

world. This paper will explore the history of the Baptistère de Saint Louis, from its construction to its 

current “categorization” within the collection of the Louvre. The basin will be used to illustrate the 

following theses: one, “art” is a Western system of definition and value that cannot be used to describe 

or assign value to material from outside the West, unless this material readily self-identifies with the 

Western postulation of “art”; two, in analyzing the basin, art historians have relegated Muhammad ibn 

al-Zayn to the role of co-creator, as art historical inquiry has more readily “authored” the work as we 

read it—in assigning it category and value—than have the hands of al-Zayn; lastly, it is the impulse 

toward categorization itself as an achievable end that has supported the miscarriages of scholarship 

outlined in the previous two assertions. 

Broadly: Art history's system of categorization—author, medium, region, period, date—is ill-

equipped to deal with objects that originate outside the West. The nature of this disconnect is informed 

chiefly by art history's inability to account for objects that do not fit neatly within prescribed art 

historical categories. In naming a category and assigning it to objects that are not neatly-assignable, art 

history involves itself in the colonial enterprise of what Dean refers to as “re-creat[ing] artifacts in the 

image of art.” If art history is to remedy this untenable status quo, it will be necessary for the discipline 

to fundamentally restructure its methods. Unless this can be done, art history will lose any right to 

analyze, display, or write histories of material that does not share its Western origin. If we are to write a



history of the Baptistère de Saint Louis—or any kindred material—it is first necessary to write a more 

equitable art history. To do this, we must interrogate and problematize the discipline itself, and—in 

doing so—problematize the categories it claims relevant, including a so-called “Islamic Art.”

II – Problematizing “Islamic Art”: A Lesson in Three Objects

The Baptistère de Saint Louis delineates clearly the problem with prescribed Western categories

of “art.” It also confounds the notion that categorization is a neat method for assigning a historical 

“value” to an object. In many cases, material defined as “Islamic” is classified among the Western 

category of “decorative art,” occasionally finding itself relegated to a Department of Asian Art or even 

jostling with Ancient Near Eastern or Egyptian material. “Islamic Art” finds its genesis in response to 

these diverse appellations, becoming “a convenient misnomer for everything left over from everywhere

else.”3 The Baptistère de Saint Louis is, of course, a part of the Louvre's collection and has thus found 

itself, in order, classified among the collections of Decorative Art, Asian Art, and Near Eastern 

Antiquities, before the establishment of a Department of Islamic Art in 20034; but the Baptistère de 

Saint Louis is not an anonymous objet d'art, let alone even arguably Asian or a Near Eastern 

“antiquity,” and cannot absorb these classifications neatly and without qualification. With that 

understanding, however, even the notion of an “Islamic Art” escapes the Baptistère de Saint Louis, as 

its history and construction is not inarguably “Islamic.” In order to qualify as an “Islamic Art,” the 

Baptistère de Saint Louis would have to base its identification solely upon its creator's Muslim identity.

Doing so, in the absence of a more equitable system, leads to an irremediably reductive double-

standard for the so-called “Islamic” object—a double-standard that must be untangled through 

example. For this reason, we should consider how the “Islamic” object might be contrasted with the 

“Christian” object within the discipline's systems of categorization.

3 Blair, Sheila S., and Jonathan M. Bloom. "The Mirage of Islamic Art: Reflections on the Study of an Unwieldy Field." 
The Art Bulletin, Vol. 85, No. 1 (2003),  pp. 152-84, p. 153.

