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Oleg Grabar’s Other Biography
Mohammad al-Asad

In 1976, Oleg Grabar, a Harvard professor, 
was invited to lunch with two people he 
had not met before: William Porter, Dean 
of the School of Architecture and Planning 
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy (MIT), and Boston-based landscape 
architect Garr Campbell. They asked 
Grabar if he would be interested in joining 
a small group that would advise His 
 Highness the Aga Khan on a project involv-
ing past and current architecture in Islamic 
lands.

Soon afterward, the three met with the 
Aga Khan and a few of his staff, as well as 
a small group of architects including Sir 
Hugh Casson from Britain and Charles 
Correa from India. That meeting led to the 
creation of the Aga Khan Award for Archi-
tecture. Oleg Grabar was a member of its 
first Steering Committee, and he contin-
ued to be actively involved with the Award 
for many years.

A few years later, the Aga Khan held anoth-
er meeting with Grabar and Porter. He 
expressed an interest in establishing a joint 
programme at their respective institutions 
devoted to studying the Islamic world’s 
built environment. This meeting led to 
another that included the presidents of the 
two universities, and soon afterward the 
Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture 
at Harvard and MIT was created. Both  
the Award and the Program have had a 
marked influence during the last three 
decades on the study and practice of 
architecture and urbanism connected  
to Muslim communities.

This account is provided by Oleg Grabar  
in the introduction to the third volume of his 
collected essays, Constructing the Study 
of Islamic Art: Islamic Art and Beyond. The 
recollection points to another aspect of 
Grabar’s well-known intellectual curiosity. 
He has been a prolific writer on the Islamic 
world’s visual culture, as the partial list  
of his many publications provided in his 
curriculum vitae attests. But he also has 
been reflecting on how the study of this 
visual culture has evolved over the half 
century since he became involved with it. 
This historiographic interest is not at all 
surprising to those who have known Grabar.

It is a theme he has been frequently but 
informally discussing with colleagues for 
some time. Recently, however, he has start-
ed to lecture and publish on it.

Grabar’s reflections on the development  
of the study of the Islamic world’s visual 
culture are very valuable. Not only do they 
present the ruminations of a highly inquisi-
tive and perceptive mind, they include the 
accounts of a figure who has been at the 
centre of this development, and often an 
instrumental force in shaping it.

In reflecting on the significance of the  
Aga Khan Award for Architecture, Grabar 
discusses how it has brought together 
worlds that previously had operated inde-
pendently. The Award has brought 
academia into contact with the “real 
world”, a world greatly influenced by finan-
cial, economic and political decision 
makers rather than researchers and educa-
tors. It has also brought scholars who  
had studied only the Islamic world’s past 
into contact with its present, and with 
parts they had not studied before and knew 
very little about. These encounters, with 
their effects of cross-fertilisation, are still 
unfolding and are having a profound 
impact on the field as a whole.

For Grabar himself, these new investiga-
tions have been transformative. They intro-
duced him to an aspect of the Islamic 
world that is considerably different from 
what he had come to know. Before these 
exchanges, his contact with the Islamic 
world had been primarily through texts and 
objects, or through limited but more direct 
interactions with the people of the land 
through excavations in the Syrian steppe 
or sojourns in cities of the Middle East 
such as Jerusalem, Damascus, Beirut and 
Cairo.

Such encounters that the Aga Khan Award 
and the Aga Khan Program brought about 
between the worlds of academia and 
events taking place on the ground today 
define one moment in the field’s develop-
ment that Grabar articulates. He also iden-
tifies other important moments. He takes 
us back to the field of Islamic art and 
architecture he entered when he began his 
career during the 1950s as a young man in 
his early 20s. Academically as well as intel-
lectually, it then was defined by the param
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eters of the disciplines of medieval art 
and the art of late antiquity. The interests 
of those investigating it were limited to the
formative centuries of Islam, particularly 
the first two. They rarely ventured beyond 
AD 1500, let alone into the modern period. 
Important artistic and architectural tradi-
tions such as those of the Ottomans,  
Safavids or Mughals were given scant 
attention.

Outside of academia, the field also was 
being formed by a fascinating world 
consisting primarily of collectors and 
travelers. These individuals were more 
daring in exploring the field’s frontiers than 
their more conservative academic counter-
parts, examining periods, geographies and 
works that academia shied away from. 
Collectors provide a particularly interesting 
chapter in the evolution of the study of 
Islamic art. Although many of them had an 
incredibly refined sense of the visual, there 
were serious limitations to the contribu-
tions they could make to the field. Their 
world revolved around money more than 
scholarship. In contrast to the world of 
scholarship, it emphasised secrecy, partic-
ularly regarding who owned what and how 
much they paid for it, rather than dissemi-
nating information. Moreover, the financial 
rewards it offered attracted a few disrepu-
table figures, some of whom were not 
above smuggling works of art or even 
stealing them.

