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The commemorative edition of Titus Burckhardt’s Art of Islam, Language and Meaning published by 

World Wisdom is to be commended. Two close friends and fellow scholars of the perennialist 

philosopher contributed to the volume: Seyyed Hossein Nasr wrote the foreword, and Jean-Louis 

Michon the introduction. In the latter, Michon recounts his surprise at a journalist recently asking him 

whether Burckhardt’s work had ‘withstood the test of time’, using the anecdote to underline the 

centrality of the notion of timelessness running throughout the late author’s oeuvre. Art of Islam indeed 

argues that Islamic art is a timeless art because it is sacred art. The republication of the book, however, 

can only be described as timely because academic discourses and texts on Islamic art have, in the past 

decade, slowly begun to show more receptiveness to interpretative readings of Islamic art.  

Art of Islam, commissioned by the World of Islam Festival, first appeared in 1976. It drew upon and 

further consolidated Burckhardt’s earlier writings on Islamic art, and sacred art more generally. The 

international character of the World of Islam Festival meant that Burckhardt’s spiritual and unitive 

approach to Islamic art garnered much visibility and legitimacy. Burckhardt’s approach also provoked 

critique, in particular by the late Oleg Grabar, undoubtedly the best known Islamic art historian of the 

twentieth century, not to mention Grabar’s students. An unfortunate cleavage in scholarship on Islamic 

art developed with regards to the question of meaning. For Burckhardt and those sharing his outlook, 

Islamic art constitutes a visual embodiment of the Islamic worldview structuring Islamic culture(s), a 

perspective criticized as being unscientific, dogmatic, as well as founded on a sweeping but ill-defined 

‘Islam’. The divide can be understood, in large part, as a case of mistranslation: the function, aim, and 

language of works like Art of Islam, usually penned by scholars of Islam rather than Islamic art 

historians proper, are inherently different from those of mainstream art historical scholarship.  

However, the inability to consider the possibility of a spiritual dimension to Islamic art and the 

dismissal of the idea as essentialist and/or orientalist also betray the problems encountered when the 

historical concepts and systems of classification of Western art are applied to non-Western artistic 

traditions. If it is impossible here to detail the former’s culturally circumscribed or non-transcultural 

nature, suffice it to say that the crux of the problem resides in the fact that Islamic art depends in 

essence on abstract and non-narrative forms to confer and convey meaning. The methods of art history 

remain unequipped to study an artistic tradition premised not on a system of allegorical signs and 

recognizable figures, but on pure visuality which, moreover, because of its nature, bypasses the very need 

for a textual tradition of art history. In recent years, however, prominent Islamic art historians have 

again begun to acknowledge the intrinsic relationship between artefacts and monuments, and the 

‘master narratives’ of the culture that produced them. Even more noteworthy is the fact that 

philosophers dealing with aesthetics, most notably Valerie Gonzalez, are reading Islamic art in a manner 

that intersects in many ways with the perennialist school. These studies are, however, framed in a 

language and method – in this case, aesthetic phenomenology – with which Islamic art historians are 

more accustomed. The point is to concurrently contextualize and highlight the importance of the 

republication of Art of Islam, as well as to evince that its reception in academic circles confirms the 

continued relationship between power, knowledge, and Eurocentrism, and must therefore be analysed 

from a perspective informed by postcolonial, cultural, and World Art studies. 

Art of Islam is structured both thematically and chronologically, and although its intention is to 

establish the spiritual unity underlying the historical and geographical variations of Islamic art, it 

nonetheless provides the reader with a succinct historical overview from the Dome of the Rock to the 
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Shah Mosque in Isfahan. Burckhardt clearly announces the tone of his study in the first short chapter 

on the Ka‘bah. By means of analogical thought, the scholar convincingly argues that the single artefact 

necessary for the practice of Islam already presaged the very characteristics of Islamic art: the salience of 

script, the preponderance of geometry and infinite pattern, and the use of abstraction and the void to 

communicate the oneness and unrepresentability of God. The ensuing chapter on the emergence and 

development of architecture in the Umayyad period is followed by chapters devoted to the role of 

images, the shared characteristics of Islamic art across time and space, the relationship between art and 

ritual, and the nature of urban and nomadic art forms respectively. Two final chapters examine later 

developments of mosque architecture as well as urban planning. Throughout the work, Burckhardt, who 

was equally a scholar and student of tasawwuf, broaches the language of forms that emerged in the 

Muslim world from an inner, rather than from a historical or even legal, perspective, and elucidates how 

visual and tangible forms – that is the manifested – can, somewhat paradoxically, serve as referents for 

the unmanifested.  

The author’s wide definition of Islamic art encompassing everything from clothing to weaponry, and 

much more significantly, his articulation of the latter’s spiritual beauty resonate with the educated 

general public and, at least in my experience, with university students of all faiths or no faith studying 

Islamic art. The book, masterful in its genre, effectively succeeds in putting into words an aesthetic 

response to Islamic art experienced by many. It is to be hoped, however, that the reissuing of Art of Islam 

will this time gain the serious attention of Islamic art historians. If critical inquiry, including 

sometimes challenging the usefulness of classificatory terms like ‘Islamic’, is necessary to their work, I 

posit that reintroducing into the field of Islamic art history a book that reclaims the ‘Islamic’ in Islamic 

art is consequential. Recognizing the spiritual dimension of Islamic art possesses taxonomic 

implications as it not only offers an alternative narrative of Islamic art history but also questions the 

antinomy plotted by modernity between the categories of knowledge and religion, and of art and 

religion. Moreover, it would necessarily involve examining, as intimated above, the ambiguous 

relationship of the West to Islam, and the former’s difficulty in recognizing the latter. Reconciling the 

divide might thus be compared to the basic psychoanalytic notion propounding that that which is 

repressed and censored will continue to reappear – and often wreak havoc – until it is acknowledged 

and harmoniously integrated into the psyche and self. In short, Burckhardt’s Art of Islam provides the 

challenge and opportunity of cross-cultural translation. Art and perennial philosophy, two disciplines 

that effectively affirm human interconnectivity, thus constitute the perfect terrain to contribute to a 

much larger conversation whose criticality is confirmed almost daily as are the unfortunate outcomes of 

its failure. 