4 Musée du Louvre, Department of Islamic Art, https://www.louvre.fr/en/departments/islamic-art



This curious premise of making “Islamic Art” out of the Baptistère de Saint Louis begs the 

question as to why The Mona Lisa (ca. 1503) or The Garden of Earthly Delights (ca. 1500) are not 

classified as “Christian Art” before they are understood as, respectively, Italian or Dutch Renaissance 

paintings—or, further, why they do not hang immediately opposite other “Christian Art,” from 

Salvador Dalí to Andy Warhol, in the halls of the exhibition space. This question, though, is a non-

starter in a Western-inflected art history: the suggestion that Dalí and Da Vinci should be exhibited as 

members of a shared tradition, based solely upon their Christian religion, would be rejected as absurdly

reductive and even comically bizarre. Christianity would not form the basis for any “collective” 

context: in establishing the conditions that would necessitate a shared exhibition hall, art history would 

not concern itself with Christianity, but would instead take another tack: for example, the Renaissance, 

as an idea or distinct point in time or space, might be permitted as an “influence” upon the work of Dalí

or Warhol—in the guises, respectively, of Hieronymus Bosch and Da Vinci—and might be explored 

from this vantage point. But even this would be rejected, ultimately, as reductive: Warhol was not 

influenced by “The Renaissance,” he was influenced by the cult of The Mona Lisa5; similarly, the 

nightmarish and arguably “surreal,” sui generis visions of Bosch did not influence Dalí because they 

sprung from the Renaissance, but because they were precursors (as defined by the Surrealists) for 

Dalí’s own movement, Surrealism6. While a specific Renaissance artist might be theorized as an 

“influence” upon Dalí or Warhol, displaying The Garden of Earthly Delights alongside The Great 

Masturbator (1929) or The Mona Lisa alongside Four Mona Lisas (1978) would not be predicated 

upon Christianity or even period, but upon the development of Western painting as a linear trajectory in

which broader ideas are crystallized within individual approaches: the artist is given agency. This level 

of complexity is not afforded to Muhammad ibn al-Zayn or to the Baptistère de Saint Louis or—to be 

quite frank—to Islam as a cultural force.

This is indicative of the structuring of hierarchies within art historical categorization schemes: 

5 Sassoon, Donald. Becoming Mona Lisa: The Making of a Global Icon, p. 251. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2001.
6 Fanès, Félix. Salvador Dalí: The Construction of the Image, 1925-1930, p. 121. Yale University Press, 2007.



the Western painting is capital-A Art, and cannot be made a monolith (even if it accounts for the 

influence of one history upon another)—it must be pieced out in movements and periods and media if it

is to be studied or exhibited, it must be made distinct in order to exist as Art; material originating 

outside the West, however, is given no such deference and is piled up, one upon the next, under the 

watchful eye of classification schemes that reduce this material to a selectively generic skeleton. 

Warhol and Da Vinci exist as individuals, while al-Zayn is rendered a set of hands: the creator as mere 

means to an end. In terms of art or visual culture, a Christian (Western) origin is permitted complexity 

while the Islamic may exist only as a sketch. Da Vinci will not hang opposite Warhol without a hyper-

specific premise, even as al-Zayn's basin rubs elbows with 8th Century Persian ceramics and 19th 

Century Turkish marquetry based solely upon the religious backgrounds of their creators. The problem 

with constructing an “Islamic Art” is made most evident when its reductive model is applied in reverse 

and used to describe the very West that considers it a valuable classification: in order for al-Zayn to be 

situated comfortably and without qualification within a department of “Islamic Art,” Warhol and Da 

Vinci must be capable of responding to similarly generic parameters, which they are not. The notion of 

an “Islamic Art” is elementally flawed because it is inescapably reductive. The Baptistère de Saint 

Louis is not art and if art history insists on making it “art,” it would have to obey the logic of how other

art is classified; the fact that it cannot points to the need for another system of comprehending the 

object. The basin is not a painting.

There are other aspects of the Baptistère de Saint Louis that complicate its identity. We know, 

for example, that Muhammad ibn al-Zayn made an effort to identify his work7 [Fig. 2], which—as any 

perusal of a collection of “Islamic Art” will clarify—is extraordinarily uncommon for the object's 

period and origin. The act of signing, of course, is largely associated with Western painting, to the 

extent that a painting is, arguably, “authored” upon this act. With this understanding, however, it is still 

difficult to assign the Baptistère de Saint Louis the role of “art”—decorative, Asian, Near Eastern, 

7 Rice, D.S. "The Blazons of the "Baptistère De Saint Louis"." Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 
University of London 13, No. 2 (1950), pp. 367-80, p. 367.