Grabar also describes a field that was 
completely dominated by Western institu-
tions. This was particularly evident in the 
Middle East. These institutions included 
Western universities as well as archaeolog-
ical centres in the Middle East that were 
run by Western governments or private 
learned societies, primarily British, French 
and American—that is, the victors of World 
War II. These countries exercised tremen-
dous political, military and economic clout, 
if not outright control, over many parts of 
the Islamic world. They had almost unre-
stricted access to historical works and 
sites. Such influence was further strength-
ened by the serious interest in history and 
archaeology exhibited by many of their 
diplomats stationed in the Middle East. 
The study of the Islamic world was thereby 
closely connected to Western imperialism 
and, in certain instances, to colonialism.

This Western domination has become 
somewhat diluted today, as a considerable 
number of universities and research centres 
have come into being in the Islamic world,
 producing their own educators and 
researchers. It also has been challenged in 
the postcolonial period by rising political 
tensions between a number of Muslim and 
Western governments. These tensions limit 
the access of Westerners to sites and also 
push local researchers to develop their 
own narratives independent of, and some-
times in isolation from, the West. Still, 
domination of the West over the field has 
not yet been undermined.

This leads to the subject of Orientalism,  
a term that Grabar feels has received some 
unfair critique. Orientalists studying the 
Islamic world’s built environment included 
archaeologists who looked at their profes-
sion in what Grabar describes as “the  
richest and widest ways”period. Among 
those, he cites Ernst Herzfeld and Jean 
Sauvaget as notable figures, both active 
during the first half of the 20th century. 
There also were architects who became 
historians as they studied buildings they 
encountered in new lands, even though 
they did not originally set out with such 
intentions. Among those, Grabar identifies 
Pascal Coste, Max Herz and K.A.C. 
Creswell. These three made very important 
contributions to studying the architectural 
heritage of Islamic Cairo over the course 
of the 19th and 20th centuries. Such figures 
put together a wealth of information on  
the Islamic world’s architectural heritage. 
Grabar, however, also points out that while 
these scholars devoted their careers to 
studying the Islamic world’s past, they often 
showed little interest in its contemporary life.

Grabar reflects on how the state of affairs 
that had materialised during the period  
of European imperialism began to undergo 
drastic changes in the 1960s and 1970s. 
To begin with, as in any growing field, the 
study of Islamic art and architecture has 
expanded significantly to include new  
periods, regions and types of works. 
Moreover, in the West, a younger genera-
tion of academics rebelled against the 
“old boy network” prevalent in universities, 
demanding an end to the exclusion of 
disenfranchised groups such as women 
and minorities. Also important was a new 
emphasis on “relevance” that challenged
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the more narrowly defined and detached
scholarly traditions.

The attacks on Orientalism succeeded in 
transforming what had been a highly 
respected field of inquiry into one with 
pejorative overtones. Here, Grabar cites 
the primary role that the late Palestinian-
American literary critic and academic 
Edward Said played beginning in the 1970s 
in mounting a devastating critique of 
Orientalism through what Grabar identifies 
as a “brilliant gesture of anger”. Said was 
among the growing voices that insisted 
that the people of the Islamic world 
become more actively engaged in the 
study of their past. As Grabar often points 
out, until only two decades ago, most 
students in American universities studying 
Islamic art and architecture were Western. 
Today the majority are from Muslim lands. 
As these various shifts take place, the 
methodological frameworks defining our 
overall understanding of the Islamic herit-
age are bound to undergo corresponding 
transformations.

These are tumultuous times characterised 
by overwhelming change and instability. 
The evolution of the study of Islamic art 
and architecture has expressed these 
changes, though in a quieter and slower 
manner than the social, economic and 
political transformations themselves. 
Changes affecting the field have included 
an added emphasis on how the visual 
world can function as an expression of 
identity. They also have included a glaring 
and often uncomfortable juxtapositioning 
of studying the “Other” and studying the 
“Self”, and a rising tension between 
attempting to put forward a dispassionate 
study of the past and an engaged one  
that emphasises relevance to the present. 
These are all questions to which Oleg 
Grabar has been giving increased atten-
tion during recent years.
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