Islamic, or otherwise—because the act of signing a piece, as a mark of an “artist” and an identifier of 

“art,” is part of the Western narrative of art-making as a process that leads to an ultimate end: namely, 

“art.” This narrative would privilege the act of signature as an artistic act, which Westernizes both 

Muhammad ibn al-Zayn's signature and the object he has created and signed: it makes “art” out of thin 

air, to support a Western classification of the object as “art.” It is this classification as “art” that is the 

first sin, so to speak, even before that “art” is qualified further, as Islamic, African, Asian, Decorative, 

Near Eastern, or otherwise; the West first misidentifies material based upon its own notion of a 

universal “art” and then further compounds the problem by regionalizing material at random (Egypt is 

not in Asia and the Mamluks were certainly not an Ancient Near Eastern state). It is doubly damned 

from the very start and does little but, as Carolyn Dean argues, “recenter the West.”8

In contrast, a contemporary example of Egyptian khayyamiya (ca. 2016)—a kind of appliqué 

quilting historically used to produce tents but now treated as a largely aesthetic craft9—problematizes 

the idea of an “Islamic Art” specifically because it does align neatly with a Western art historical 

approach: the craft follows a logical and linear history from genesis to contemporary production and it 

is created today with the understanding that the Western conception of “art” best defines its 

contemporary identity10. But its existence is proof that an “Islamic Art” cannot rationalize all objects: in

order for contemporary khayyamiya [Fig. 3] or material relating to the Tentmakers of Cairo to share an 

unqualified exhibition space with an object like the Baptistère de Saint Louis, the notion of time and 

space must be distorted to a degree that denies either object the agency to exist within its own 

contextual “experience”—in other words, it attempts to hang the Dalì with the Bosch. Namely, both 

objects have been created within Islamic contexts, in that they were produced by Muslims, but another 

“categorization,” elusive though it may be, could supplant terms like “Islamic” or “art” at any given 

moment and, likely, be more accurate. The objects, for example, could be displayed as Egyptian. They 

8    Dean, p. 27.
9 Bowker, Sam and Seif El Rashidi. The Tentmakers of Cairo: Egypt's Medieval and Modern Appliqué Craft, p. x. Cairo, 

Egypt: The American University in Cairo Press, 2018.
10 Ibid., p. x.



could be displayed as “craft” (which is a problematic term in its own right, given the value assessments

embedded in the inevitable contrast with “art”). They might even be displayed as African or 

“Mediterranean.” Each of these Western superimpositions of category would contain its own problems, 

however, and even the most “accurate” among them is subject to the same reductive, comparitivist, 

positivist art historical “othering” that poisons any promulgation of an inherently “Islamic” “art.” 

Both khayyamiya and the Baptistère de Saint Louis point to problems in art historical and 

museological methodologies, in particular the issue of the “category.” A third example, however, will 

illustrate a final, primarily theoretical problem with clarifying an “Islamic Art.” This is the so-called 

Pisa Griffin (Al-Andalus; ca. 1200), a large bronze sculpture created in Al-Andalus (Muslim Spain) 

during the 11th Century but  located in Italy from shortly after its creation11. These circumstances bear a 

logical comparison with those of the Baptistère de Saint Louis. The enormous bronze Pisa Griffin [Fig. 

4], standing three-and-a-half feet tall and inscribed with Kufic calligraphy, is unavoidably “Islamic” in 

the circumstances of its creation, but rejects an entire line of Western art historical gospel that insists 

upon a neatly aniconic Islamic Art, where representation is eschewed entirely in favor of the abstract. 

The Baptistère de Saint Louis is also an example of this disconnect: it, too, is clearly not aniconic, 

containing many diverse representations of people, animals, and vegetation—what D. S. Rice, in his 

foundational, if dated, “The Blazons of the Baptistère de Saint Louis,” deems an “unusual course for a 

Muslim artist.”12 Avinoam Shalem, in his “The Discovery and Rediscovery of the Medieval Islamic 

Object” rightly diagnoses this assumption of aniconism—of Rice's “unusual course”—as a “still 

prevailing cliché,”13 and the cliché points toward the very skeleton of the problem in the Western 

invention of an “Islamic Art”: the West views Islam and its visual and material culture as somehow 

static, beginning and ending in the high Middle Ages, predicated somehow upon the “discovery” of 

11 Contadini, Anna. “Translocation and Transformation: Some Middle Eastern Objects in Europe,” in Saurma-Jeltsch, 
Lieselotte (ed.), The Power of Things and the Flow of Cultural Transformations: Art and Culture Between Europe and 
Asia, pp. 42-64, p. 54. Berlin, Germany: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2010.

12  Rice, p. 377.
13 Shalem, A. “The Discovery and Rediscovery of the Medieval Islamic Object.” Companion to Islamic Art and 

Architecture (eds F.B. Flood and G. Necipo?lu): pp. 558-578, p. 575. Blackwell, 2017.



Islamic cultures by the Christian West in the wake of Al-Andalus and the Crusades; it only attempts to 

update this diagnosis by aligning the Islamic with the “abstract” and making an argument for some 

relationship with the evolution of Western painting—an enormous reach that David Carrier, in his A 

World Art History and Its Objects, characterizes as “pseudomorph[ic]”14, given that “abstraction is the 

product of a long Western development, which has little relationship to Islamic decoration.”15 Further: 

“[T]hat means that only limited relations between these cultures are possible. Today, as in the 

Renaissance, Islamic art remains essentially exotic.”16

Flawed notions—like an entirely aniconic Islamic visual culture—are rife in both the colonial 

and post-colonial Western art history not because they have not been given critical attention but 

because alternatives do not align with the premises that allow for the functionality of the categorization 

schemes used to define the linearity upon which scholarship and display are predicated. Islamic visual 

cultures (plural) are reduced to a singular Islamic visual culture that is then reduced to a series of bullet 

points that establish its category in opposition to a prevailing Western model of “art”: thus, from the 

Western art historical perspective, Islamic visual culture means object over “art,” it means aniconism 

over image, it means religious value above secular expression. Each of these premises is uniquely 

flawed, however, and each is dealt with in turn—rejected out of hand—by the objects discussed within 

this section, and perhaps especially by the Baptistère de Saint Louis. In the context of the museum 

space, it is this flawed qualification of an “Islamic Art” that prevents meaningful engagement with the 

material culture of the Islamic world; in the context of broader art historical methodology, it points to a 

broader Western bias that privileges Western perspectives over autochthonous realities. In this sense, 

the art historians and curators who have assigned the Baptistère de Saint Louis to irrelevant collections 

and theorized it as somehow “unusual”—as though there is a “standard” Islamic Art—have authored 

the object more than the man who took pains to sign it, asserting that his work was the “Work of the 

14 Carrier, David. A World Art History and Its Objects, p. 55. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2008.
15 Ibid, p. 55.
16 Ibid.



Master (al-mu'allim) Muhammad ibn al Za[y]n.” 17 In constructing the lens through which the object is 

displayed and interpreted, the reality of al-Zayn surrenders to the “authority” of the art historian and his

methods of classification.

III – Conclusion: Divorcing Art History; or, The Fate of a Fluid Object 

The Baptistère de Saint Louis is an object that straddles the conditions and boundaries assigned 

to it by diverse art historical voices precisely because it is capable of being “read” from diverse 

perspectives: it has a complex history, origin, and objecthood. But “reading” is different from 

“writing”—qualifying an object and categorizing it are two different actions—and in considering this 

premise, it becomes clear that the arrogance of Western art history lies in its insistence that this object 

can be categorized at all; not merely arrogant, though, this insistence is also—at root—wholly 

ineffective. In order to be made effective, the insistence must be interrogated—even if this 

interrogation forces art history to collapse under its own weight. If it is to be clarified as an effective 

discipline, art history must seek out new methods. In this, however, we encounter the dilemma of the 

Ship of Theseus, for in the absence of prior approaches, at what point does art history cease to be art 

history at all? In order to untangle this, art history must begin to renegotiate its disciplinary boundaries 

under the assumption that they are essentially fluid.

The problem with constructing an effective art history is that the term “art” is inherently 

problematic as a noun. Dean's contention—that the term “inevitably recenter[s] the West, its aesthetics, 

and its cultural categories”18—is illuminating, because it processes this recentering beyond the 

adjectives that many would consider to be problematic when qualifying “art” produced outside of the 

West—“primitive,” “non-Western”—and centers on the noun itself, “art,” as the foundation of the 

problem. It is not, after all, that an object like the Baptistère de Saint Louis has been misunderstood as 

17 Rice, p. 367.
18 Dean, p. 27.



Near Eastern, Asian, or Decorative—let alone Islamic—that is the genesis of its problematic history of 

scholarship; the root of the issue is that it is defined as “art” at all. The placement of “art” as the leading

noun in defining art history as a discipline is perhaps what makes studying or displaying an object like 

the Baptistère de Saint Louis so incredibly difficult: so long as “art” informs “history” within the field, 

the object studied will be reduced to the Western postulation of “art.” This must be confronted by 

examining the field's raison d'être: art history must reimagine itself as a field of visual studies, where 

material does not need to be classified as art in order to qualify for a history. Only with this latitude can

an object like the Baptistère de Saint Louis be studied and displayed with any justice or responsibility.

John Berger, in his Ways of Seeing, contends that “In a painting all its elements are there to be 

seen simultaneously. The spectator may need time to examine each element of the painting but 

whenever he reaches a conclusion, the simultaneity of the whole painting is there to reverse or qualify 

his conclusion. The painting maintains its own authority.” 19 The authority of the painting, of course, 

will always be there: the painting will always be a painting, it will always be art—it “maintains its own 

authority” whether you hang it upon the walls of the Louvre, display it in a dining room, or happen to 

glance it peeking out of a dumpster: it is a painting, it is art, “it maintains its own authority.” This is not

something that, when the art historical or curatorial communities consider an object of “Islamic Art,” as

in the case of the Baptistère de Saint Louis, is necessarily feasible outside of the Western context: the 

Baptistère de Saint Louis, stripped of its own context, isolated in a vitrine, and essentially reinterpreted 

within the Western boundaries of “art” is not capable of maintaining its own authority at all. In fact, it 

becomes subject to the authority of the Western idea of “art,” as a noun, as a central defining state of 

being, as Dean's “[recreation of] artifacts in the image of art.”20 

The Baptistère de Saint Louis as presented within the Louvre, the literature, or the theories of 

art history has been authored by its scholars—not its creator; it has been defined by the culture that 

displays it—not the culture that birthed it; and it has been classified by standards that cloud its history 

19 Berger, John. Ways of Seeing, p. 26 London: Penguin Books, 1972.
20 Dean, p. 27.



instead of clarify it. If there is any path forward for this object and for the problems it illuminates 

within the field of art history, it is to be found in the restructuring, or even abandonment, of 

classification, the category, and the Western perspective: these cannot be sacred cows. If the object is to

be studied, the object must, as Berger asserts, “maintain its own authority.” The object must exist 

within an autocthonous reality, not the Western imposition of “art” and the attendant categorization of 

an art history ill-equipped to rationalize its nuances.
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Figures: 

Fig. 1:  Baptistère de Saint Louis, Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
https://www.louvre.fr/oeuvre-notices/bassin-dit-baptistere-de-saint-louis

Fig. 2:  Detail of Muhammad in al-Zayn's signature on the Baptistère de Saint Louis, Musée du 
 Louvre, Paris. https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/14458391142 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/14458391142
https://www.louvre.fr/oeuvre-notices/bassin-dit-baptistere-de-saint-louis


Fig. 3: Tareq al-Safty holding an example of contemporary khayyamiya. Author's collection.

Fig. 4: The Pisa Griffin, Pisa Cathedral Museum, Pisa, Italy. http://vcg.isti.cnr.it/griffin/ 

http://vcg.isti.cnr.it/griffin/

